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Sh o u l d  O l d  Te s t a m e n t  prophecies 
regarding God’s promise to restore the nation 

of Israel be taken literally? Must our eschatology 
allow for an age in the future in which these proph-

ecies are fulfilled? One of the major 
reasons why some insist on a future 
millennium where Jesus will reign 
as king over the nation of Israel 
is due to the belief that many Old 
Testament prophecies are not yet 
fulfilled.1 In other words, a future 
reign of Jesus over the people of 
Israel (in fulfillment of OT proph-
ecies) is one of the main reasons 
a millennial kingdom is needed.2 
For without such a kingdom, it 
is believed that God would have 
failed to deliver the promises given 
in His word. To spiritualize these 
promises, it is sometimes argued, 

does not do justice to the specific nature of these 
promises. For example, Wayne Grudem explains 
that a characteristic of pretribulational (or dis-
pensational) premillennialism “is its insistence 
on interpreting biblical prophecies ‘literally where 
possible.’ This especially applies to prophecies in 
the Old Testament concerning Israel.”3

One such prophecy is found in Amos 9:11–15:

“In that day I will raise up the booth of David 
that is fallen and repair its breaches, and raise up 
its ruins and rebuild it as in the days of old, that 
they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the 
nations who are called by my name,” declares the 
LORD who does this. “Behold, the days are com-
ing,” declares the LORD, “when the plowman 
shall overtake the reaper and the treader of grapes 
him who sows the seed; the mountains shall drip 
sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow with it. I 
will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, and 

SBJT 14.1 (2010): 14-25 



15

they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit 
them; they shall plant vineyards and drink their 
wine, and they shall make gardens and eat their 
fruit. I will plant them on their land, and they 
shall never again be uprooted out of the land that 
I have given them,” says the LORD your God.4

Does this prophecy refer to a time in the future 
when God will restore the nation of Israel and 
grant them unprecedented peace and prosperity? 
A time when their cities are restored, their ene-
mies are defeated, and their lands yield abundant 
crops? Or, should this prophecy be interpreted 
symbolically referring to a time when God will 
bless his covenant people in ways that words can-
not really describe. The purpose of this article is 
to demonstrate that certain prophecies, especially 
Old Testament restoration prophecies regarding 
the nation of Israel, should be interpreted sym-
bolically. The reasons for a symbol interpretation 
include (1) the true nature of biblical religion, 
(2) the unique genre of biblical prophecy, (3) the 
symbolic manner in which the New Testament 
interprets Old Testament prophecies, and (4) the 
central role of Jesus’ death and resurrection in 
salvation history.

The True NaTure of BiBlical 
religioN

The Christian faith is a religion of the heart. It 
is not primarily external but internal. Mere out-
ward, external religion is never the goal of our 
faith. God is primarily interested in the deeper, 
inner faith of His people. This is true not only for 
the New Testament but is also clearly seen in the 
Old Testament. 

Circumcision of the Heart
Circumcision was a significant part of both 

the Abrahamic and Mosiac covenants. It was the 
outward sign that separated God’s chosen people 
from the other nations. And yet, according to the 
Old Testament, true circumcision was not the 
outward, physical act but the inward circumcision 

of the heart:

Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your heart, 
and be no longer stubborn (Deut 10:16).

And the LORD your God will circumcise your 
heart and the heart of your offspring, so that 
you will love the LORD your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul, that you may live 
(Deut 30:6).

Circumcise yourselves to the LORD; remove 
the foreskin of your hearts, O men of Judah and 
inhabitants of Jerusalem (Jer 4:4a).

This emphasis on the inner circumcision of the 
heart is continued in the New Testament (Rom 
2:25–29; 1 Cor 7:19; Gal 5:6; 6:15; Phil 3:2–3; 
Col 2:11).

Sacrifice of an Obedient and  
Broken Heart

In the Old Testament God required daily sac-
rifices from His people. These sacrifices usually 
required the shedding of an animal’s blood. But we 
know that such sacrifices were merely an outward 
sign that signified God’s perfect standard and the 
need for atonement. God was always more inter-
ested in heart-felt obedience than He was in the 
mere shedding of an animal’s blood.

Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to 
listen than the fat of rams (1 Sam 15:22b).

Sacrifice and offering you have not desired, but 
you have given me an open ear. Burnt offering and 
sin offering you have not required (Psalm 40:6).

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken 
and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise 
(Psalm 51:17).

For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the 
knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings” 
(Hos 6:6).
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A Different Kind of Fasting
The act of denying the body food or drink often 

signifies devotion to God. It demonstrates that 
God and His word are more important than satis-
fying the desires of the body. It is an outward act 
that reflects the inward commitment. But if the 
inward attitude does not accompany the external 
act, fasting becomes a mockery to God. 

Behold, in the day of your fast you seek your own 
pleasure, and oppress your workers…. Is such the 
fast that I choose, a day for a person to humble 
himself? Is it to bow down his head like a reed, 
and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? 
Will you call this a fast, and a day acceptable 
to the LORD? Is not this the fast that I choose: 
to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the 
straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, 
and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your 
bread with the hungry and bring the homeless 
poor into your house; when you see the naked, 
to cover him, and not to hide yourself from your 
own flesh? (Isa 58:3b, 5–7).

Though they fast, I will not hear their cry, and 
though they offer burnt offering and grain offer-
ing, I will not accept them (Jer 14:12a).

Even with all of its external rituals and require-
ments, the old covenant was essentially about 
the heart. In the new covenant, this inward focus 
becomes more evident as many of the outward 
elements are stripped away. 

The above comments and Scripture references 
do not prove that certain Old Testament prophe-
cies concerning the nation of Israel must be taken 
symbolically. God is interested in the physical 
aspect—even in heaven. For instance, the Bible 
clearly teaches that believers will be given a physi-
cal, resurrected body. My point is simply this: If 
the new covenant, with its focus on the spiritual, 
is the fulfillment of God’s plan, why should we 
go back to the shadows and images? (Col 2:17; 
Heb 8:5). By returning to shadows and images, 
are we guilty of reversing God’s plan of redemp-

tive history? The Jews of Jesus’ day were expect-
ing the Messiah to establish a tangible, earthly 
kingdom based on their (mis)understanding of 
the Old Testament. Thus, the messianic kingdom 
became primarily the political rule of Israel over 
all the nations—a time when there would be an 
abundance of wealth and prosperity. But they 
were mistaken. Could it be that we are guilty of 
the same? Could it be that we have mistaken the 
shell for the core?5 Is it really God’s intention for 
the nation of Israel to restore its cities, for them 
to defeat their enemies, or for their land to yield 
abundant crops (Amos 9:11–15)? Or do these 
promises have an even greater significance? Could 
it be that the prophets used metaphorical lan-
guage to describe the nature in which God would 
fulfill His promises? 

The uNique geNre of BiBlical 
ProPhecy

How do we know if a prophecy should be taken 
literally or symbolically? Certainly not all proph-
ecy is symbolic or figurative. For example, the 
prophet Isaiah tells us that the Messiah would be 
born of a virgin (Isa 7:14) and Micah informs us 
that He would be born in Bethlehem (Mic 5:2). 
These prophecies were fulfilled literally—why 
not the rest?6 The answer to this question depends 
(1) on the nature of the prophecy and (2) the 
language used in the prophecy. Prophecy con-
cerning the end of time or the coming of God’s 
kingdom is often described using metaphorical 
language. The prophets often employed earthly 
imagery to describe a heavenly reality. The messi-
anic kingdom was often pictured as a return from 
exile and often included a rebuilt temple (built 
on mount Zion which will become the highest 
mountain), resumed temple sacrifices, and wild 
animals dwelling together peacefully. The rea-
son for this was simple. The prophets spoke and 
wrote in terms that both they and their audience 
would understand. They described the messianic 
kingdom in terms of concepts and imagery that 
was meaningful to the people of that day. Amos 
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describes the future in terms that communicate 
the highest blessings of God. Their cities would be 
rebuilt, their enemies would be conquered, their 
land would produce more than seemed possible, 
and they would dwell in the land forever. 

The prophets often employed figurative or 
cosmic language to describe the great works of 
God in history. For example, the prophet Isaiah 
declares, 

Behold, the day of the LOR D 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…. 
Therefore I will make the heavens tremble, and 
the earth will be shaken out of its place at the 
wrath of the LORD of hosts in the day of his 
fierce anger (Isa 13:9–10, 13). 

At first glace one might surmise that this prophecy 
must pertain to the day of the great judgment of 
God. But the first verse of the chapter reads, “The 
oracle concerning Babylon which Isaiah the son 
of Amoz saw” (Isa 13:1). In verse 19 we again read 
that this judgment prophecy relates to the nation 
of Babylon: “And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, 
the splendor and pomp of the Chaldeans, will be 
like Sodom and Gomorrah when God overthrew 
them.” It was common for the prophets to use 
figurative, cosmic language to describe God’s 
intervention in history and His sovereign rule of 
all nations. Robert Stein explains,

Such imagery was not meant to be interpreted 
literally. The sun was not actually going to be 
darkened; the moon would not stop giving its 
light; the stars would not stop showing their 
light. “What” the author willed to communicate 
by this imagery, that God was going to bring 
judgment upon Babylon, was to be understood 
“literally.” And that willed meaning, God’s judg-
ment upon Babylon, did take place…. Babylon 

had been judged just as the prophecy proclaimed, 
and it was God’s doing just as the cosmic imag-
ery described. The imagery itself, however, was 
understood by the prophet and his audience as 
part of the stock terminology used in this kind 
of literature to describe God’s intervention into 
history.7

We also find examples of this type of meta-
phorical language in the New Testament. John the 
Baptist came to prepare the way of the Lord, a role 
that was foretold by the prophet Isaiah: “The voice 
of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way 
of the Lord, make his paths straight’” (Luke 3:3). 
Although both Matthew and Mark quote from Isa 
40:3, only Luke adds verses 4 and 5 which state, 
“Every valley shall be filled, and every moun-
tain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked 
shall become straight, and the rough places shall 
become level ways, and all flesh shall see the salva-
tion of God.” If we take these verses literally, then 
the landscape and geography of the land of Israel 
would have been dramatically altered. By quoting 
these verses Luke sees them as being fulfilled in 
the ministry of John the Baptist.8 Luke was not 
bothered by the fact that these events did not take 
place in a literal fashion. He understood that the 
meaning behind these verses was that God was 
going to sovereignly move in history by sending a 
prophet who would prepare the way for the Mes-
siah. “It is clear that Luke understood this imagery 
figuratively as referring to the humbling of the 
proud and the exaltation of the repentant through 
the preaching of John the Baptist.”9

We are not at liberty to change the meaning of 
the Bible according to our whims. We must base 
our exegesis and interpretation on sound prin-
ciples. If a literal meaning was intended then we 
should simply trust God and follow a literal inter-
pretation. But certain parts of the Bible (especially 
poetry, prophecy, and apocalyptic literature) 
are not meant to be interpreted literally.10 The 
prophets often communicated a divine message 
using earthly language. That is, the prophets used 
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earthly language to describe a more profound 
heavenly reality—a reality that finds its fulfill-
ment in Christ. Graeme Goldsworthy correctly 
insists that we should not interpret prophecies 
literally “if by literal is meant that fulfilment must 
be in the precise terms of the promise, and that the 
reality is only a future repetition of the foreshad-
owing.”11 He continues, 

The New Testament knows nothing of this kind 
of literalism. It repeatedly maintains that Christ 
is the fulfilment of these terms, images, promises 
and foreshadowings in the Old Testament which 
were presented in a way that is different from the 
fulfilment. For the New Testament the interpre-
tation of the Old Testament is not ‘literal’ but 
‘Christological’. That is to say that the coming of 
the Christ transforms all the Kingdom terms of 
the Old Testament into gospel reality.12

The SymBolic maNNer iN 
Which The NT iNTerPreTS oT 
ProPhecieS

One of the principles of sound hermeneutics is 
that we should let Scripture interpret Scripture. 
We might be inclined to interpret a passage one 
way but we must give precedence to the wisdom 
of God. How do the New Testament writers inter-
pret Old Testament prophecies and promises to 
the nation of Israel? 

Acts 2:14–21 (Joel 2:28–32)
After the Spirit came at Pentecost, Jewish pil-

grims from all over the world began to hear the 
disciples of Jesus speak their languages. Many 
were amazed at this phenomenon, but others 
mocked and said those speaking were merely 
drunk with wine. At this point, Peter stood up 
and declared to the large crowd that these people 
were not drunk but rather what was taking place 
was spoken through the prophet Joel: “And in 
the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will 
pour out my Spirit on all flesh” (Acts 2:17). Peter 
quoted from Joel 2 because he believed that with 

the coming of the Spirit, this text was being ful-
filled. Furthermore, he applied Joel’s vision not to 
the nation of Israel, but to the church. John Stott 
offers a powerful warning: 

It is the unanimous conviction of the New Tes-
tament authors that Jesus inaugurated the last 
days or Messianic age, and that the final proof of 
this was the outpouring of the Spirit, since this 
was the Old Testament promise of promises for 
the end-time. This being so, we must be careful 
not to re-quote Joel’s prophecy as if we are still 
awaiting fulfilment, or even as if its fulfilment 
has been only partial, and we await some future 
and complete fulfilment. For this is not how Peter 
understood and applied the text.13

Another interesting feature is that this proph-
ecy also includes cosmic language similar to other 
Old Testament apocalyptic prophecies. In Acts 
2:19–20 Peter, quoting from Joel 2:30–31, states,

And I will show wonders in the heavens above 
and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, 
and vapor of smoke; the sun shall be turned to 
darkness and the moon to blood, before the day 
of the Lord comes, the great and magnificent day.

Some might respond by claiming that this 
prophecy clearly has not yet been fulfilled. The 
sun has not turned to darkness and the moon has 
not turned to blood. But we must be careful not 
to force the text to mean something it was never 
intended to mean. Peter (and Luke) had no dif-
ficulty in affirming that the prophecy given by 
Joel was fulfilled in the coming of the Spirit. Peter 
knew that such cosmic language should not be 
interpreted literally. Rather, he knew that such 
language meant that God would sovereignly inter-
vene in history and do something miraculous. 
Stein rightly comments, “These cosmic signs did 
not literally take place at Pentecost, even though 
what the author willed to convey by those signs 
did…. The conventional cosmic imagery used 
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in this prophecy of Joel was understood by both 
Peter and Luke as being fulfilled in the events 
of Pentecost.”14 If we interpret this passage lit-
erally we are forced to say this text (and many 
other texts) has not yet been fulfilled. The text 
pointed to a literal reality (that God would mirac-
ulously intervene in history), but that reality was 
described using figurative language.

Acts 15:16–17 (Amos 9:11–12)
In Acts 15 Luke recounts the proceedings 

of the so-called Jerusalem Council. In seeking 
to refute the notion that Gentiles had to be cir-
cumcised in order to be saved (Acts 15:1), Peter 
declared his conviction that God makes no dis-
tinction between Jews and Gentiles. Paul and 
Barnabas also related all that God had done 
among them with the Gentiles. Finally, James 
stood up and quoted Amos 9:11–12 as proof that 
God had made the Gentiles His own people, just 
as was foretold by the prophets.

After this I will return, and I will rebuild the 
tent of David that has fallen; I will rebuild its 
ruins, and I will restore it, that the remnant of 
mankind may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles 
who are called by my name, says the Lord, who 
makes these things known from of old. (Acts 
15:16–17)15

Interestingly, James does not apply this text 
to some future millennium kingdom when the 
people of Israel regain their independence and 
rebuild the city of Jerusalem. Instead, it is used 
as justification for accepting the Gentiles into the 
people of God without needing to be circumcised. 
“James is saying that the wonderful thing which 
is now happening, namely, that the Gentiles are 
now coming into the fellowship of God’s people, 
is a fulfillment of the words of the prophet Amos 
about the building up again of the fallen taber-
nacle of David.”16 Some might respond by stating 
that James is not claiming this text is fulfilled but 
is merely drawing attention to the fact that Amos 

mentions the Gentiles (or nations) seeking the 
Lord. But James could have simply quoted verse 
12 and left out verse 11. The reason James includes 
verse 11 is that he sees the salvation of Gentiles 
as part of the restoration processes of Israel. The 
house of David is being rebuilt—not just out of 
physical Jews but also out of spiritual Jews. John 
Polhill rightly comments, 

In the Gentiles, God was choosing a people for 
himself, a new restored people of God, Jew and 
Gentile in Christ, the true Israel. In the total 
message of Acts it is clear that the rebuilt house 
of David occurred in the Messiah. Christ was 
the scion of David who fulfilled the covenant 
of David and established a kingdom that would 
last forever (2 Sam 7:12f.; cf. Acts 13:32–34). 
From the beginning the Jewish Christians had 
realized that the promises to David were fulfilled 
in Christ. What they were now beginning to see, 
and what James saw foretold in Amos, was that 
these promises included the Gentiles.17

Based on the interpretation given by James and 
recorded by Luke, we have another clear example 
of the New Testament interpreting an Old Testa-
ment restoration passage in a nonliteral or sym-
bolical manner.

Hebrews 8:8–12 (Jeremiah 31:31–34)
In seeking to demonstrate that the new cov-

enant is superior to the old covenant, the author 
of Hebrews quotes several verses from Jeremiah 
31. Through the prophet Jeremiah, God promises, 
“I will establish a new covenant with the house of 
Israel and with the house of Judah” (Heb 8:8). The 
point to be made here is that this covenant is said 
to be made with people of Israel and Judah. Does 
this covenant include Gentile Christians? Or is 
this a special covenant made only with the Jew-
ish people? Although it is true that this particular 
letter was written to a primarily (or perhaps even 
exclusively) Jewish audience, there is no New Tes-
tament evidence that God makes one covenant 
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with the Jews and then a separate covenant with 
the Gentiles. Rather, the mentioning of Israel and 
Judah indicates that God’s people will again be 
reunited. “The promise of the reunion of Israel 
and Judah was symbolic of the healing of every 
human breach and the reconciliation of all nations 
and persons in Christ, the seed of Abraham in 
whom all the peoples of the earth are blessed and 
united.”18 For, as we are taught in the New Testa-
ment, what makes someone a real Jew is not physi-
cal birth, but spiritual birth. Paul boldly declares, 
“For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, 
nor is circumcision outward and physical. But a 
Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a mat-
ter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. 
His praise is not from man but from God” (Rom 
2:28–29). Abraham is the father of all believers, 
not just those from the physical people of Israel. 
He is also the father of those Gentiles who believe 
in the Messiah and, consequently, are grafted 
into the covenant that God made with Abraham 
(Rom 4:11; 11:17). In Galatians Paul affirms that 
“it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham” 
(Gal 3:7). Similarly, he later adds, “And if you are 
Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 
according to promise” (Gal 3:29). He labels the 
churches in Galatia (which consisted of both Jews 
and Gentiles) “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16). 

The new covenant is not a covenant that merely 
applies to those who are physical descendents of 
Abraham. It is offered to all those who place their 
trust and hope in the Messiah, who was a physi-
cal descendent of Abraham. To claim that the 
promises of Jeremiah 31:31–34 (or Ezek 11:19–20; 
36:26–27) do not apply to the church, seems to 
ignore how the New Testament writers them-
selves applied such promises.19

1 Peter 2:9–10 (Exodus 6:7; 19:5–6; 
Isaiah 43:20–21)

To the elect exiles scattered throughout Pon-
tus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, the 
Apostle Peter writes, 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 
a holy nation, a people for his own possession, 
that you may proclaim the excellencies of him 
who called you out of darkness into his marvel-
ous light. Once you were not a people, but now 
you are God’s people; once you had not received 
mercy, but now you have received mercy (1 Pet 
2:9–10).

These verses echo several Old Testament refer-
ences describing the nation of Israel. Peter claims 
that Christians are a “chosen race” (Isa 43:20), a 
“royal priesthood” and a “holy nation” (Exod 19:6; 
cf. 23:22, LXX), “a people for his own posses-
sion” (Exod 19:5; Isa 43:21; Mal 3:17), and once 
they were “not a people” who had “not received 
mercy” but now they are “God’s people” who have 
“received mercy” (Exod 6:7; Jer 7:23; 11:4; 30:22; 
Ezek 37:23; Hos 1:6, 9; 2:1, 23). Originally, these 
verses signified God’s covenant with the people 
of Israel. And yet, Peter applies these verses to the 
church. “Peter saw these promises as fulfilled in 
Jesus Christ, and God’s elect nation is no longer 
coterminous with Israel but embraces the church 
of Jesus Christ, which is composed of both Jews 
and Gentiles.”20

Some may argue that Peter was writing only to 
Jewish Christians so that these verses cannot be 
used as evidence. After all, it is thought, Peter was 
the apostle to the Jews. There is, however, ample 
evidence to suggest that Peter’s audience con-
sisted primarily of Gentile Christians. In the first 
chapter Peter states, “As obedient children, do not 
be conformed to the passions of your former igno-
rance” (v. 14). Later in the same chapter he adds, 
“knowing that you were ransomed from the futile 
ways inherited from your forefathers” (v. 18). They 
formerly carried out the desires of the Gentiles (1 
Pet 4:3–4) but now have been “called out of dark-
ness” (1 Pet 2:9). These verses indicate that Peter 
is not writing to a Jewish audience. 

What is crucial for our argument, then, is that 
Peter unashamedly applies the well-known Old 
Testament covenant terminology to the church. 
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Gentile believers are “being built up as a spiritual 
house”; they are God’s “holy” or “royal priest-
hood”; they are a “chosen race”; they are a “holy 
nation”; they are “God’s people” who have received 
mercy (1 Pet 2:5, 9–10). God has bestowed on the 
church the blessings promised to Israel in the Old 
Testament.

The New Testament writers do not seem to 
expect the Old Testament prophecies about the 
nation of Israel to be fulfilled literally. Some might 
object and claim that in Romans 11 Paul expects 
Israel as a nation to someday turn to Christ in 
faith. Although there is doubt as to whether Paul 
teaches a future mass conversion of the nation of 
Israel in Romans 11:26,21 Bavinck rightly notes 
that “even if Paul expected a national conver-
sion of Israel at the end, he does not say a word 
about the return of the Jews to Palestine, about a 
rebuilding of the city and a temple, about a visible 
rule of Christ: in his picture of the future there 
simply is no room for all this.”22 A literal fulfill-
ment was not expected but rather New Testament 
writers correctly saw fulfillment in Christ and 
in the gospel. They correctly understood John 
the Baptist to be Elijah (Mal 4:5–6; Matt 17:11–
13). They correctly understood the promise to 
David—that his son would someday establish an 
eternal kingdom—was fulfilled in the resurrec-
tion of Jesus (2 Sam 7:12–16; Acts 2:29–36; also 
see Acts 13:29–32). There was no hesitation to say 
Christians have already come to “Mount Zion,” 
which is also called “the heavenly Jerusalem” and 
“the city of the living God” (Heb 12:22). The 
main issue then is not how we think the Old Tes-
tament should be interpreted and consequently 
impose an overly literalistic hermeneutic on the 
texts. Rather, we must learn from how the New 
Testament writers themselves interpreted the Old 
Testament. When we do this, we will see that the 
Old Testament prophecies concerning the nation 
of Israel are fulfilled in Christ and in the gospel.

The ceNTr al role of JeSuS’ 
DeaTh aND reSurrecTioN iN 
SalvaTioN hiSTory

One of the problems with interpreting Old 
Testament prophecies regarding the nation of 
Israel in a literal manner is that it tends to mini-
mize the work of Christ, especially His suffering, 
death, and resurrection. How is this so? The New 
Testament teaches that the death and resurrection 
of Christ are the climax of God’s work in redemp-
tive history. But if we interpret the many Old 
Testament restoration prophecies regarding the 
nation of Israel literally, then we are forced to say 
that such prophecies do not find their fulfillment 
in God’s greatest work. Instead, the first coming 
of Christ becomes ignored and all attention shifts 
to Christ’s second coming and the millennial 
kingdom.23

Another problem with a literal interpretation 
is that the Old Testament consistently pictures a 
messianic kingdom that includes the restoration 
of the temple, the priesthood, and the temple 
sacrifices. Bavinck explains, “All the prophets, 
with equal vigor and force, announce not only the 
conversion of Israel and the nations but also the 
return to Palestine, the rebuilding of Jerusalem, 
and the restoration of the temple, the priesthood, 
and sacrificial worship.”24 If we maintain that the 
prophet’s picture of the future must be literal, then 
we must take all the aspects literally.25 In other 
words, if we insist that the nation of Israel will 
someday return to the Promised Land, rebuild the 
cities of Israel, and have Christ rule as their King, 
then we are also forced to include the notion that 
the Jews will again have a priesthood and offer 
sacrifices in the temple.26 

Listen to how the prophet Isaiah describes the 
restoration of Israel:

And the foreigners who join themselves to the 
LORD, to minister to him, to love the name of 
the LORD, and to be his servants…these I will 
bring to my holy mountain, and make them joy-
ful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings 



22

and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; 
for my house shall be called a house of prayer for 
all peoples. (Isa 56:6–7)

All the flocks of Kedar shall be gathered to you; 
the rams of Nebaioth shall minister to you; they 
shall come up with acceptance on my altar, and 
I will beautify my beautiful house. (Isa 60:7)

And they shall bring all your brothers from all 
the nations as an offering to the LORD, on horses 
and in chariots and in litters and on mules and 
on dromedaries, to my holy mountain Jerusalem, 
says the LORD, just as the Israelites bring their 
grain offering in a clean vessel to the house of 
the LORD. And some of them also I will take for 
priests and for Levites, says the LORD. For as the 
new heavens and the new earth that I make shall 
remain before me, says the LORD, so shall your 
offspring and your name remain. (Isa 66:20–22)

A similar picture is given by Jeremiah (3:16–17; 
30:18; 31:21, 38), Ezekiel (36:28–38; 37:21–28; 
39:25–29; chs. 40–48), Joel (3:17–20), Amos 
(9:11–15), Obadiah (17, 21), Micah (4:1–2; 7:11), 
Haggai (2:6–10), and Zechariah (1:17; 2:1–5; 3:1–
8; 6:9–15; 8:3–23).

Yet, couched in the midst of these prophesies 
is also the expectation that what awaits Israel 
will be something that far exceeds any earthly 
fulfillment. There will be no need for the ark of 
the covenant because “Jerusalem shall be called 
the throne of the LORD” (Jer 3:17). There will 
be no sin, sickness, or death: “He will swallow up 
death forever; and the Lord GOD will wipe away 
tears from all faces, and the reproach of his people 
he will take away from all the earth” (Isa 25:8). 
There will be a new heaven and a new earth (Isa 
65:17; 66:22) which have no need for the sun or 
the moon because the Lord himself will be the 
everlasting light (Isa 60:19–20). Thus, “although 
it is true that Old Testament prophecy cannot 
conceive the future kingdom of God without a 
temple and sacrifice, over and over it transcends all 
national and earthly conditions.”27 

If we insist on an overly literal interpretation 
we end up with Jewish believers who return to 
Jerusalem and reinstate the Old Testament sacrifi-
cial system as Christ reigns over them. Instead, we 
must see the prophets as using earthly language to 
describe a greater reality. At times, the prophets 
are forced to picture the future kingdom in terms 
that transcend the earthly or physical. There-
fore, we must not interpret their earthly, physical 
descriptions in a literal manner. To do so mini-
mizes the work of Christ. Christ is the only true 
prophet, priest, and king. His sacrifice was alone 
able to make atonement for the sins of the world. 
He is the fulfillment of all that the Old Testament 
predicted. To still be looking for the fulfillment of 
those Old Testament prophecies is to minimize 
the significance of the Messiah. All the benefits 
of our salvation that were promised and foreshad-
owed in the Old Testament have become a reality 
in Christ. Or, as Paul put it, all the promises of 
God are “yes” and “amen” in Christ (2 Cor 1:20).

coNcluSioN
The Old Testament presents a vivid and 

detailed picture of Israel’s future restoration. We 
have seen, however, that these descriptions are 
not meant to be taken literally. Although it is true 
that these predictions and promises have a real 
meaning, the meaning is not expressed in the 
actual language, but through the actual language. 
By insisting on a literal interpretation, we are in 
danger of forcing the text to mean something that 
God did not intend. The new covenant is charac-
terized by the inner transformation of a person. 
This core was found in the old covenant but it 
was wrapped in an external shell. Now that the 
external shell has been shed, is it really God’s plan 
to reinstitute it? In addition, a literal interpreta-
tion does not do justice to the genre of biblical 
prophecy. There is no virtue in claiming to con-
sistently apply a literal interpretation to texts that 
were not designed to be interpreted as such. The 
Old Testament prophets used metaphorical lan-
guage to describe truths that otherwise would not 
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have been intelligible to their audience. Further-
more, the New Testament itself teaches us that we 
should not insist on a literal interpretation. There 
are abundant examples where New Testament 
authors offer a symbolic interpretation of Old Tes-
tament prophecies concerning the nation of Israel. 
Finally, affirming that the restored people of Israel 
will rebuild the temple, reinstate the priesthood, 
and restore animal sacrifices, minimizes the com-
plete and perfect work of Christ. His death and 
resurrection is the focal point of God’s great work 
in redemptive history. To go back to the shadows 
and images of the Old Testament is to neglect the 
centrality of Christ’s finished work on the cross.
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