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He Gave Us Prophets
Lesson Seven
The Purpose of Predictions

INTRODUCTION

Anyone who reads Old Testament prophecy soon discovers that the prophets
made many predictions, and if you ask most people why there are so many predictions in
the prophets, they will tell you very simply — it was to tell us about the future. We’re
going to learn in this lesson that the prophets did not make their predictions primarily to
inform us of the future, but rather, they gave predictions to encourage the people of God
to form the future.

We’ve entitled this lesson “The Purpose of Predictions” because we’re going to
explore why the prophets spoke about the future. To discover the purpose of predictions,
we’re going to explore four different topics: First, how did the prophets understand divine
sovereignty over history? Second, what did the prophets believe about their predictions
and human contingencies? Third, how did the prophets understand the certainties of their
predictions? And fourth, what were the goals of predictions in Old Testament prophecy?
Let’s look first at how the sovereignty of God over history shaped the prophets’
understanding of their predictions.

DIVINE SOVEREIGNTY

Have you ever noticed that Christians, like all people, tend to go to extremes?
Either we eat too much or we eat too little, or we exercise too much or we exercise too
little. Well, something like that happens also in theology. Many times when we think
about theological concepts we go to extremes, and this is especially true with the subject
of the sovereignty of God. We find some Christians who emphasize God’s sovereignty
over history to the point that they exclude the reality of human responsibility, and then
we find other people who emphasize the significance of human choice and human
responsibility to the point that they deny the sovereignty of God. There’s so much
confusion in the church at this point over these kinds of concepts that we must pause for a
moment to see the Bible’s view of the sovereignty of God and human responsibility. The
Bible’s doctrine of the sovereignty of God provides an essential background for
understanding the way prophets predicted the future.

There are many ways we can approach the subject of God’s sovereignty, but
we’re going to take a look at two traditional theological themes: first, God’s
immutability; and second, God’s providence. Let’s look first at what the Bible says about
divine immutability.

-1-

For videos, study guides and many other resources, please visit Third Millennium Ministries at thirdmill.org.



He Gave Us Prophets Lesson Seven: The Purpose of Predictions

GoD’S IMMUTABILITY

Put simply, the doctrine of immutability teaches that God is unchanging. Now, we
have to be careful when we speak this way because God is not immutable or unchanging,
in every way we might imagine. For many centuries traditional systematic theology has
been careful to identify specific ways in which God is unchanging. In fact, there are only
three major ways in which God may be spoken of as immutable.

God’s Character

In the first place, God’s character does not change. God is always loving, always
just, always knowing all things, always all powerful, always present everywhere. God’s
attributes never vary with time. This is what the writer of Hebrews meant when he wrote
in Hebrews 13:8:

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever (Hebrews
13:8).

God cannot become something other than he is. We can count on his character to remain
the same because his attributes are immutable.

Covenant Promises

There’s another sense in which God is immutable beyond his character or
attributes. That immutability has to do with his covenant promises. When God makes a
covenant oath, it remains valid forever and it will never be broken. Once again, the writer
of Hebrews succinctly summarized the teaching of the Scriptures in this matter. In
Hebrews 6:16-17 we read these words:

Men swear by someone greater than themselves, and the oath
confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument. Because God
wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to
the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath
(Hebrews 6:16-17).

As this passage makes clear, when God takes an oath in covenant, we can be sure that he
will not vary from what he has said.

Eternal Counsel

A third way in which the Scriptures teach that God is immutable is with regard to
his eternal counsel, or his eternal plan for the universe. Although some Christian groups
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He Gave Us Prophets Lesson Seven: The Purpose of Predictions

fail to see this teaching in Scripture, everything we say in this lesson is built on the belief
that God has an unchangeable plan and that this plan governs all of history. It helps to
summarize this doctrine in a traditional way by referring to the Westminster Confession
of Faith. In the Westminster Confession of Faith chapter 3, paragraph 1 we read these
words about the eternal plan of God:

God, from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of his
own will, freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass.

This confessional statement expresses the sovereignty of God in a very clear way. Put
simply, God has a plan for the universe. It is all-comprehensive, and it cannot fail. The
apostle Paul spoke of this plan of God in his epistles. For instance, in Ephesians 1:11 he
wrote these words:

[God] works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will
(Ephesians 1:11).

According to the apostle, God has a plan that includes everything, and God will work all
things according to that plan.

The prophet Isaiah spoke of this all-encompassing plan of God. In Isaiah 46:9-11
we read these words from the prophet:

I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is no one like
me, declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times
things which have not been done, saying, “My purpose will be
established, and I will accomplish all my good pleasure” ... Truly, I
have spoken; truly, 1 will bring it to pass. | have planned it, surely |
will do it (Isaiah 46:9-11, literal).

It’s very important to understand that the prophets believed in the biblical doctrine of the
immutability of God. God is unchangeable in his character, in his covenant promises, and
in his eternal plan for the universe. And so no matter what happened in the history of
Israel, the prophets understood that God would always be true to his character. They
understood he would always keep his firm covenant promises, and they also knew that
God’s counsel and his control over all things would never fail. As we read the prophets,
we’ll discover many times terrible things happened, but this confidence in God’s
immutability always sustained them.

Having seen that the immutability of God formed a background for all prophetic
predictions, we must also remember the other side of the coin. The doctrine of God’s
immutability must be balanced with the doctrine of God's providence.

GoD’S PROVIDENCE

The providence of God may be defined as God’s active involvement in history as
he works out his eternal plan for the universe. According to the Scriptures, God does not
-3-
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He Gave Us Prophets Lesson Seven: The Purpose of Predictions

distance himself from his creation simply watching his immutable plan unfold. Instead,
he has a role for himself in his eternal plan. This is why the Bible often speaks of God as
the living God. It is because he is an actor on the stage of history and constantly interacts
with his creation in providence. Once again, the Westminster Confession of Faith can
help us understand these matters plainly. In chapter 5, paragraph 2 we read these words
about the providence of God:

Although, in relation to the foreknowledge and decrees of God, the
first Cause, all things come to pass immutably, and infallibly; yet, by
the same providence, he ordereth them to fall out, according to the
nature of second causes, either necessarily, freely, or contingently.

Here we see, first, that from an eternal perspective the plan of God will be accomplished
without fail, immutably and infallibly. But we also see that from an historical,
providential perspective, God works out his plan by interacting with his creation in
different ways. He interacts with second causes, or creaturely causes, in at least three
different ways. God works out his plan by ordering events so that they follow each other
either necessarily, freely, or contingently. These distinctions are important, so let’s
unpack them just a little bit.

Sometimes the providence of God causes things to happen necessarily. The events
that are in mind here are things that take place according to the regular laws of nature,
laws like the law of gravity. The laws of nature provide predictable and necessary
patterns of providence, yet at the same time, the Confession of Faith also states that some
events occur freely. In other words, they appear random from a human point of view.
Rolling the dice, weather patterns, and other things in life like this are ultimately under
the control of God, but they seem, from a human vantage point, to be at random or freely
associated. Finally, the Confession of Faith tells us that some things happen in history
contingently. Of course, God was always in charge of all these events, but he controlled
the direction of history in these cases by interacting with the contingencies of human
choice.

The prophets not only believed that God’s eternal plan would be absolutely
accomplished without fail, but they also believed that God’s plan involved human choice
and human reaction. This fact played such a central role in the prophetic ministry that we
must take a look at it very carefully. With a background of divine immutability and
providence in mind, we may now turn to our second topic: predictions and contingencies.

PREDICTIONS AND CONTINGENCIES

So far, we’ve seen that sometimes God works out his eternal plan through the
contingencies of human choice. At this point, what we’re going to see is that these kinds
of human contingencies had a significant effect on the predictions of Old Testament
prophecy. Sometimes human choice intervening between the prophetic prediction and the
fulfillment of that prophecy could have a significant influence on the outcome of history.
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To explore the relationship between predictions and contingencies, we need to touch on
two subjects: first, the general patterns that the Bible teaches us to expect; and, second,
some specific examples of this dynamic.

GENERAL PATTERNS

Let’s look first at the basic or general pattern involving predictions and historical
contingencies. Perhaps the best passage in the prophets for helping us see this general
pattern is Jeremiah 18:1-10. This passage is so important that we should look at it
carefully. We’ll touch on three aspects of this passage: first, Jeremiah’s observation in
18:1-4; second, the Lord’s explanation in verses 5 and 6; and third, the Lord’s elaboration
in verses 7 through 10.

Observation
Listen first to Jeremiah’s observation in verses 1 through 4:

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: “Go down to
the potter’s house, and there I will give you my message.” So I went
down to the potter’s house, and I saw him working at the wheel. But
the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so the
potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to him
(Jeremiah 18:1-4).

God tells Jeremiah to go to a potter’s house. Jeremiah entered the potter’s house where he
saw the potter working in one way with the clay and then changing his design when he
saw the clay become marred. The potter worked with the lump of clay, shaping it as
seemed best to him. Jeremiah’s observation at the potter’s house had an important
symbolic value that God wanted Jeremiah to see. So, in verses 5 and 6 the Lord told
Jeremiah the significance of this experience:

Then the word of the Lord came to me: “O house of Israel, can I not
do with you as this potter does?” declares the Lord. “Like clay in the

hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel”
(Jeremiah 18:5-6).

Explanation

This passage reads as many do in the Bible; the potter represented the Lord and
the clay represented Israel. As this passage makes clear, God reserved the right to do with
his people as seemed best to him, just like a potter would with his clay. Of course, as we
have seen, God would never violate his immutable character, nor his covenants, nor his
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eternal plan. Yet, within these parameters, God is free to vary the ways he handles his
people.

Elaboration

With the potter’s observation and then God's explanation in mind, we're in a
position the see how God elaborated on this event. In a word, God applied this analogy of
the potter and the clay to prophetic predictions. In the first place, God mentioned
predictions of judgment in verses 7 and 8:

If at any time | announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted,
torn down and destroyed, and if that nation | warned repents of its
evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster | had planned
(Jeremiah 18:7-8).

Notice the way God described the situation. He says that at any time, with respect to any
nation, he may announce judgment to come. Yet, if there is an intervening historical
contingency of repentance, then God may relent. The fulfillment may not take place as
predicted. In a word, the historical contingency of human choice could make a big
difference in the way God fulfilled a prophecy of judgment.

Now to show that this principle applied also to other kinds of predictions, God
spoke of predictions of blessing in verses 9 and 10:

And if at another time | announce that a nation or kingdom is to be
built up and planted, and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey
me, then | will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it
(Jeremiah 18:9-10).

Notice the parallel situation. God said that at any time, and with respect to any nation, he
may announce the blessing of security and prosperity; yet, if there is an intervening
historical contingency of rebellion and disobedience, then the result may be that God may
relent from doing the good he had intended.

Jeremiah 18 teaches us a principle that we must be ready to apply to every biblical
prophecy. God told Jeremiah that he was free to react to the way human beings responded
to threats of judgment and offers of blessing. As we take a look at biblical prophecy,
we’ll discover that God often watched to see how people would react to the prophetic
word and then determined what to do in their future.

SPECIFIC EXAMPLES
Now that we've seen the general principle of predictions and contingencies, it will

be helpful to see some examples of this principle at work. There are countless examples
of times in the Bible when the contingency of human choice made a big difference in the

-6-

For videos, study guides and other resources, visit Third Millennium Ministries at thirdmill.org.



He Gave Us Prophets Lesson Seven: The Purpose of Predictions

fulfillment of prophecies. We’re going to look at just two examples of the many times
this dynamic appears: first, a predication by the prophet Shemaiah, and then the
prediction of Jonah.

Prediction of Shemaiah

Let’s look first at the prediction of Shemaiah. In 2 Chronicles 12:5 we read
Shemaiah’s announcement of judgment:

Then the prophet Shemaiah came to Rehoboam and to the leaders of
Judah who had assembled in Jerusalem for fear of Shishak, and he
said to them, “This is what the Lord says, ‘You have abandoned me;
therefore, I now abandon you to Shishak’” (2 Chronicles 12:5).

Notice that Shemaiah did not offer any explicit conditions for this prophecy. For people
unfamiliar with the ministries of the prophets, it sounds as if Shemaiah revealed an
eternal, unchangeable decree of God. But Rehoboam and the leaders of Judah knew
better. They hoped that these words were just a warning from God, a warning of what
God was going to do if they did not repent. So we find in 12:6 these words:

The leaders of Israel and the king humbled themselves and said, “The
Lord is just” (2 Chronicles 12:6).

When Rehoboam and the leaders of Judah heard the prophecy of judgment, they knew
what to do. They were to call out to God in repentance and faith, seeking for his mercy.

As we continue to read this passage, the intervening historical contingency of
humble prayer had a dramatic effect on the fulfillment of Shemaiah’s prediction. In fact,
Shemaiah himself acknowledged this effect. Listen to what he said after the leaders of
Judah repented. In verses 7 and 8 we read these words:

When the Lord saw that they humbled themselves, this word of the
Lord came to Shemaiah: “Since they have humbled themselves, I will
not destroy them, but will soon give them deliverance. My wrath will
not be poured out on Jerusalem through Shishak. They will, however,
become subject to him, so that they may learn the difference between
serving me and serving the Kings of other lands” (2 Chronicles 12:7-
8).

This passage makes clear that Shemaiah’s ministry was much like that of preachers
today. He warned of judgment to come, not so that he could condemn people to
everlasting perdition, but so that the people would hear this warning, repent, and then
receive the grace of God. So we see that the human reaction of prayer made a significant
difference in the way that Shemaiah’s prophecy would be fulfilled. In this case,
Shemaiah’s prophecy was not utterly reversed, but it was mollified, or softened, so that
the attack against Jerusalem was not as great as it would have been.
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Prediction of Jonah

A second example of the influence of human reactions to predictions appears in
the book of Jonah. The story of Jonah is familiar to us. We know that God sent Jonah to
the city of Nineveh to announce judgment to come. In Jonah 3:4 this is what Jonah says:

Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned (Jonah 3:4).

What could be simpler than this prophecy? Jonah announced that the city of Nineveh had
only forty more days before it would be destroyed. There were no “ifs,” there were no
“ands,” and there were no “buts.” But what happened? The rest of the chapter tells us.
The king of Nineveh and the people along with their animals put on sackcloth and ashes
in repentance of their sins. The king announced in 3:7-9:

Do not let any man or beast, herd or flock, taste anything; do not let
them eat or drink. But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth.
Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways
and their violence. Who knows? God may yet relent and with
compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish
(Jonah 3:7-9).

Put simply, an intervening historical contingency of repentance took place before the
prophecy could be fulfilled. The people humbled themselves in repentance before the
Lord. And what was the result of this historical contingency? In 3:10 we read these
words:

When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil
ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction
he had threatened (Jonah 3:10).

The fulfillment of Jonah’s prediction was tremendously influenced by the repentance of
Nineveh. He later complained to the Lord in this way in 4:2:

I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger
and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity
(Jonah 4:2).

Even as he gave his prediction, Jonah knew that God might not carry out the destruction
of the city. In fact, it was not until over one hundred years later that Nineveh was
destroyed by the Babylonians.

From the general principle of Jeremiah 18 and these two specific examples, we
see that many times the contingency of human choice influenced the ways that
prophecies were fulfilled. Sometimes God reversed a judgment or a blessing; sometimes
he would soften a blessing or even lessen a judgment; and other times he would increase

-8-

For videos, study guides and other resources, visit Third Millennium Ministries at thirdmill.org.



He Gave Us Prophets Lesson Seven: The Purpose of Predictions

judgments or increase blessings, depending upon how human beings responded to the
prophetic word.

Now that we have seen that intervening historical contingencies can influence the
fulfillments of predictions, we should turn to our next subject. What certainty or
confidence could Old Testament believers have when they heard a prediction? How
confident could they be that God would fulfill the predictions made by the prophets?

CERTAINTY OF PREDICTIONS

To answer this question it will help to review the kinds of predictions we find in
Old Testament prophecy. As we have seen in previous lessons, one axis along which we
may place Old Testament predictions is their variation between covenant blessings and
judgments. Prophetic predictions may be classified as announcing God’s blessings in
nature and war and his judgments in nature and war. We’ve seen another organizational
axis in previous lessons as well. All prophetic predictions fall somewhere along the range
of greater and lesser judgments and blessings. You will recall that many kinds of small
blessings and judgments were announced by the prophets, but the greatest judgment was
the threat of exile and the greatest blessing was restoration after exile. This basic
approach to prophetic predictions helps us see at a glance the basic message that the
prophets gave to their original audiences.

At this point, however, we need to add a third dimension to our organization of
prophetic predictions. Old Testament prophets not only told their listeners about greater
or lesser blessings and judgments, they also indicated, in one way or another, the level of
God’s determination to carry through with these judgments. On one end of the spectrum,
the prophets told their listeners that God had a very low level of determination to carry
through with a particular scenario. On the other end of the spectrum, they indicated that
God was very highly determined to carry through with the predictions. It’s very important
to remember that when the prophets speak of God having high or low levels of
determination to carry out a prophecy, they are speaking of him in very human terms. In
terms of God’s eternal, unchangeable plan, God would always accomplish all that he
desired. But when God was interacting with human creatures and working out his plan in
providence, he sometimes revealed that his determination was very high, and other times
he revealed that his determination was very low.

CONDITIONAL PREDICTIONS

There are many ways to approach this dimension of Old Testament predictions,
but we will point to four different points along the spectrum of God's determination. In
the first place, the prophets made a number of predictions which reveal that God had not
yet committed history to one direction or another. They did this by qualifying their
predictions with explicit conditions. Explicit conditions in the form of "if...then"
statements appear many times in the Old Testament prophets. For instance, in Isaiah
1:19-20 we read this conditional prediction:
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“If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the best from the land;
but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword.” For
the mouth of the Lord has spoken (Isaiah 1:19-20).

In this passage, the prophet Isaiah makes it very clear that the people of God had a
choice. If they submitted themselves to the Lord, they would be blessed, but if they did
not, they would be judged. Many times, the prophets indicate these kinds of conditions to
let the people know that God was still open to the direction that history would take, and
that direction would be determined by the kinds of choices they made.

UNQUALIFIED PREDICTIONS

A second point along the axis of determination appears in unqualified predictions.
These passages are simple statements about the future. No explicit conditions appear in
them. In such cases, the prophets revealed that at the moment God was more determined
to take the future in a particular direction. But we know from the outcomes of these
predictions that higher levels of human response could turn events in different directions.
We’ve already seen one example of this kind of prediction. In Jonah 3:4 the prophet said
these words:

Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned (Jonah 3:4).

There are no explicit conditions in this prophecy, and the prophet Jonah is making it clear
that God was determined to destroy the city. Even so, the significant and widespread
repentance within the city of Nineveh caused God to delay his judgment against that city.

Covenant blessings also appear in the form of unqualified predictions. Listen to
what Haggai said to Zerubbabel in Haggai 2:21-23:

“Tell Zerubbabel governor of Judah that I will shake the heavens and
the earth. I will overturn royal thrones and shatter the power of
foreign kingdoms... On that day,” declares the Lord Almighty, 1 will
take you, my servant Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel ... and I will make
you like my signet ring, for I have chosen you” (Haggai 2:21-23).

This passage makes it very clear that God was ready to destroy the nations surrounding
Israel and to make Zerubbabel the king over his people.

There are no explicit conditions, yet we know that this never happened.
Zerubbabel never became the king over God’s people and the nations around Israel were
not destroyed. Why was this so? It was because the post-exilic community failed to be
obedient to the Lord and this human contingency had an effect on the way the prophecy
was fulfilled.
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CONFIRMED PREDICTIONS

Although some predictions represent God as open to many possibilities, Old
Testament prophets also indicated sometimes that God had a higher degree of
determination to take events in a particular direction. They communicated God’s higher
determination by showing that God confirmed certain predictions. There are two primary
ways in which Old Testament prophets confirmed their predictions: first, God indicated
his higher determination with words; second, he showed his intentions with signs. Let’s
look first at verbal confirmations God offered to his people.

Words

One of the best examples of verbal confirmation appears in the first chapter of
Amos. Listen to what the prophet Amos says in 1:3 of his book:

For three sins of Damascus, even for four, I will not turn back my
wrath (Amos 1:3).

The words, “I will not turn back,” form a repeated feature of the predictions of this
chapter. Why did God repeat this sentence again and again? He wanted to communicate
that he had a high level of determination to carry through with these judgments. But did
this confirmation mean that there was no way to avoid the judgment of God? The prophet
made it very clear that sincere and thorough repentance could still avert the wrath of God.
Listen to what the Lord said in Amos 5:4 and 6:

This is what the Lord says to the house of Israel: “Seek me and live ...
Seek the Lord and live, or he will sweep through the house of Joseph
like fire” (Amos 5:4, 6).

Amos chapters 1 and 2 show that God was highly determined to send his wrathful fire
even against Israel, but this passage demonstrates that sincere and extensive repentance
might still have an effect on the wrath of God. Many passages in Old Testament prophecy
are lik