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Principles of interpretation 

 

At a casual glance pre-millennialism may seem reasonable, and may even seem to be 

backed by the Bible.   

 

Now we believe - more than believe, we know - that the Bible is inspired by God.  Every 

word in the original languages in which it was written is God-breathed; and any 

translation faithful to the original languages carries the same weight of inspiration as the 

original. 

 

But the question is: which verses of scripture are to be interpreted literally, and which 

may have a symbolic meaning?  Pre-millennialists insist that terms such as “Judah,” 

“Israel,” and “1000 years” are to be interpreted literally, but “day” and “hour” have a 

broader meaning – sometimes meaning a 1000 year gap. In the weeks to follow, we are 

going to examine the passages in question. 

 

Our first working principle is this:  a plain statement of fact in the New Testament is 

just that - a plain statement of fact.  For instance, on the day of Pentecost, 30 AD, when 

the people asked what they must do, Peter told them to repent and be immersed in the 

name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins, and they would receive the gift of 

the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38).  That is a plain statement of fact - repentance and immersion 

are necessary to receive forgiveness of sins.  All other scripture (since there are no 

contradictions in the Bible) must be interpreted in the light of this plain statement in the 

New Testament. 

 

Our next principle is this:  although God uses words in connection with their common 

usage, He defines key words and concepts by example and His own usage.  For example, 

Jesus defines love for us by dying on the cross.   God defines “immersion in the Holy 

Spirit” by describing for us the events on the day of Pentecost, and the events 

surrounding the conversion of the household of Cornelius (Acts 1 & 2; Acts 10 & 11).  

He defines the meaning of the kingdom of heaven by the manner in which apostles such 

as Paul used it to describe the church in the book of Acts and the epistles.  Once the 

meaning of one of these key terms can be established by New Testament usage, it is then 

possible to understand what is meant by the term when it is used in the Old Testament, or 

in other places in the New Testament where its meaning is unclear.  In other words, we 

must interpret difficult passages based on clear ones (Revelation 14:6 – Mark 13:10). 

 

Our third principle is this:  prophetic language is often figurative or symbolic. Look at 

what God says in the scriptures about how He spoke to the prophets. 

 

Numbers 12:6-8 

So to Moses God would speak face to face but all other prophets, He was going to speak 

in visions and dreams. That does not sound like it is always to be interpreted literally. 

 

Hosea 12:10 

So here again it says that God is going to speak to them in visions and they will speak in 
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parables.  

 

Revelation 1:1 

In this verse is the word “to communicate” which comes from the Greek word 

“semaino.” Semaino’s true meaning is to communicate with signs and symbols – that 

means that it is not to be taken literally but figuratively.  So the book of Revelation is 

written in the same type of language that was used in the Old Testament prophecies – 

they are going to communicated by signs and symbols. 

 

Our fourth principle is this:  principles for the interpretation of indirect statements, 

symbolic or figurative language, and parables are given in the New Testament. For 

example, Jesus gave many parables about the kingdom of heaven.  Of these, He 

interpreted two.  From careful study of the manner in which Jesus interpreted the two, we 

have working principles for interpreting others. The New Testament sets the precedent of 

interpreting Old Testament prophecies figuratively and symbolically (Isaiah 28:15-18 – 

Romans 9:30-33). And in fact on many occasions, Jesus spoke in figurative language 

(Matthew 13:34-35).  

 

Our fifth principle is this:  Old Testament scripture is to be interpreted from principles 

given in the New Testament.  We must not read the Old Testament as a document that is 

self-interpreting. The New Testament quotes from the Old Testament in many places, and 

the Holy Spirit who inspired the New Testament authors certainly knows how to interpret 

the Old Testament which He also inspired. In fact, at one point, we see Jesus opening the 

minds of the apostles to understand the scriptures in Luke 24:44-47. So let’s look at an 

example. The first four verses of Hosea 11 seem to be talking about the nation of Israel 

crossing the Red Sea as they left Egypt.   “When Israel was a youth I loved him, and out 

of Egypt I called My son.  The more they called them, the more they went from them; 

they kept sacrificing to Baals and burning incense to idols” (Hosea 11:1,2).  Matthew, in-

spired by the Holy Spirit, draws a meaning from this that we probably would not have 

expected.   When Jesus was born, and Herod determined to destroy this rival “king of the 

Jews,” an angel of the Lord told Joseph to take Jesus to Egypt.   “And he arose and took 

the Child and His mother by night, and departed for Egypt, and was there until the death 

of Herod, that what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet might be fulfilled, 

saying, ‘Out of Egypt did I call My Son’” (Matthew 2:14,15).   Matthew says that the 

reference in Hosea 11:1 is not to Israel, but to Jesus.  A careful examination of the 

manner in which the New Testament authors quoted from the Old Testament will give us 

working principles for interpreting it, and we won’t have to lean on our own 

understanding. 

 

At this point someone will ask, “You mean that those who read the Old Testament 

without the benefit of the New did not understand what they read?  You mean to say that 

those Old Testament scholars were unable to understand the meaning of their book 

without the benefit of the New Testament to guide them?”  We can go even further than 

that; we can say that even those prophets who wrote them did not understand many things 

of which they wrote.  “As to this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that 

would come to you made careful search and inquiry, seeking to know what person or 
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time the Spirit of Christ within them was indicating as He predicted the sufferings of 

Christ and the glories to follow.  It was revealed to them that they were not serving 

themselves, but you, in these things which now have been announced to you through 

those who preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven - things into 

which angels long to look.” (I Peter 1:10-12). 

 

Peter makes two things clear: 

1. The Old Testament prophets did prophesy about the church age of grace.  This 

wrecks the pre-millennial concept that all Old Testament prophecy relates only to 

the physical nation Israel. 

 

2. The Old Testament prophets did not understand what they prophesied, even 

though they made careful search and inquiry.  If the literal method advocated by 

pre-millennialists was the correct one, these Old Testament prophets would have 

understood what they wrote. 

 

We must allow the New Testament to define the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies 

 

Our sixth principle is this:  the Old Testament was written for our (the church’s) 

instruction. Of course the Oracles of God or the Old Testament was originally given to 

the Jews and they were the ones who preserved it (Romans 3:2). But it was ultimately 

preserved for the church. In Romans 15:4, the scripture says:  

 

Romans 15:4 

So what parts of the Old Testament were written to the church? – the Whatever – or all of 

it. According to Pre-millennial thinking, the church age was hidden so it was not written 

about – but according to this verse the whole thing was written for our instruction – not 

written for our information but for our instruction which means we need to learn from it 

 

This, along with the fact that the Old Testament writers had no idea what they were 

writing about but they still prophesied of the grace to come - means that the entire Old 

Testament was written to prepare us for the first coming of Christ and the coming of the 

Holy Spirit and not so much His second coming.  

 

So since all of the things in the Old Testament were written for our instruction, the 

applications and implications must be meaningful to all of us living in the church of Jesus 

Christ. So we should look for fulfillment during the church age. So as was mentioned in 

the last interpreting principle, the Old Testament should be interpreted through the eyes 

of the New Testament writers. Who knows more about interpreting the Old Testament – 

Tim Lahaye or the apostle Paul? Who knows more about interpreting the prophecies in 

the Old Testament – Hal Lindsey or The Holy Spirit? I don’t know about you but I am 

going to take the Holy Spirit’s word on this one.    

 

As we begin to re-examine the bases on which pre-millennialism rests, we shall apply the 

above principles, using the New Testament as our guide to the past, present, and future. 
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So let’s dive into our examination of Premillennialism and take a second look at the 

scriptures.  

 

 

Elijah and John the Baptist in Prophecy 

 
When you hold to a false doctrine, you eventually have to end up denying the scripture. 

Here is a good example of that. We will start with two prophecies from the book of 

Malachi. 

 

On Page 6 of the notes of Introduction to Pre-millennialism “The Great 

Tribulation” 

According to Premillennial theory, “During the tribulation, Elijah the prophet will come 

and prepare the nation Israel for the second coming of Christ.  “Behold, I am going to 

send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord” 

(Malachi 4:5).  ‘As John the Baptist preached ... to prepare Israel for the first coming, 

Elijah will preach to prepare Israel for the second advent’ (Pentecost, Things to Come, 

p.237).” 

 

“‘Behold, I am going to send My messenger, and he will clear the way before Me. And 

the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple; and the messenger of the 

covenant, in whom you delight, behold, He is coming,’ says the LORD of hosts.” 

(Malachi 3:1) 

 

“Remember the law of Moses My servant, even the statutes and ordinances which I 

commanded him in Horeb for all Israel. Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the 

prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the LORD. He will restore the 

hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, 

so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse.” (Malachi 4:4-6) This is the last 

prophecy given in the Old Testament by the way. And what we learn in this verse is that 

Elijah is supposed to come and restore the hearts of the children back to their fathers 

before the great and terrible day of the Lord. 

 

So these are two prophecies from the book of Malachi. The good news is – the New 

Testament is going to help us interpret these prophecies for us. Remember, we must let 

the New Testament interpret the Old Testament where it does so. So let’s see what the 

New Testament has to say about these verses. 

 

“But the angel said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your petition has been heard, 

and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will give him the name John. You 

will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth. For he will be great in the 

sight of the Lord; and he will drink no wine or liquor, and he will be filled with the Holy 

Spirit while yet in his mother's womb. And he will turn many of the sons of Israel back to 

the Lord their God. It is he who will go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and 

power of Elijah, TO TURN THE HEARTS OF THE FATHERS BACK TO THE 

CHILDREN, and the disobedient to the attitude of the righteous, so as to make ready a 
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people prepared for the Lord.’” (Luke 1:14-17). 

 

So here we see Dr. Luke quoting the verse from Malachi chapter 4 and relating it to John 

the Baptist. He is letting us know that these verses that appear to be about Elijah the 

prophet were actually written in the by Malachi about John the Baptist. So according to 

scripture, John the Baptist was the one that would come as the forerunner before Jesus in 

the spirit and power and Elijah and was there to turn the hearts of the fathers back to the 

children. So it would appear that John the Baptist was one that fulfilled the two 

prophecies from Malachi. But let’s read on.  

 

Now I wanted to talk about a verse that happened later in the life of Jesus Christ but I 

wanted to mention something first. If I were to make the following statement in front of a 

group of 50 people that said “if you are willing to accept it, I am over 40 years old.” Now 

there is an “if” in front of this statement but it is not a true “if-then” statement. This 

would mean the same thing if I would have said “Whether you accept it or not, I am over 

40 years old.” Whether nobody accepted it, 1 person accepted or all 50 accepted the 

statement, I am still over 40 years old. This statement does not mean that if no one 

accepted it, I would all of sudden become younger than 40. My statement was making a 

plain statement of fact. So now we are ready to take a look at our verse from the 

scripture.     

 

Jesus made the following statement “For all the prophets and the Law prophesied until 

John. And if you are willing to accept it, John himself is Elijah who was to come.” 

(Matthew 11:13-14). It is a plain statement of fact. Jesus Christ said that John the Baptist 

was the Elijah to come. Pre-millennialists will tell you that since the Jews rejected the 

kingdom offer, John was not the Elijah to come and thus he is still to come in the future. 

 

However, later as Jesus was coming down off the mountain after the transfiguration, the 

following happened: “As they were coming down from the mountain, Jesus commanded 

them, saying, ‘Tell the vision to no one until the Son of Man has risen from the dead.’ 

And His disciples asked Him, ‘Why then do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?’ 

And He answered and said, ‘Elijah is coming and will restore all things; but I say to 

you that Elijah already came, and they did not recognize him, but did to him 

whatever they wished. So also the Son of Man is going to suffer at their hands.’ Then the 

disciples understood that He had spoken to them about John the Baptist.” (Matthew 

17:9-13).  

 

So here Jesus re-iterated the same statement he had made in Matthew 11 when he said 

that John the Baptist was the Elijah to come. So Jesus Christ said that John the Baptist 

was the Elijah that was to come and thus fulfilled the prophecy in Malachi 4:4-6 and 

Malachi 3:1. And notice that when Jesus Christ made this statement in Matthew chapter 

17, he said that Elijah had already come. So in around 30 AD when Jesus made this 

statement, the prophecies about Elijah (John the Baptist) coming had already been 

fulfilled. There will be no future arrival of Elijah the prophet. John the Baptist was the 

one to come, Jesus said so. Do we trust Him?  
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So next I am going to include an excerpt from the book “Charting the End Times” by 

Tim Lahaye and Thomas Ice starting on Page 99 in the section entitled “Elijah and John 

the Baptist in History and Prophecy” 

  

There are some who teach that John the Baptist was the fulfillment of the prophecy 

about Elijah in Malachi 4:5-6. However, as we’ll see in a moment, that is not the 

case. First we need to look at Isaiah 40:3-4, which clearly points to John the Baptist: 

“A voice is calling ‘clear the way for the Lord in the wilderness; make smooth in the 

desert a highway for our God. Let every valley be lifted up, and every mountain and 

hill by made low; and let the tough ground become a plain, and the rugged terrain a 

broad valley.” This passage predicted that John the Baptist would precede Jesus and 

prepare the way for His first coming (See Malachi 3:1-6). A parallel passage is 

Malachi 3:1 which says, “Behold, I am going to send My messenger and he will 

clear the way before Me. And the Lord, whom you seek will suddenly come to His 

temple; and the messenger of the covenant, in whom you delight, behold, he is 

coming,’ says the Lord of hosts.” 

 

So, John the Baptist fulfilled Isaiah 40:3-4 and Malachi 3:1 and he was  “a 

forerunner” who would come in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17). Christ 

told his disciples concerning John the Baptist that “if you are willing to accept it, 

John is the Elijah who was to come” (Matthew 11:14). But Israel did not accept 

Jesus Christ as their Messiah at His first coming, and therefore the kingdom did not 

arrive. In fact, when John the Baptist was asked directly “are you Elijah?” he clearly 

said “I am not.” (John 1:21). Then John the Baptist was not Elijah, and Elijah is 

still to come.   
   

So one thing is certainly clear from the above – We have two speakers (Tim Lahaye and 

Jesus Christ) and one of the two of these folks are lying – one says John the Baptist was 

Elijah and the other says that John the Baptist was not Elijah and that he is still to come. 

So who are we going to believe - Tim Lahaye, Thomas Ice or Jesus Christ? I will 

guarantee Jesus Christ did not lie about John the Baptist being Elijah. Now John did not 

know he was the Elijah to come but that still does not stop the fact that Jesus Christ said 

he was the Elijah to come. There is no reason to expect another Elijah to come. He 

already came as a forerunner for Jesus Christ.  

 

These are the kind of things you have to do when you believe a false doctrine. You have 

to try and stuff the scripture into your agenda. 

 


