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INTRODUCTION

“Eschatology” is the term used to describe that area of biblical teaching dealing with the
final outcome of the present order. Biblical Eschatology is the capstone of Systematic
Theology. Here as in no other field, except perhaps the doctrine of the person of Christ, are the
important tools of exegesis, synthesis, hermeneutics and theological system displayed. The fine
judgment necessary to discern that with is to be literally interpreted in contrast to spiritual and
allegorical interpretation is demanded. The consistency of the entire revelation of God
contained in the Old and the New Testament must be maintained. The intricate details of
prophecy must be related without contradiction. A careful distinction must be observed between
that which is certainly and plainly revealed and that which is still obscure.

The adoption of different methods of interpretation has produced the variant
eschatological positions and accounts for the divergent views within a system that confront the
student of prophecy. The basic issue between, premillennialists and amillennialists is clearly
drawn by Allis, who writes:

“One of the most marked features of Premillennialism in all its forms is the
emphasis which it places on the literal interpretation of Scripture. It is the insistent claim
of its advocates that only denounce as “spiritualizers” or “allegorizers” those who do not
interpret the Bible with the same degree of literalness as they do. None have made this
charge more pointedly than the dispensationalists.”

When Allis acknowledges that “Literal interpretation has always been a marked feature of

Premillennialism”?

'oswald T. Allis, Prophecy and the Church, p.17.

2 Ibid., p.244. Cf. pp. 99, 116, 218,227, 242, 256 where further reference is made to
literal interpretation as the basis of premillennialism.
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... It can be shown that the reason the early Church was premillennial was
traceable to its interpretation of the Word in a literal manner, whereas the cause of the
departure from this view in later centuries of the history of the Church is directly
attributable to a change in method of interpretation beginning with Origen in
particular.”

Hamilton says:

“Now we must frankly admit that a literal interpretation of the Old Testament
prophecies gives us just such a picture of an earthly reign of the Messiah as the
premillennialist pictures. That was the kind of a Messianic kingdom that the Jews of the
time of Christ were looking for, on the basis of a literal interpretation of the Old
Testament promises. That was the kind of a kingdom that the Sadducees were talking
about when they ridiculed the idea of the resurrection of the body, drawing from our
Lord the clearest statement of the characteristics of the future age that we have in the
New Testament, when He told them that they erred “not knowing the Scriptures nor the
power of God” (Matt. 22:29) . . . the Jews were looking for just such a kingdom as that
expected by those premillennialists who speak of the Jews holding a preeminent place in
an earthly Jewish kingdom to be set up by the Messiah in Jerusalem.”

He is thus acknowledging that the basic difference between himself, an amillennialist, and a
premillennialist is not whether the Scriptures teach such an earthly kingdom as the
premillennialist teaches, but how the Scriptures that teach just such an earthly kingdom are to
be interpreted. Allis admits that “the Old Testament prophecies if literally interpreted cannot be
regarded as having been yet fulfilled or as being capable of fulfillment in this present age.””
Therefore, the antecedent to any discussion of the prophetic Scriptures and the doctrines of the

Eschatology is the establishment of the basic method of interpretation to be employed throught.

This is well observed by Pieters, who writes:

$Charles L. Feinberg, Premillenniallism or Amillennialism.
*Floyd E. Hamilton, The Basis of Millennial Faith, pp. 38-39.

>Allis, op. cit., p.238.
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“The question whether the Old Testament prophecies concerning the people of
God must be interpreted in their ordinary sense, as other Scriptures are interpreted, or
can properly be applied to the Christian Church, is called the question of the
spiritualization of prophecy. This is one of the major problems of biblical interpretation,
and confronts everyone who makes a serious study of the Word of God. It is one of the
chief keys to the difference of opinion between Premillenarians and the mass of
Christian scholars. The former rejects such spiritualization, the later employ it; and as
long as there is no agreement on this point the debate is interminable and fruitless
[italics mine].°
We have a problem here. If Rutgers be correct when he says of the premillennialists: “I

regard their interpretation of Scripture as the fundamental error,”’

and if the acknowledged
difference between premillennialism and amillennialism rests on the basic proposition of the
method to be used in interpreting scriptures, the fundamental problem to be studied at the outset
of any consideration of Eschatology is that of the hermeneutics of prophecy. Our interest is to
study to examine the important methods currently advocated as the proper way to interpret
Scripture so as to have a clear understanding of the difference in the methods to their source,
and to outline the rules to be employed in the interpretation so as to be able to apply correctly
the established method of interpretation.

The primary need for a system of hermeneutics is to ascertain the meaning of the Word
of God. It is obvious that such widely divergent views as premillennialism and amillennialism
and pretribulation and posttribulation rapturism cannot all be right. Since the interpreter is not

handling a book of human origin, but the word of God, he must be equipped with an accurate

method of interpretation or error will be the necessary result of his study. The fact that the

®Albertus Pieters, The Leader, September 5, 1934, as cited by Gerrit H. Hospers, The
Principle of Spiritualization in Hermeneutics, p.5.

"William H. Rutgers, Premillennialism in America, p.263.
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Word of God cannot be correctly interpreted apart from a correct method of and sound rules for
interpretation gives the study its supreme importance.

While many diverse methods of interpreting the Scriptures have been propounded
during the course of the history of interpretation,® today there are but two methods of
interpretation which have a vital effect of eschatology: The allegorical and the
grammatical-historical methods. The literal method is generally held to be synonymous with the
grammatical-historical method and will be so used throughout this discussion. These two

methods will be considered in detail.

8Cf, Milton S. Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics, pp. 163-74 where such methods as the
Halachic, Hagadic, Alegorical, Mystical, Accommodation, Moral ,Naturalistic, Mythical,
Apologetic, Dogmatic, and Grammatico-historical are traced.
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I. METHODS AND RULES FOR THE INTERPRETATION OF PROPHECY

I.  The Allegorical Method.

An ancient method of interpretation which has had a current revival is the allegorical
method. Angus-Green define an allegory as:

“Any statement of supposed facts which admits of a literal interpretation, and yet
requires or justly admits a moral or figurative one, is called an Allegory. It is to
narrative or story what trope is to single words, adding to the literal meaning of the
terms employed a moral or spiritual one. Sometimes the allegory is pure, that is,
contains no direct reference to the application of it, as in the history of the Prodical Son.
Sometimes it is mixed, as in Ps. 80, where it is plainly intimated (versel7) that the Jews
are the people whom the vine is intended to represent.”

Ramm defines the allegorical method thus: “Allegorism is the method of interpreting a
literary text that regards the literal sense as the vehicle for a secondary, more spiritual and more
profound sense.”*® In this method the historical import is either denied or ignored and the
emphasis is placed entirely on a secondary sense so that the original words orevents have little
or no significance. Fritsch summarizes it thus:

“According to this method the literal and historical sense of Scripture is
completely ignored, and every word and event is made an allegory of some kind either
to escape theological difficulties or to maintain certain peculiar religious views. . .”*

It would seem that the purpose of the allegorical method is not to interpret Scripture, but

to pervert the true meaning of Scripture, albeit under the guise of seeking a deeper or more

spiritual meaning.

%Joseph Angus and Samuel G. Green, The Bible, Handbook, p.220.
1oRamm, op. cit., p.21.

YCharles T. Fritsch, “Biblical Typology,” Bibliotheca Sacra, 104:216, April, 1947.
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1. The dangers of the allegorical method. The first great danger of the allegorical
method is that it does not interpret Scripture. Terry says:

“. . .it will be noticed at once that its habit is to disregard the common
signification of words and give wing to all manner of fanciful speculation. It does not
draw out the legitimate meaning of an author’s language, but foists into it whatever the
whim or fancy of an interpreter may desire. As a system, therefore, it puts itself beyond
all well-defined principles and laws.*?

There is . . . unlimited scope for fancy, if once the principle be admitted, and the only basis
of the exposition is found in the mind of the expositor. The scheme can yield no interpretation,
properly so called, although possibly some valuable truths may be illustrated.

This suggests, also, a second great danger in the allegorical method: the basic authority in
interpretation ceases to be the Scriptures, but the mind of the interpreter. The interpretation may
then be twisted by the interpreter’s doctrinal positions, the authority of the Church to which the
interpreter adheres, his social or educational background, or a host of other factors. Jerome

“. .. complains that the faultiest style of teaching is to corrupt the meaning of

Scripture, and to drag its reluctant utterance to our own will, making Scriptural mysteries

out of our own imaginations.”?

“. .. When once the principle of allegory is admitted, when once we start with the
rule that whole passages and books of Scripture say one thing when they mean another, the

reader is delivered bound hand and foot to the caprice of the interpreter.”**

Ramm adds:

2Terry, op. cit., p. 224.
BCited by F. W. Farrar, History of Interpretation, p.232.
“Ibid. p.238,
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“. .. to state that the principal meaning of the Bible is a second-sense meaning, and
that the principal method of interpreting is “spiritualizing,” is to open the door to almost
uncontrolled speculation and imagination. For this reason we have insisted that the control
in interpretation is the literal method.”*

That these dangers inherent in this system are that it takes away the authority of Scripture, leaves us
without any basis on which interpretations may be tested, reduces Scripture to what seems
reasonable to the interpreter, and, as a result, makes true interpretation of Scripture impossible.

2. The New Testament use of allegory. In order to justify the use of the allegorical
method it is often argued that the New Testament itself employs this method and thus it must be a
justifiable method of interpretation.

In the first place, reference is frequently made to Galatians 4:21-31, where Paul himself is
said to use the allegorical method. On this usage of allegory Farrar observes:

“. .. of allegories which in any way resemble those of Philo or of the Fathers and the
Schoolmen, I can find in the New Testament but one [Gal. 4:21-31]. It may be merely
intended as an argumentum ad hominem; it is not all essential to the general argument; it
has not a particle of demonstrative force; in any case it leaves untouched the actual history.
But whatever view we take of it, the occurrence of the such allegory in the Epistle of St.
Paul no more sanctions the universal application of the method than a few New Testament
allusions to the Haggada compel us to accept the accumulations of the Midrashim; or a few
quotations from Greek poets prove the divine authority of all Pagan literature . . .”*°

Gilbert, in the same vein, concludes:

“Since Paul explained one historical event of the Old Testament allegorically, it
seems likely that he admitted the possibility of applying the principle of allegory elsewhere;
but the fact that his letters show no other unmistakable illustration obviously suggests either
that he did not feel himself competent to unfold the allegorical meaning of Scripture, or,
what is more probable, that he was better satisfied on the whole to give his readers the plain
primary sense of the text.”*’

>Ramm, op. cit., p. 65.
Farrar. op. cit., 23

Y"George H. Gilbert, The interpretation of the Bible, p.82.
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It must be carefully observed that in Galatians 4:21-31 Paul is not using an allegorical
method of interpreting the Old Testament, but was explaining an allegory. These are two entirely
different things. Scripture abounds in allegories, whether types, symbols, or parables. These are
accepted and legitimate media of communication of thought. They do not call for an allegorical
method of interpretation, which would deny the literal or historical antecedent and use the allegory
simply as a springboard for the interpreter’s imagination. They do call for a special type of
hermeneutics. But the use of allegories is not a justification for the allegorical method of
interpretation. It would be concluded that the usage in Galatians of the Old Testament would be an
example of interpretation of an allegory and would not justify the universal application of the
allegorical method to all Scripture.

A second argument used to justify the allegorical method is the New Testament usage made
of Types. It is recognized that the New Testament makes typical application of the Old. On this
basis it is argued that the New Testament uses the allegorical method of interpretation, contending
that the interpretation and application of types is an allegorical method of interpretation. Allis
argues:

“While Dispensationalists are extreme literalists, they are very inconsistent ones.

They are literalists in interpreting prophecy. But in the interpreting of history, they carry the

principle of typical interpretation to an extreme which has rarely been exceeded even by the

most ardent of allegorizers.”®

In reply to the accusation that one interprets types he is using the allegorical method, it must

be emphasized that the interpretation of types is not the same as allegorical interpretation. The

efficacy of the types depends on the literal interpretation. The efficacy of the type depends on the

BAllis, op. cit., p.21.
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literal interpretation of the literal antecedent. In order to convey truth concerning the spiritual
realm, with which realm we are not familiar, there must be instruction in a realm with which we are
familiar, so that, by a transference of what is literally true in the one realm, we may learn what is
true in the other realm. There must be a literal parallelism between the type and the antitype for the
type to be of any value. The individual who allegorizes a type will never arrive at a true
interpretation. The only way to discern the meaning of the type is through a transference of literal
ideas from the natural to the spiritual realm. Chafer writes:

“In the study of allegories of various kinds, namely, parables, types and symbol, the
interpreter must be careful not to treat plain statements of Scripture as is demanded of
language couched in figurative expressions. A truth already expressed will bear repetition at
this point: there is all the difference possible in interpreting a Scripture allegory, on the one
hand, and the allegorizing of a plain Scripture on the other hand.”*°

It is Concluded, then, that the Scriptural use of types does not give sanction to the

allegorical method of interpretation.

Il.  The Literal Method.

In direct opposition to the allegorical method of interpretation stands the literal
grammatical-historical method. The literal method of interpretation is that method that gives to each
word the same exact basic meaning it would have in normal, ordinary, customary usage, whether
employed in writing, speaking or thinking. It is called the grammatical-historical method to
emphasize the fact that the meaning is to be determined by both grammatical and historical and
historical considerations. Ramm defines the method thus:

“The customary, socially-acknowledged designation of a word is the literal meaning

Rollin T. Chafer, The Science of Biblical Hermeneutics, p.80.
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of that word.

The “literal” meaning of a word is the basic, customary, social designation of that
word.. The spiritual, or mystical meaning of a word or expression is one that arises after the
literal designation and is dependent upon it for its existence.

To interpret literally means nothing more or less than to interpret in terms of
normal, usual, designation. When the manuscript alters its designation the interpreter
immediately shifts his method of interpreting.”*°
Strong evidence can be presented to support the literal method of interpretation. Ramm

gives a comprehensive summary. He says:

“In defense of the literal approach it may be argued:

(a) That the literal meaning of sentences is the normal approach in all languages. .

(b) That all secondary meanings of documents, parables, types, allegories, and
symbols, depend for their very existence on the previous literal meaning of the terms . . .

(c) That the greater part of the Bible makes adequate sense when interpreted
literally.

(d) That the literalistic approach does not blindly rule out figures of speech,
symbols, allegories, and types; but if the nature of the sentence so demands, it readily yields
to the second sense.

(e) That this method is the only sane and safe check on the imaginations of man.

(F) That this method is the only one consonant with the nature of inspiration. The
plenary inspiration of the Bible teaches that the Holy Spirit of God guided men into truth
and away from error. In this process the Spirit of God used language, and the units of
language (as meaning, not as sound) are words and thoughts. The thought is the thread that
strings the words together. Therefore, our very exegesis must commence with a study of
words and grammar, the two fundamentals of all meaningful speech.”?!

Perhaps one of the strongest evidences for the literal method is the use the New Testament

2Ramm, op. cit.,p.64.

Ipid., pp. 54 ff.
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makes of the Old Testament. When the Old Testament is used in the New it is used only in a literal
sense. One need only study the prophecies which were fulfilled in the first coming of Christ, in His
life, His ministry, His death, to establish that fact. No prophecy which has been completely fulfilled
has been fulfilled any way but literally. Though a prophecy may be cited in the New Testament to
show that a certain event is a partial fulfilment of that prophecy (as was done in Acts 15), it does
not necessitate a nonliteral fulfillment or deny a future complete fulfillment of it. A rule to guide
us as to when to interpret literally and when figuratively has been carefully stated by Cooper. He
says:

“When the plain sense of Scripture makes common sense, seek no other sense;
therefore, take every word at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal meaning unless the facts of
the immediate context, studied in the light of related passages and axiomatic and
fundamental truths, indicate clearly otherwise.”?

1. The advantage of the literal method. There are certain advantages to this method in
preference to the allegorical method. Ramm summarizes some of these by saying:

“(a) It grounds interpretation in fact. It seeks to establish itself in objective
data-grammar, logic, etymology, history, geography, archaeology, theology. . . .

(b) It exercises a control over interpretation that experimentation does for the
scientific method . . . justification is the control on interpretations. All that do not measure
up to the canons of the literal-cultural-critical method are to be rejected or placed under
suspect.

In addition to this the method offers the only reliable check on the constant threat
to place double-sense interpretation upon the Scripture. . . .

(c) It has had the greatest success in opening up the Word of God. Exegesis did not
start in earnest till the church was a millennium and a half old. With the literalism of Luther
and Calvin the light of Scripture literally flamed up . . . . This method is the honored method
of the highest scholastic tradition in conservative Protestantism. It is the method of Bruce,
Lightfoot, Zahn, A.T.Robertson, Ellicot, Machen, Cremer, Moule, Perowne, Terry, Farrar,
Lange, Green, Oehler, Schaff, Sampey, Wilson, Henderson Broadus, Stuart-to name but a
few typical Exegets.”?

?2David L. Cooper, The God of Israel, p.3.

’Ramm, op. cit., pp.62-63.
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In addition to the above advantages it may be added that (d) it gives the authority by which
interpretations may be tested. The allegorical method, which depends on the rationalistic approach
of the interpreter, or conformity to a predetermined theological system, leaves one without a basic
authoritative test. In the literal method Scripture may be compared with Scripture, which as the
inspired Word of God, is authoritative and the standard by which all truth is to be tested, Related to
this we may observe that (e) it delivers us from both reason and mysticism as the requisites to

interpretation.

2. The literal method and figurative language. It is recognized by all that the
Bible abounds in figurative language. On this basis it is often argued that the use of figurative
language demands a figurative interpretation. However, figures of speech are used as means of
revealing literal truth. What is literally true in one realm , with which we are familiar, is brought
over, literally, into another realm, with which we may not be familiar, in order to teach us truths in
that unfamiliar realm. This relation between literal truth and the figurative language is well
illustrated by Gigot:

“If the words are employed in their natural and primitive signification, the sense
which they express is the proper literal sense; whereas, if they are used with a figurative and
derived meaning, the sense, though still literal, is usually called the metaphorical or
figurative sense. For example, when we read in St. John 1,6 “There was a man whose name
was John,” it is plain that the terms employed here are taken properly and physically, for the
writer speaks of a real man whose real name was John. On the contrary, when John the
Baptist, pointing out Jesus, said, “Behold the Lamb of God” (John 1,29), it is clear that he
did not use word “lamb” in that same proper literal sense which would have excluded every
trop or figure, and which would have denoted some real lamb: what he wished proximately
and directly to express, that is, the literal sense of his words, was that in the derived and
figurative sense Jesus could be called “the Lamb of God.” In the former case, the words are
used in their proper literal sense; in the later, in their tropical or figurative sense. That the
books of Holy writ have a literal sense (proper or metaphorical, as just explained), that is, a
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meaning proximately and directly intended by the inspired writers, is a truth so clear in
itself, and at the same time so universally granted, that it would be idle to insist on it here . .
.. Has any passage of Holy Writ more than one literal sense? . . . all admit that since the
sacred books were composed by men, and for men, their writers naturally conformed to that
most elementary law of human intercourse, which requires that only one precise sense shall
be proximately and directly intended by the words of the speaker or writer. . .”%*

It will thus be observed that the literalist does not deny the existence of figurative language. The
literalist does, however, deny that such figures must be interpreted so as to destroy the literal truth
intended through the employment of the figures. Literal truth is to be learned through the symbols.

I11.  Nine rules for the interpretation of prophecy.

The interpretation of prophecy requires attention to the same considerations in regard to
words, context, grammar, and historical situations that are the accepted principles in respect to any
field of interpretation. Terry states this thus:

“. .. it will be sen that, while duly appreciating the peculiarities of prophecy, we
nevertheless must employ in its interpretation essentially the same great principles as in the
interpretation of other ancient writings. First, we should ascertain the historical position of
the prophet; next the scope and plan of his book; then the usage and import of his words and
symbols; and, finally, ample and discriminating comparison of the parallel Scriptures should

be made.”?

There is no lack of lists of rules to guide us in the interpretation of prophecy.?® Perhaps

those suggested by Ramm are the most helpful:

**Francis E. Gigot, General Introduction to the Study of Holy Scriptures, pp.386-87.

2|pid., p.418.

6Cf. Ramm, op. cit., pp.157-162 for a summary of the rules by various writers on
hermeneutics.
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“(1) Determine the historical background of the prophet and the prophecy. (2)

Determine the full meaning and significance of all proper names, events, geographical

references, references to customs or material culture, and references to flora and fauna. (3)

Determine if the passage is predictive or didactic. (4) If predictive determine if fulfilled,

unfulfilled, or conditional. (5) Determine if the same theme or concept is also treated

elsewhere. (6) As a reminder, keep vividly in mind the flow of the passage, i.e., pay
attention to context. (7) Notice that element of the prophecy that is purely local or temporal.

(8) Take the literal interpretation of prophecy as the limiting guide in prophetic

interpretation.”’

1. Interpret literally. Perhaps the primary consideration in relation to the interpretation of
prophecy is that, like all other areas of Biblical interpretation, it must be interpreted literally.
Regardless of the form through which the prophetic revelation is made, through that form some
literal truth is revealed. It is the problem of the interpreter to discover that truth. Davidson affirms:

“This | consider the first principle in prophetic interpretation-to read the prophet
literally-to assume that the literal meaning is his meaning-that he is moving among realities,
not symbols, among concrete things like peoples, not among abstractions like our Church,
word, etc.”?

The reason a non-literal method of interpretation is adopted is, almost without exception,
because of a desire to avoid the obvious interpretation of the passage. The desire to bring the
teaching of Scripture into harmony with some predetermined system of doctrine instead of bringing
doctrine into harmony with the Scriptures has kept the method alive.

Without doubt the greatest confirmation of the literal method of interpreting prophecies
comes from an observation of the method God has employed to fulfill the prophecies that have

already been fulfilled, Masselink says:

“We can therefore derive our method of interpretation for the unfulfilled prophecy

?’"Ramm, op. cit., pp. 163-73.

8 B. Davidson, Old Testament Prophecy, p.167.
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from the fulfilled, because we may safely deduce the guiding principles for the unfulfilled
prophecy from the fulfilled predictions which are recorded in the New Testament.”?°
From our vantage point in time prophecy is divided into that which has been fulfilled and that
which is unfulfilled. From God’s viewpoint prophecy is a unit, indivisible on the time basis. Since it
is a unit, and therefore indivisible, that method used in those prophecies that are now fulfilled will
also be the method used to fulfill those prophecies that await future fulfilment. In the field of
fulfilled prophecy it is not possible to point to any prophecy that has been fulfilled in any way other

than literally. The New Te