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The Historicist Method of Biblical Prophetic Interpretation.

Its Validity and Limitations

In his monumental collection The Prophetic Faith of Our Fathers [=PFF] L. E. Froom states: „possibly more than with any other religious body, Bible prophecy may be said to be the foundational platform of the Seventh-day Adventist faith” (4:1165). Indeed, the Seventh-day Adventist [SDA] movement came into existence by re-examining and reinterpreting the end-time prophecies of Daniel and Revelation, after the course of history proved that the interpretations of W. Miller were in error. A small group of Sabbatarian Adventists remained motivated, however, to understand the prophetic Word better and more accurately than the Millerite movement had. This motivation to keep searching the Scriptures in the belief that truth is progressive has kept this movement alive, in spite of its own history of misinterpreting the unfulfilled prophecies, as D. E. Mansell shows in his sobering report, Adventists and Armageddon. Have we misinterpreted Prophecy? (Pacific Press, 1999).
The last decennium we saw books from Adventist authors with such surprising titles as: A Remnant in Crisis (J. W. Provonsha, Review and Herald [= R&H], 1993), The Fragmenting of Adventism (W. G. Johnsson, Pacific Press, 1995), A Search for Identity (G. R. Knight, R&H, 2000). And recently a non-Adventist dissertation was published with the title Seventh-day Adventism in Crisis (by L. L. Vance, Univ. of Illinois Press, 1999). While these books do not focus exclusively on prophetic interpretations, Biblical exegesis plays an essential role in all these discussed matters.
For some eighty years, Adventists have thrown themselves in the role of „prophets” in their generations and busied themselves with predicting political events regarding the so-called „Eastern Question.” Unfortunately, we failed to evaluate whether our predictions were in harmony with the biblical perspective of salvation history and were based on sound principles of exegesis.
A.V. Olson, speaking at the 1952 Bible Conference in Takoma Park, MD, on the topic „The Place of Prophecy in Our Preaching,” warned „against the danger of yielding to the temptation of indulging in fanciful, private interpretations or personal predictions. Consciously or unconsciously many of us may have erred on this point” (Our Firm Foundation, R&H, 1953, 2:547). Olson offers this example:

Years ago I overheard one of our ministers, who had frequently written articles for the newspapers of his city on the Turkish question, say to a group of workers, „I will never write another article on this subject for the public press, because every time I tell what the Turk is going to do he makes a fool of me by doing something entirely different.” [Olson then added:] By his erroneous interpretations and his unwarranted predictions, this good brother had created embarrassment both for himself and for the church . . . Since the outbreak of the last World War I have heard a number of sermons on „Russia in Prophecy.” All of them have been disappointing. (Id., 2:547).

This long-standing habit of SDA interpretations of Bible prophecies illustrates not only a major reason why we have been losing our image of true gospel witnesses of God, but also indicates the fundamental problem of our exegesis of the Scriptures. Today most of our informed Adventists are convinced that we have failed in interpreting the unfulfilled prophecies of Daniel and Revelation. Time took care of a few of our errors, but shouldn’t we be more concerned with the reasons of our failures and ask: „Why have we misinterpreted prophecy?” so that we can learn from our mistakes and make the past productive for the future? George Santayana would remind us: „Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it” (quoted in Mansell, Ib., 141). It is important that we periodically take time to be still, to stand back, to evaluate, to pray, to prioritize and refocus on our essential calling to proclaim the „eternal gospel” of salvation and to become Bible based, Christ-centered, and Spirit-filled witnesses of God to the world.
Challenges to the traditional Historicist Method

In 1980 the General Conference of SDAs requested that its Biblical Research Institute establish an ad hoc committee, called the Daniel & Revelation Committee, to provide some answers to the growing doubts and urgent questions about our traditional interpretations of Bible prophecies, raised primarily by D. Ford in his book Daniel 8:14–The Day of Atonement and the Investigative Judgment.
 As a result, the Daniel and Revelation Committee published between 1982 and 1992 seven scholarly volumes, those on Daniel and Revelation in the form of a Symposium.

Unfortunately, this committee is no longer in function so that no ongoing prophetic study program is pursued by the SDA Church. But burning questions keep rising about our prophetic interpretation, such as the question about the validity and the limitations of our Adventist historicist method. A completely new challenge presents itself to us in the so-called Literary Analysis method, that has been introduced persuasively into Adventism by our leading apocalyptic scholars, K. A. Strand, W. H. Shea, J. B. Doukhan, J. Paulien, and others. This scientific method of analyzing the compositional structures of Daniel and Revelation has been applied in recent Adventist apocalyptic studies and books, such as by C. M. Maxwell, J. B. Doukhan, W. H. Shea, J. Paulien, H. K. LaRondelle, R. C. Naden, and others. These responsible Bible scholars have presented their insights in the literary structures of Daniel and Revelation, but their benefits are still largely unknown to many of our pastors, teachers, and lay-members. Most of them know only the essence of the four traditional approaches to Daniel and Revelation, such as the historicist, the preterist, the futurist, and the idealist (or spiritual) methods of interpretation. Recently, these four major approaches of interpreting Revelation have been conveniently collected in four parallel columns by S. Gregg (Revelation. Four Views).
 His sections on the „History of Interpretation” (28-34), and the „Analysis of the Four Approaches” (34-49) are instructive. Gregg briefly sums up the essence of each approach as follows (34-49):
The Preterist Approach: Fulfillment is in the past, shortly after the time of writing. The Futurist Approach: Everything after chapter three awaits fulfillment in the future. The Spiritual Approach: Only transcendent principles and recurrent themes. The Historicist Approach: Revelation surveys the whole of church history.
The historicist approach is still recognized as a method to be reckoned with, even when it is severely criticized. Its weakness is seen in „the inability of its advocates to agree upon the specific fulfillments of the prophecies” (Gregg, 36). Another criticism is that „It is concerned mainly with the period of the Middle Ages and the Reformation and has relatively little to say of developments after A.D. 1500” (M. C. Tenney
). J. B. Payne, on the other hand, complained that the historicists „seem always to discover the climax of prophecy in their own day.”
 E. Boring asserts that „into the twentieth century, no critical New Testament scholar today advocates this [historicist] view” (in Gregg, Ib., 33). Some SDA scholars, like K. Arasola in his The End of Historicism, and also D. Ford, assert that the date-fixing of 1844 by the Millerite movement has discredited the Historical School of prophetic interpretation beyond recovery, and that the „year-day principle” has proven to be highly questionable.
S. Gregg reports however: „Modern Seventh-day Adventists, also, with their widely promoted ‘Revelation Seminars,’ present their own version of this approach, connecting at many points with the views of the historic Protestant commentators” (34). And he adds that „a small movement of evangelicals are trying to revive respect for this view as the true understanding of the Book of Revelation” (34).
In reply to these radical critiques of Historicism, I respond that most of them are seriously overstated, because historicist interpreters have generally agreed on some major fulfillments of prophecy, such as the Antichrist identity during the Middle Ages, the year-day conversion of the 1260-day prophecy and other time-prophecies of Daniel, and the future of the Millennium of Revelation 20, to be introduced by the Second Advent and the literal Resurrection of the Dead (see Froom, 3:739, 750; 4:205-6). Froom himself frankly admits:
True, the Protestant Historicists differed considerably as to when to begin and when to end the 1260-day period of Antichrist, but they were all united in the conviction that a period of 1260 years had been allotted to him, and that it was drawing toward its close. The precise location of the period could scarcely be determined with accuracy until the closing event took place. This is one of the clear characteristics of prophecy–that history is the true and final interpreter of prophecy (2:794-5).

History also shows, however, that many historicist expositors have proposed different date-settings for the Second Coming or the Millennium. For instance, the respected Professor J. Mede (1586-1638) at Cambridge University in England, calculated the beginning of the Millennium as the year 1736, based on the idea that it would happen 1260 years after the end of the Roman empire in 476, a view that became standard in seventeenth-century England; and in Germany the influential Professor J. A. Bengel (1687-1752) predicted that the year 1836 would be the beginning of the Millennium, a date accepted also by J. Wesley [see Froom, 2:710-11].
The incessant failures of date-settings for the future made by these and numerous other interpreters indicate a definite shortcoming in the historicist school.
 Boring clearly overstated his criticism that historicists have limited themselves to the Middle Ages, because many argued that the Papacy’s domination would end about A. D. 1800, and expected the fulfillment of the 2300-day prophecy of Daniel 8:14 around A. D. 1844, although they differed as to just what would then take place. A number of historicists also argued for the prophetic significance of the French Revolution (1789-1799; see Froom, 4, chs. 5 and 9).
Froom convincingly demonstrates that „The dawn of the nineteenth century marked the beginning of the third distinctive epoch of prophetic interpretation in the Christian era” (4:382; especially 388-410). Its major attention was focused on Daniel 8 and on the flying angels of Revelation 14, „with the renewed proclamation of the everlasting gospel and the heralding of the judgment hour” (4:390). Such are some of the overlooked facts of the historicist school.
The Historicist Method needs a disciplined Definition

It seems mandatory that we establish a definition of the historicist method of prophetic interpretation and what its purpose and focus are. Historicism is defined by L. E. Froom as: „the progressive and continuous fulfillment of prophecy, in unbroken sequence, from Daniel’s day and the time of John, on down to the second advent and the end of the age” (1:22-3). Seen in this light, prophecy serves as the „rainbow of promise, painted by the finger of God” (4:1173).
The question must be raised, however, whether Froom did not press his definition of the fulfillments in an „unbroken” sequence just beyond what divine revelation allows? The definition of B. W. Ball seems more adequate: „Historicism is the approach that sets Daniel and the Revelation within the context of history, and sees the progressive fulfillment of prophecy against that background and in relationship to the onward course of world history.”

Froom defines the benefit of understanding prophecy in that it „shows where mankind has come from, just where he is in the inexorable stream of time, and where under God he is going” (4:1171). Again his definition seems to overstate the benefit of knowing „just where he is in the stream of history.” Such precise beliefs were the convictions of about each generation in Church history. One researcher calls it „A Timeless Obsession” and concludes: „Since the first century, each generation has claimed that they were the last generation; the generation that would see the glorious appearing of their God and savior Jesus Christ.”
 Froom states that the recognition of an actual fulfillment of prophecy has unfolded only „in proportion as history has fulfilled each succeeding epoch or major event of prophecy” (4:1172). In other words, „prophecy has been understood just as fast as history has fulfilled it, step by step, down through the passing centuries” (1:15). Rightly understood, prophecy „results in an ever-radiant optimism” and „assures mankind that the Paradise of Eden is soon to be restored” (4:1173).
Froom’s ideal picture of historicism is frequently tarnished, however, by the fact that many interpreters assumed the role of prophets for themselves, asserting overconfidently certain future fulfillments of prophecy. Sir I. Newton, a life-long student of the Book of Daniel, wisely cautioned to focus strictly on the divine purpose of Bible prophecies:
The folly of Interpreters has been to foretell times and things by this Prophecy, as if God designed to make them Prophets. By this rashness they have not only exposed themselves, but brought the Prophecy also into contempt. The design of God was much otherwise. He gave this [the Book of Daniel] and the Prophecies of the Old Testament, not to gratify men’s curiosities by enabling them to foreknow things, but that after they were fulfilled they might be interpreted by the event, and his own Providence, not the Interpreters, be then manifested thereby to the world.

Prophecy was not given to enable us to become prophets ourselves, but to point to God’s providential rule when prophecy is actually fulfilled in salvation history. This view seems to be in harmony with Jesus’ statement in John 13:19, „I am telling you now before it happens, so that when it does happen you will believe that I am He.”
Here Jesus mentions the aspect of personal faith that needs to be recognized. A genuine fulfillment of prophecy, such as the first advent of the promised Messiah, was not self-evident to all. Even the cross of Christ was not self-explanatory. It requires faith in the Word of God to understand a fulfillment of prophecy! The Jews believed that the Messiah would come, but when He came they did not recognize Him and „His own did not receive him” (John 1:11). John the Baptist in his prison cell needed special direction from Jesus to let him „see” the fulfillment of the Messianic prophecies (Matt. 11:2-6). Similarly, we need not be surprised that many Christians did not see a fulfillment of the biblical Antichrist in the Middle Ages. It takes a thorough appreciation of the gospel truth before we can detect and evaluate the historic usurpation of Christ’s unique work and prerogatives within Christendom.
Luther discovered Christ and His saving gospel before he identified the biblical Antichrist. This order suggests that we need to focus our attention first on Christ and His saving work before we are able to discern the end-time significance of the Antichrist predictions in Daniel and Revelation. It requires the illuminating and convincing work of the Holy Spirit on the heart of the searcher after truth, before the light of Scripture is recognized in its redeeming power. Pascal confirmed that saving knowledge „is a science not of the intellect, but of the heart” (Pensées, 2, 17, 106).

The Validity of the Historicist Approach

Different approaches harbor different hermeneutical principles. More is involved in the four schools of interpreting Daniel and Revelation than their focus on different parts or aspects of salvation history. The origin of the various methods indicates that also different interpretative principles are involved. This implies the need for a proper evaluation of our hermeneutical presuppositions before we start interpreting Bible prophecy and criticize those of others.
The method of interpreting the prophecies of Daniel that both Jesus and Paul used was that of a continuous-historical approach. Both applied Daniel’s symbolic portrayal of the Fourth Beast in chapter 7 to the Roman Empire and to its persecution of the people of God and His Messiah (see Matt. 24:15-29; Luke 21:20-24; and 2 Thess. 2:3-8).

The early church fathers, like Irenaeus and Tertullian, also adopted this continuous-historical approach to Daniel and Revelation, when they expected the rise of the predicted Antichrist after the breakup of the Roman Empire.
 This historicist method was revived by the Protestant Reformers of the 16th century, who applied the biblical Antichrist to Papal Rome, its claims of true worship, and its cruel Inquisitions of the Middle Ages. In other words, the Antichrist was declared to be an ecclesiastical system, not an individual. This historical identification of the prophesied Antichrist became the standard Protestant interpretation of Daniel and Revelation for more than three hundred years.

In the third century a different hermeneutic was proposed by Origen, the leading theologian in Alexandria, Egypt: the so-called allegorizing method of interpreting Scripture. He spiritualized the symbolic language of Scripture, by following the allegorical methods of Plato and of the Jewish Platonist Philo. As a result of his spiritualizing interpretation, he spiritualized away the historical sense of Scripture, and swept away the biblical doctrines of the early church: the literal resurrection of the dead, the millennium, the destruction of the Antichrist, and the establishment of the kingdom of God. Origen’s structure of the allegorical interpretation „turned the church away from from her historic positions on prophecy” (Froom, 2:315). This allegorizing method prevailed in the medieval church until the Reformers restored the historicist approach again.
In reaction to the Protestant applications of prophecy to the Papal antichrist, two Jesuit scholars arose in Spain, „determined to lift the stigma from the Papacy by locating Antichrist at some point where he could not be applied to the Roman church” (Froom, 2:485). In this crisis of major proportions, the Counter Reformation attacked the prophetic positions, on which all Protestants were agreed, by two counter interpretations that both applied the method of a literal interpretation of all the prophetic symbols. Froom rightly comments, „But prophecy that is written in symbolic language must be symbolically explained” (2:794). Nevertheless, the Spanish Jesuit Alcasar introduced in 1614 the Preterist method of interpretation, to prove that the prophecies of Antichrist were fulfilled in certain Roman emperors, long before the Popes ever ruled in Rome, and „thus” could not apply to the Papacy.
On the other hand, the Spanish Jesuit Ribera created in 1580 the idea that the prophecies referred only to the Antichrist as a future supernatural individual, who would rule for three and a half years from a rebuilt temple in Jerusalem (see Froom, 2:486-93). Ribera is therefore widely regarded as the founder of the Futurist system, that was later adopted and enlarged with the „rapture” theory by many fundamentalist evangelicals. The essence of both Preterism and Futurism is the use of literalism as the principle of prophetic interpretation, revealing its fundamental inadequacy in that both systems contradict and annul each other.

We must realize that the method of a literal application of the apocalyptic symbols is a rationalistic philosophy imposed on the symbolic portrayals. The intentional meaning of Holy Scripture is a theological meaning because inspired prophecy centers in the work of the covenant God and of His divine Messiah. The secular method of literalism is missing the theological hallmark and denies the spiritual or „great controversy” theme of the symbolic portrayals. However, the God of Israel is not a divine soothsayer but the faithful covenant God in all generations (see Deut. 7:9). Literalism in prophetic interpretation is therefore the archenemy of the God- and Christ-centered principle of interpreting Bible prophecy! As long as the historicist approach adheres to the covenant history that is centered in the Messianic people of God, its progressive applications to church history will retain their Christocentric nature and theological validity.
New Discovery of the Artistic Composition of Daniel and Revelation

During the last 30 years various Bible scholars began to appreciate the internal artistry of John’s Apocalypse and concentrated on the literary composition of the book and on its structural unity. The new conviction grew that „the key to understanding a work is its literary form.”
 Also C. M. Maxwell discovered that the symmetrical pattern of John’s Apocalypse, with its structure of an inverse parallelism, provides „one of the most helpful possible keys for unlocking the book’s meaning” (God Cares, Pacific Press, 2:54). Among SDAs, K. A. Strand and W. H. Shea have been the leading Bible scholars in the literary structure of the prophetic books (see their contributions in A Symposium on Revelation, 2 vols., D&R Com. Series, vol. 6 and 7, R&H, 1992). One major benefit of the literary analysis of the book of Revelation, namely the discovery of its chiastic structure, was accepted by the Daniel & Revelation Committee of the General Conference as a valid key for a better understanding of the book of Revelation:

The literary structure divides the book of Revelation into two major sections: (1) a historical section (Rev 1-14) that emphasizes the experience of the church and related events during the Christian Era, and (2) an eschatological (end-time) section (Rev 15-22) that focuses particularly on end-time events and the end of the world (in Symposium on Revelation, Book I. D&R Com. Series, vol. 6. Biblical Research Institute [= BRI], R&H, 1992, 177).
As a result of this new appreciation of the literary structure, our interpretation of Daniel and Revelation can no longer detach a text or chapter from the total composition and try to fit the dissected part with some event of world history. The literary approach provides a new standard for evaluating the exegesis of Daniel and the Revelation by previous historicists.
Revelation is ingeniously structured as an inverse parallelism, in which a promise in the first half of the book consistently matches its counterpart fulfillment in the second half (see R. Badenas, in Symposium on Revelation, Book II, ch. 8, overview on 265). Revelation is now widely recognized as an indivisible Scripture unit, with „an overall chiastic pattern in which prologue and epilogue are counterparts and in which the intervening major prophetic sequences or visions are also paired in a chiastic or inverse order” (K. A. Strand, in Symposium on Revelation, 1:35).
 A look at the Menorah-like composition of Revelation, with its seven-armed chiastic structure, reveals not only the compositional unity of the book but also the main emphasis of its end-time message in chapters 10-14 (see my LLD, ch. 4, menorah on p. 54). This new insight teaches the unbreakable unity of John’s Apocalypse, so that the seven letters of Christ in chapters 1-3 can no longer be dissected from the rest of the book (chapters 4-22) which Dispensationalism then applies to a strictly Jewish audience „after the Church Age ends” (The New Scofield Ref. Bible, 1351). A similar challenge comes, however, also to those historicists who dissect passages of Scripture from their context and apply them exclusively to secular, political events in world history (for instance, Revelation 11:3-13; Daniel 11:36-39, and 40-45; Rev. 16:12-21, and others passages). Evidently, our prophetic interpretations are substantially influenced by our hermeneutical presuppositions and by our insight, or the lack of it, in the artistry of the apocalyptic writers. We may even defend an unbiblical understanding, when we are unaware of the hermeneutical principles inherent in the inspired writings. Consistency requires that we do not mix irreconcilable principles of interpretation, but persistently follow the inspired principles that are revealed in the New Testament gospel.
Adventism is not immune to misinterpreting Bible prophecy, especially when its interpreter is not educated in a thorough exegesis of Scripture, governed by a Christocentric hermeneutic. E. G. White sadly warned us: „Many will stand in our pulpits with the torch of false prophecy in their hands, kindled from the hellish torch of Satan” (Testimonies to Ministers and Gospel Workers [=TM] 409-10). Adventist Bible scholars become increasingly convinced that the traditional historicist applications of God’s Word need to be re-examined and to be more critically evaluated by a contextual exegesis, guided by a Christocentric hermeneutic.
Progressive Understanding in Adventist Historicist Interpretation

We need to ask, what does the collection of historicist interpretations, as found in Froom’s The Prophetic Faith of Our Fathers (R&H, 4 vols., 1946-1954), really prove and what does is not prove? We know that a majority of historicist opinions as such neither establishes truth nor constitutes the final norm for a true interpretation. What Froom did establish beyond any doubt, however, was that the Adventist historicist approach is in basic continuity with that of historic Protestantism and intends to be a further development of it. As a historical theologian, Froom did not evaluate any historicist application of prophecy by a contextual exegesis of Scripture. Such a value judgment belongs to the realm of exegetical and biblical scholarship.
The danger is acute in the historicist approach to read certain turning points in history back into the sacred text by a forced exegesis. But current events must never be allowed to become the guide of biblical exegesis. The Bible must interpret history and not the other way around. The historicist applications are validated only when they are subordinated to the authorial intent of Scripture as determined by the immediate and the wider Biblical contexts. The Bible remains its own expositor, its own final interpreter, and the judge of all schools of prophetic interpretation. Neither church tradition, nor history, nor an extra-biblical prophet are the final interpreters of Scripture. This sola Scriptura principle is the fundamental belief of historic Seventh-day Adventism (see the Preamble to the Fundamental Beliefs of SDAs, „SDAs accept the Bible as their only creed”).

E. G. White counseled urgently: „The Bible must not be interpreted to suit the ideas of men, however long they may have held these ideas to be true. We are not to accept the opinion of commentators as the voice of God; they were erring mortals like ourselves. God has given reasoning powers to us as well as to them. We should make the Bible its own expositor” (TM 106, emphasis added). The continuous-historical approach is a valid approach for the books of Daniel and Revelation, when we recognize that it is the characteristic style of the apocalyptic perspective to periodize salvation history, and to present time-divisions predetermined by divine Providence (see my HUEP, chs. 10-12). In this respect, Daniel and Revelation are basically distinguished from Israel’s other prophets, who commonly used the typological perspective of announcing the immediate historical judgments of God as types of His final Judgment.
 The historicist approach can easily be misused if its exegetical foundation is not laid within the context of Scripture, and if the biblical covenant history is disregarded.
Standing on the Shoulders of past Expositors
We can learn some humbling lessons from the Adventist history of prophetic interpretation. In retrospect, some basic inadequacies of the method of our first expositor of Revelation, U. Smith, can be discerned in his Thoughts on the Revelation of 1867, and also in his exposition of the Book of Daniel of 1872. Such inadequacies should not alarm us but cause us to appreciate the contributions earlier interpreters have made and to stand on their giant shoulders to enable us to see more than they could. J. Provonsha rightly states: „But the greatest disrespect one can show them is not to move one inch beyond where they stood.”
 Continuity does not exclude growth and development.
Strangely enough, Smith did not spell out any hermeneutical principles that were guiding him in his prophetic interpretations of the book of Revelation. Unfortunately, he gave little attention to either a contextual exegesis or the theological perspective of salvation history, even when he discerned an allusion to the Old Testament. He rather selected long quotations from other historicist expositors, mostly from the British Literalists Croly, Keith, Clark, Elliot, who were all infected with the erroneous concept that „literal Israel” would be restored as the theocratic center of the end-time prophecies, and who therefore expected the return of the Jewish people to Palestine. Froom reports: „One of the most pronounced characteristics of the Old World Advent Awakening was belief in the restoration and conversion of the Jews . . . This belief was tied inextricably into their prophetic concepts and expositions” (3:746; cf. 4:426, 1220). Smith simply omitted their „literal Israel” applications but retained their Middle East focus of the final events, and thus adopted their geographic literalism in prophetic interpretation. Froom admits that for Smith these Literalists „were obviously his guiding sources and his first authorities” (4:1113).
A case in point is Smith’s excessive borrowing from previous historicists in his interpretation of the Seven Trumpets of Revelation 8-9. Here Smith copied „almost intact” those of the Millerite preacher J. Litch (Froom, 4:1123, n. 30). J. Paulien presents this sobering assessment:
Sixty-two percent of Smith’s comments are directly quoted from non-Seventh-day Adventist commentators. Most of the rest is paraphrased. There is hardly an instance in which reference is made to the text. The historicist position is assumed as a given, it is never argued from the text of the trumpets.

Paulien’s theological critique exposes this essential inadequacy: „Adventists have tended to assume that the seals and trumpets are two historical series, extending from the prophet’s day to the end, but have not established that viewpoint on the basis of careful exegesis of the text” (Id., 185, emphasis added). What was lacking in Smith’s interpretations of Revelation was „a careful exegesis of the text.” But the exgetical foundation of prophetic interpretation is the „Achilles’ heel” of claiming an authentic historical fulfillment of Bible prophecy. Although no Church has ever possessed the attribute of exegetical infallibility, it remains the sacred duty of the Church to „exegete” or „interpret” or „make known” or „declare” the meaning of the text as the author intended it to be, that is, to establish the authorial meaning (cf. Luke 24:27; John 1:18; Acts 15:12, 14; 21:19). The discipline of „exegesis” requires a recognition of the theological, literary, and historical contexts of any given passage of Scripture before establishing its meaning, as intended by the Holy Spirit. „Context is a key to unlocking part of that meaning.”

An example of more serious consequences was Smith’s dependence on his British sources in his interpretation of the unfulfilled prophecies, particularly of „the king of the north” in Daniel 11 and of the sixth and seven plagues in Revelation 16. Fateful for the Adventist evangelistic outreach to the world was Smith’s application of the „drying up of the Euphrates waters” (Rev. 16:12) to the waning political power of Turkey, because Turkey was located near the literal Euphrates, and also of his „Armageddon” application to a military world war that would assumedly be waged about the „holy sepulchers” in the Middle East. D. E. Mansell has carefully documented the long history of Adventist misinterpretation of prophecy and its repeated embarrassments, in his book Adventists and Armageddon. Have we misinterpreted prophecy? (chs. 5 and 6).
U. Smith arrived at his changing views by uncritically adopting the popular applications to secular history from the British Literalists, who at that time seemed to be correct in the light of the current political events! Such prophetic interpretations lacked, however, the biblical theological perspective, because they were based solely on a strictly literal application of the geographic symbols in the Apocalypse. More than that, the prophetic passages were also dissected from their literary biblical contexts. Not any of the historicist interpreters seemed to raise the crucial question, What role does Daniel 11, or Revelation 16, play in the literary and theological contexts of the composition of these prophetic books!

Mansell reports: „Smith’s view became the denomination’s view for more than seventy years,” and that his books „became the church’s standard interpretation of Daniel and Revelation for the next seventy years and beyond” (Ib., 47). Little wonder, that when the Adventist predictions concerning Turkey after World War I in 1918 failed to materialize many members were embarrassed and „baptisms plummeted and apostasies skyrocketed” (Mansell, 65).
An editorial committee, appointed to update Smith’s book in 1944, changed Smith’s reason for the apocalyptic war from a struggle about „holy” Middle East territory to a coveting of „the liquid gold of the Euphrates Valley” (Revelation, 2:698), which was merely another speculative interpretation based on current events, and also in fundamental disharmony with the biblical perspective of salvation history.
Speculative interpretations such as these are the result of ignoring the theological perspective of Scripture, because the gospel forbids any ethnic and geographic literalism of the old covenant language for the new-covenant fulfillments. Christ removed all ethnic and geographic restrictions to God’s covenant promises for the Christian age (see Matt. 5:5; John 4:21-24). Wherever Christ is, there is the holy place (see Matt. 18:20)! That is the essence of the gospel hermeneutic. As I stated elsewhere: „For the holiness of old Jerusalem, the New Testament substitutes the holiness of Jesus Christ. It ‘Christifies’ the old territorial holiness and thus transcends its limitations.”

Regarding Smith’s interpretations of Daniel (1872), we notice the same dependency on current political events, particularly regarding the „king of the north” in Daniel 11. In 1871 he abandoned the commonly held Adventist view that applied the last persecuting power, the „king of the north” in Dan. 11:45, to the Papacy, and suddenly switched to applying this unfulfilled prophecy to Turkey, uncritically accepting the view of the popular British Literalists. This surprising personal shift of Smith’s view regarding the „Eastern Question” created a fundamental difference with the view of J. White and others (see Froom, 4:1115-21). D. E. Mansell explains Smith’s change of view, stating: „His reason for shifting seems clear. He was interpreting the last verses of Daniel 11 in the light of newspaper reports.”

After King Victor Emmanuel II of Italy had taken away the temporal power of the Pope in 1870, Smith concluded that „the last vestige of temporal power was swept from his [the Pope’s] grasp,” nevermore to be restored (Thoughts on Daniel, Battle Creek, 1873, 146-7). This prediction of Smith „went directly contrary to the accepted Adventist view of Revelation 13; namely that the papacy’s deadly wound of 1798 would be healed and that its political power would be restored” (Mansell, Ib., 38). Smith further concluded from the current events that „when the Turk, driven from Europe, shall hastily make Jerusalem his temporary seat of Government . . ., then, according to . . . [Dan. 12:1], we look for the standing up of Michael” (RH, Nov. 5, 1871). Mansell comments: „The die was cast. From this time forward, Turkey was the last power Daniel 11 in Smith’s articles and editorials. The papacy was out of the picture.” (Ib., 39).
Smith’s influence was so great that SDA evangelists, Bible teachers, and ministers continued to teach for years to come that Turkey was the last power of Daniel 11 and that Armageddon would be a great war in the Middle East.
 The shift in Smith’s prophetic interpretation, by adopting the predictions of futuristic historicists, demonstrates a fundamental neglect of the controlling gospel hermeneutic, with its theological centrality of Christ. This lack of spiritual insight in the New Testament perspective on last-day events left Adventism without the proper standard of testing speculative interpretations and thus provided the opportunity for raising „the torch of false prophecy” in our midst, as Ellen White solemnly had foretold (TM 409-10).
In 1954, a church appointed Committee on Biblical Study regarding Daniel 11, examined Smith’s interpretations of Daniel 11. It found Smith’s departure from the pioneer positions in this matter unjustified and in theological disharmony with the immediate context (see the instructive report in Ministry 27, 1954, 22-27). The committee unanimously rejected Smith’s application of Dan. 11:36-39 to the brief „reign of terror” by the Ultra-revolutionary Tribunal in Paris from March 1793 till August 1794 against the enemies of the Revolution. The Biblical Study Committee explicitly returned to the pioneer position, because Daniel 11:36-39 „reveals outstanding characteristics of the Papacy . . . and that both historically and according to a sound exegesis of the text, Daniel 11:36-39 must refer to the papal power” (Ib., 23, emphasis added).
After more than eighty years of publicly proclaiming our predictions of unfulfilled prophecy in all the world, the Adventist Biblical Study Committee discovered that U. Smith had not applied a „sound exegesis” of Daniel’s prophecy! Many trusting Adventists simply could not accept this shocking news and therefore still keep clinging to their literalistic understanding of the prophetic symbols.
The committee considered the prophecy of Daniel 11:40-45 largely as „unfulfilled prophecy,” and reported that some in the committee still held on to a geographically restricted application of this passage to „powers geographically located in the eastern Mediterranean,” and that „these verses need to be studied in the light of present-day developments” (Ib., 26).
This minority report shows how the gospel hermeneutic was not yet consistently applied by all members in their prophetic understanding at that time. Fortunately, the Spirit of God had moved on some studious Adventist teachers and evangelists to search out and define the inherently biblical principles of prophetic interpretation. The effect of their efforts to restore the Christ-centered gospel hermeneutic has been that the Adventist historicist approach is gradually being purified from its lingering geographic literalism and from its Middle East focus in the final events, still so popular in modern Futurism, in order to give the Three Angels’ Messages again a clear trumpet-call.
Adventist Struggle to establish sound Hermeneutical Principles

Mansell reports: „Not all Adventists were satisfied with interpretations that shifted with every political wind that blew or fluttered in every sensational newspaper report.”
 Independent from each other, an evangelist in Australia, L. F. Were, and a Bible teacher at Pacific Union College in California, R. F. Cottrell, discovered the fundamental principles of prophetic interpretation that restored Christ at the center of the entire prophetic perspective, particularly in our interpretation of unfulfilled prophecy. Both influential men were also thoroughly versed in the teachings of the Adventist pioneers and of the writings of E. G. White. Both demonstrated convincingly that it was U. Smith who had shifted positions regarding Armageddon and the king of the north, not the pioneers. They proved that the older pioneer view was in better agreement with Mrs. White’s writings than the military view of Armageddon (see Mansell, Ib., ch. 7).
It was L. F. Were who hammered out „Bible Principles on Interpretation” as a „Safeguard against Last-Day Errors” (Title of his book of 1963), and developed them systematically in his „Triple Application of the Prophecies Pertaining to Israel” in his major study, The Certainty of the Third Angel’s Message.
 One of his most significant contributions in the field of biblical hermeneutics is his teaching that the gospel principles govern the language of all end-time prophecies as soon as a prophecy enters into the Christian age, that is, reaches after the historic Cross and Resurrection of Christ. Were clarifies:
In the light from the New Testament we see the principle of understanding the book of Daniel: the principle of type and antitype. When passing over into the Christian era there is an automatic transition from literal to spiritual Babylon; from literal to spiritual Jerusalem; from the literal lands of Israel and Babylon to their spiritual antitypes. What literal Babylon did to the literal Jews, Jerusalem and the temple, is also done, in a spiritual sense, by spiritual Babylon in her spiritual „war” against spiritual Israel.

Were stressed that the apostles after Pentecost „spiritualised” the Old Testament prophecies concerning Israel and her enemies. His primary example is how Peter quoted and applied Joel 2:28-32 and Psalm 110:1 in his sermon to the Jews in Acts 2. This example shows that „from the time of Pentecost Old Testament prophecies concerning Zion, Jerusalem, the land of Israel, etc., were interpreted as being fulfilled spiritually in connection with the work of Christ in preaching the gospel. From the time of Pentecost the Holy Spirit has inspired the writers of Scripture to present a spiritual, world-wide application of the Old Testament prophecies concerning Israel, the land of Israel, Jerusalem, etc.” (Ib., 74-5). Were effectively applied this Christocentric hermeneutic consistently to the interpretation of Daniel and Revelation. He sees Daniel’s last prophecy (ch. 11) as outlining the great controversy between Christ and Satan, a radically different perspective from the secular-events view of U. Smith and the futuristic historicist expositors of the 19th century.
In 1955 the Pacific Press published an exegetical Commentary on Daniel by the well-known Adventist geologist G. McCready Price, called The Greatest of the Prophets. Like L. Were, Price followed a consistently Christ-centered hermeneutic in his interpretation of Daniel’s unfulfilled prophecies. Like Were, Price argued in terms of a progressive salvation history:
It is only a confusion of most vital truth for the futurists to interpret the many prophecies to Israel which apparently still remain unfulfilled, as applying to a time when the literal descendants of Abraham will be restored to the literal geography of Palestine. If we are to believe in the finished work of Christ, it should be everlastingly settled that literal Israel has had her day as a nation; hence whatever prophecies seem to speak of Israel this side of the cross, are to be applied to all the genuine people of God who are existing at the time when they apply. It is doing violence to the whole plan of the gospel, to the entire work of redemption, to say that a literal restoration of the Jews to Palestine is demanded by these predictions which speak of Christ’s glorious kingdom; for these will be fulfilled when Christ reigns over immortalized saints in the earth made new (Ib., 36, italics added).
The time had clearly come also for the SDA Church to take a clear stand in the matter of Biblical Hermeneutics. In the 1950s many leaders and teachers in the SDA Church began to discover the necessity of defining sound biblical principles of prophetic interpretation. The SDA Bible Commentary, Vol. 4 (1955), contains a groundbreaking essay on basic Principles of Interpretation that came from the hand of R.F. Cottrell, entitled „The Role of Israel in Old Testament Prophecy” (25-38).
In 1974 the Biblical Research Committee started to organize several seminars in all its world divisions to educate Adventist ministers and teachers in the basic hermeneutics of Scripture, guided by its special textbook A Symposium on Biblical Hermeneutics (G. Hyde, ed., R&H, 1974). A more detailed study by G. F. Hasel, entitled Understanding the Living Word of God (Pacific Press, 1980) stressed the need for a hermeneutical discipline in understanding Scripture correctly (see especially the instructive section, „Books and Biblical Prophecy,” 181-218).
Recent publications of studies and Commentaries on Daniel show a conscious application of the Christocentric hermeneutic to prophetic interpretation, such as by D. Ford, DANIEL (Southern Pub. Ass., 1978); C. M. Maxwell, God Cares, vol. 1 (Pacific Press, 1981) and vol. 2 (1985); H. LaRondelle, „Interpretation of Prophetic and Apocalyptic Eschatology,” in A Symposium on Biblical Hermeneutics (G. Hyde, ed., R&H, 1974, 241-46) and especially in Symposium on Revelation, Book II (F. B. Holbrook, ed., D&R Com. Series, vol. 7. BRI, R&H, 1992, ch. 12); W. H. Shea, Daniel (2 vols.; The Abundant Life Bible Amplifier, Pacific Press, 1996). J. B. Doukhan, Secrets of Daniel (R&H, 2000).
Symptomatic of the new exegetical approach to Daniel is the interpretation of Daniel 11:40-45 by W. H. Shea:

We are dealing her with „the time of the end” (11:40). The powers involved are no longer a literal Persian king and a literal king of Egypt. They have become symbols for the powers at the time of the end. Those powers we have identified as the papacy (the king of the north) and atheism (the king of the south) . . . The book of Revelation also speaks of that final spiritual battle in literal terms, locating it at Armageddon (16:16), or „the mount of Megiddo.” . . . It was on the mount [Carmel] itself where, in earlier biblical times, the contest between the true God and the false gods of Baal took place (1 Kings 18). That kind of spiritual struggle will be repeated in modern times, but it will not be a literal, physical struggle upon that geographical mountain (vs. 45). That ancient contest symbolizes the final spiritual conflict that will take place on a worldwide basis. From this final battle, Christ and His heavenly army will emerge victorious . . . That battle is described in Revelation 19:11-21. Revelation 16 describes only the preparations for the battle of Armageddon.

On the whole, we observe a markedly improved Christocentric understanding in the Adventist interpretation of Bible prophecy. Representative of this new gospel trend is C. M. Maxwell’s admission:

The purpose of prophecy is not always to provide prior knowledge of specific future events. Many Bible prophecies were given with the intention that they would be understood–and build faith–only after they were fulfilled [quoted John 14:29].

E.G. White did not endorse U. Smith when he ventured into predictions regarding unfulfilled prophecy, although she refrained from publicly contradicting him. Soon after Smith had published his Thoughts on Revelation in 1867, she wrote her own understanding of the final scenario of Bible prophecy in her book The Great Controversy, published in 1888. Here she presented a substantially different view of the seven last plagues and Armageddon (see chapters 39-40). In fact, she announced the very opposite of Smith’s prediction of the demise of the Papacy, when she declared: „The influence of Rome in the countries that once acknowledged her dominion, is far from being destroyed. And prophecy foretells a restoration of her power [quoted Rev. 13:3]” (The Great Controversy [= GC] 579, italics added).
Mrs. White did not feel it her calling to function as an exegetical referee or authority in a dispute on prophetic interpretation or in any other theological issue.
 She rather reacted by stating: „My cry has been: Investigate the Scriptures for yourselves . . . No man is to be authority for us” (to W. M. Healey, Dec. 9, 1888; in Knight, id., 95). She forcefully warned against exalting our own traditional views into the norm of Bible doctrines „and on every point infallible, and measuring everyone by the rule of our own interpretation of Bible truth.” Then she added this grim warning: „This is our danger, and this would be the greatest evil that could ever come to us as a people” (MS 37, c. 1890; in Knight, Id., 95). In 1906 she still urged: „We must not be satisfied to remain where we are. We must advance step by step, from light to greater light” (MR 613, 1906).

We have the counsel of Mrs. White to seek a better understanding of Daniel and Revelation, because „we do not understand the word as we should” (TM 113). In 1890 she urged pastors to „a much closer study of the word of God; especially should Daniel and the Revelation have attention as never before in the history of our work” (TM 112). She added this encouraging promise: „When we as a people understand what this book [the Revelation] means to us, there will be seen among us a great revival” (Id., 113).
Adventist Acknowledgments of the Inadequateness of traditional „Historicism”

The late K. A. Strand has been a leading Adventist scholar in apocalyptic studies for some years. Significantly, he recognized a serious inadequacy of the historicist approach, namely its compartmentalized focus in time and place of John’s visions. He proposed to enlarge the historicist method by uniting it with the spiritual or the „great controversy” approach, for which he adopted from others the somewhat unfortunate term „the philosophy of history” view. He detected this spiritual perspective in E. G. White’s applications of Revelation.

Strand explained that he meant an openness „for repeated historical fulfillments beyond the writer’s own time or beyond any other specific time in history” (Id., 14). He saw this repeated fulfillment of prophetic visions as an essential „variation of the continuous-historical mode of interpreting the book of Revelation” (Id.). He points to E. G. White’s applications of the seven letters to the churches in Revelation 2-3 in her book Acts of the Apostles, pages 585-589. She extended Jesus’ particular message to a church in Asia Minor to all believers till the end of time. This broader perspective is also accepted by C. M. Maxwell: „So, just as the letters applied to seven local churches at one time, and just as they apply to individuals everywhere and at all times, it is evident they also apply to the various conditions of congregations, denominations, and movements–at all times” (God Cares, 2:92). R. C. Naden likewise discerns three levels of application in each pastoral letter of Revelation 2-3: the local, the personal, and the historical perspectives.

Significant is E. G. White’s stress on the spiritual value of the book of Revelation throughout the Christian age:

In figures and symbols, subjects of vast importance were presented to John, which he was to record, that the people of God living in his age and in future ages might have an intelligent understanding of the perils and conflicts before them. This revelation was given for the guidance and comfort of the church throughout the Christian dispensation (Acts of the Apostles [=AA] 583).

Strand stressed this timeless, ever-abiding relevance of John’s Apocalypse: „It also goes beyond the preterist and historicist views in making the book of Revelation relevant to all time and even to the individual Christian life” (Id., 16). He acknowledged an important point of truth in the preterist approach, one that has often been neglected by other interpreters: a serious consideration of the historical setting and background of the symbols at the time of the Revelation (Id., 11). This recognition makes John’s visions immediately suitable for the apostolic church, even when not every feature was completely fulfilled in the first century. Strand noticed among the historicists little regard for this initial application of John’s prophetic visions. He rather detected in the historicists a trend to speculate about present and future fulfillments:
There is a tendency among continuous-historical interpreters to ignore the meaning of the message for John’s own day and to launch out with private interpretations of the symbolisms. Somehow each interpreter tends to become a ‘law unto himself,’ and frequently the applications given to the messages are widely divergent (Id., 13).
J. B. Doukhan stresses another inadequacy of the historicist method, namely its neglect of the literary context of a prophetic text. After recognizing the validity of the historical method as the only one that „respects the historical intention of the biblical author,” he states:
An unfortunate tendency is to be noted, however, among those who hold the „historicist” approach. Out of the concern to relate the prophecy to the event, they have often overlooked the reality of the biblical text. Instead of starting from the text, they have come to the text out of the historical or political event. Thus, the language of the prophet, his world of thought, his literary and historical settings have been ignored in most cases.

In his subsequent book, Secrets of Daniel (R&H, 2000), Doukhan demonstrates how most chapters in Daniel are structured according to an inverse parallelism that contributes to a better understanding of its message. In this literary approach, Daniel 11 receives a surprisingly clear religious focus on the north-south conflict (166-81). He concludes: „The Armageddon of the book of Revelation, as well as the mountain in the book of Daniel, should not be understood as a geographical location, but as an allusion to a spiritual battle of cosmic dimensions” . . . „Their mutual target is the throne of God, the kingdom of God” (177); „The real battlefield is the whole world” (179).
Doukhan’s presentation constitutes a substantial contribution to a better understanding of the book of Daniel, of chapter 11 in particular. His call for a responsible contextual exegesis of each passage in Daniel, and to place the Old Testament passage in the light of the New Testament gospel, is of crucial importance for understanding the intentional meaning of prophecy. This task must precede any effort to apply the prophecy to history and to proclaim its fulfillment, rather than starting with some historical event and then assuming that it „must” be prophesied. Doukhan’s critique of the traditional historicist assertions to fulfillments of Bible prophecies indicates that proper controls for such claims are required, based on a sound and responsible exegesis of Scripture.
The Adventist New Testament scholar J. Paulien intends to show us the disciplined method to arrive at a better understanding of the last Bible book, particularly of the series of the Seals and of the Trumpets.
 He builds on the general agreement that John’s Apocalypse is clearly a literary and theological work of art that must be studied from a literary and historical point of view. Paulien’s legitimate concern is to establish the theological continuity and progression of John’s visionary portrayals with the prophetic language and message of Israel’s prophets. Paulien provides the criteria by which one can distinguish between John’s mere echoes of the Old Testament and his intentional or „direct allusions.” Paulien warns that symbolism is the primary language tool used in the book and was the common form of other apocalyptic literature in those days, and „that the reader needs to guard against being overly literal in interpretation”:

It is all too easy to impose upon the text meanings more appropriate to our time and place than to the situation within which God originally spoke. Discovering the original meaning of the language of the text safeguards us against our natural tendency to remake the biblical text into our own image.

The Old Testament language is so pervasive in Revelation that „it is the major key to unlock the meaning of the book’s symbols” (Ib., 2:80). Widely acknowledged is the fact that John never cites the Old Testament, but merely alludes to it. To determine, however, when and in what manner John is alluding to the Old Testament, proper guidelines for discovering and validating his Hebrew sources are needed. Paulien quotes approvingly the judgment of a modern German exegete: „We can say in a general way, that until we have succeeded in laying out the Old Testament source for an apocalyptic prophecy, we have not interpreted that passage” (H. Kraft, quoted in Ib., 2:84). Paulien uses three criteria to establish an intentional allusion: 1) Verbal parallels; 2) Thematic parallels; and 3) Structural parallels. Regarding the last mentioned one, he concludes: „Since structural parallels consist of a number of interlocking verbal and thematic parallels, they normally constitute the strongest evidence for a direct allusion” (Ib., 2:90).
Paulien finally adds the vital remark that ultimately the interpreter must: „Discover if the NT expands the meaning of those symbols in the light of the Christ-event” (Ib., 2:82), because: „The victory of Jesus Christ is the new organizing principle of history in Revelation” (93). We must then interpret these concepts through the prism of the Christ-event, because „the writers of the New Testament understood Christ to be the fulfillment of the basic intent of the Old Testament” (93). He concludes: „Thus, OT imagery should not be woodenly applied to the book of Revelation. Like the authors of the NT, John is fully conscious of the impact of the Christ-event on spiritual realities” (94).
Paulien also demonstrates how the Christocentric hermeneutic unlocks the basic mysteries of the Seven Seals and of the Seven Trumpets, in his dissertation Decoding Revelation’s Trumpets,
 and in his exegetical studies in Symposium on Revelation, Book II (ed., F. Holbrook).

In summary, these three respected Adventist Bible scholars are leading out in a fundamental improvement, purification, and justification of the historicist approach to Daniel and Revelation by means of a responsible, contextual exegesis of Holy Scripture, guided by biblical principles of interpretation. Their biblical hermeneutic serves at the same time as a safeguard against private interpretations that are governed by the unspiritual hermeneutic of literalism, and at the same time alerts us to some unjustified applications or to merely „striking” resemblances in history. We have a lot of lost ground to make up in the matter of hermeneutics. In this respect, we must reclaim our own heritage as it was established free from bondage to futuristic literalism by our pioneers. Let Scripture be again its own interpreter.
Can a Prophecy have Partial Fulfillments before its Consummation?

As stated earlier, the danger is acute to claim a fulfillment of prophecy for some current event by reading this historical event back into Bible prophecy. Occasionally, there seems to be some validity in such a „striking” fulfillment, although in retrospect nothing more than some partial fulfillment can be detected. A telling example is found in the apocryphal book of Maccabees, written by a Palestinian Jew about 100 B. C. He assumed that the earlier desecration of Jerusalem’s temple for exactly three years (Dec. 167 – Dec. 164) by the Syrian invader Antiochus IV was the fulfillment of Daniel’s prediction of a coming „abomination of desolation” in Jerusalem (Dan. 8:11-13; 11:31; 1 Macc. 1:52-55; Josephus, Antiq. Jews X, 11, 7). This seemed to be indeed a striking fulfillment of the predicted desecration of the sanctuary of God, because Antiochus prescribed the worship of a Greek idol, „a desolating sacrifice on the altar of burnt offering” (1 Macc. 1:54), and to profane the sabbath and the festivals.
Interestingly, G. McCready Price agreed that the book of Maccabees made a valid application of Daniel 8, even when it was not yet the complete fulfillment. Price states:

The work of the little horn of Daniel 8 might be said to have been partly and imperfectly fulfilled in the interference of Antiochus Epiphanes with the sanctuary service of he Jews. Antiochus Epiphanes has even been spoken of with some plausibility as a type of the real antichrist. Yet in many important particulars the work of Epiphanes does not accurately fit the prophecy, though a much more complete and accurate fulfillment has taken place in the way in which the papacy has oppressed God’s people and has blasphemously perverted the daily mediation of Christ’s priesthood in the heavenly sanctuary . . . Thus if we wish to speak of a double application of the prophecy, we must bear in mind that it is the final meaning which is the true meaning after all, when the prophecy is fulfilled on the largest scale and with the most complete and detailed accuracy.

Price thus clearly maintained the Adventist view that Daniel intended only one specific historic fulfillment for his prediction in chapter 8. Israel’s classical prophets customarily predicted a local or national judgment as a historical type of the final world judgment. Their perspective on the future acts of God was thus a typological perspective, as for instance Joel 2:28-32 and Acts 2 (cf. also E. G. White in GC, ix). Daniel’s visions in chapters 2, 7-12, however, demonstrate the style of periodizing salvation history in consecutive periods till the final day of judgment. This continuous-historical progression in Daniel’s salvation history gave rise to the historicist school of prophetic interpretation.
Paul’s interpretation of the sacrilege of God’s temple of Daniel 8 and 11 as a real threat to the Christian church itself in 2 Thessalonians 2:4 is a strong indication that the sacrilege of Antiochus Epiphanes was not yet the intended consummation of Daniel’s prophecies.
From our Lord and Master Teacher we need to learn how He made a surprising application of Daniel’s Kingdom prophecy that will „crush” all earthly kingdoms (Dan. 2:44) already to His first advent as the Messiah. He applied the crushing Stone, cut out „not by human hands” (of Dan. 2:34, 45) to His messianic ministry, stating: „Everyone who falls on that stone [referring to Ps. 118:22] will be broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom it falls” (Luke 20:18; cf. Matt. 21:44). As I concluded elsewhere: „Jesus was the first to apply the crushing Stone of Dan. 2 to both His present and future missions” (in EndTime Issues, April 2001, Vol. 4, No. 4, 16). Jesus’ undeniable reference to the crushing Stone of Daniel 2 is given a surprising spiritual fulfillment in everyone who comes to Christ by faith and in repentance gives up his own righteousness (see E. G. White, The Desire of Ages [= DA] 599). Jesus certainly did not cancel the apocalyptic fulfillment of Dan. 2:44 and 7:27 (see Matt. 16:27, 28; 26:64), but offered a new gospel fulfillment in addition to the future consummation. The Lord’s use of Daniel 2:44 for our present gospel experience should enlarge a dogmatic view that compartmentalizes each fulfillment to one period alone, to possible spiritual applications in Christ Jesus. Faith in Jesus as the divine Son of God will make the difference whether the Stone becomes our Refuge or a crushing rock that will grind to powder.
Jesus applied the apocalyptic term „the kingdom” of God (see Dan. 2:45; 7:27) to the theocracy over His contemporary Israel, when He announced this dramatic decision: „Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom” (Matt. 21:43). Christ explained this divine transfer by stating to His disciples: „Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32; cf. 22:29). Thus Christ gave the future Kingdom of God a surprisingly spiritual application to His followers in the present, without diminishing its apocalyptic consummation at His second coming. Both applications must be recognized as Jesus’ messianic hermeneutic for Daniel’s visions. The NT scholar George E. Ladd called it „the fundamental dualistic structure of Jesus’ teaching” (The Presence of the Future, Eerdmans, 1984, 114).
Another challenging use of Daniel 7 pertains to Jesus’ self-designation as „the Son of Man,” a title taken apparently from Daniel’s desciption of the celestial Messiah as „One like a son of man,” who will judge the world and bring the kingdom of glory on earth (7:13, 14, 27). While Daniel predicted the coming of the „Son of Man” in the last judgment, Jesus surprised everyone by announcing that „the Son of Man” had already come in their midst with the divine „authority on earth to forgive the sins” of man instead of to judge man (see Mark 2:10), and that He had come „to give His life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45; John 12:23, 32-34, 47). This last announcement reveals that Jesus identified Himself also with the suffering Servant of Isaiah 53. As Ladd puts it succinctly: „Jesus poured the content of of the Suffering Servant into the Son of Man concept” (A Theology of the New Testament, Eerdmans, 1974, 157). This messianic self-consciousness of Jesus shows that Christ identified Himself and His twofold mission with both the Stone and the Son of Man in Daniel 2 and 7, giving both Danielic symbols a present and a future fulfillment to establish the kingdom of God on earth. Consequently, the coming of the Son of Man to kingly authority cannot be reduced to a single moment in salvation history.
Jesus’ use of Daniel opens our minds to spiritual gospel applications of apocalyptic symbols in Daniel. Such gospel applications in the New Testament are thus also legitimate fulfillments of prophecy, although clearly „partial” fulfillments, within the larger apocalyptic framework of redemptive history.
Particularly, Jesus’ application of „the abomination of desolation” of Daniel (8:11-13; 9:27; 11:31; and 12:11) to the desolating sacrilege of Jerusalem’s temple by the Roman army, in Matthew 24:15-20 deserves our serious attention. In Daniel’s contextual setting, the „transgression of desolation” and the trampling under foot of both the sanctuary and its worshipers (8:13, NKJV), concerned however explicitly „the time of the end” (8:17, 19). Remarkably, Jesus applied Daniel’s predicted „desolating sacrilege” to His contemporary generation (Mark 13:14; Matt. 24:15). This fact indicates that we must allow again for a double reference, for a twofold application: to the immediate historical time of Jesus as well as to the end-time. This reveals Jesus’ typological perspective of the church age, in response to the two questions of His disciples about the signs of the future judgments of Jerusalem and of the world (Matt. 24:3). This dual focus of Jesus’ reply to His disciples determined the structure of Matthew 24 and allows for a twofold application of the desolating abomination or sacrilege: to the time of Jerusalem’s destruction, as well as to the end-time generation that will see His parousia. The end-time application of Daniel 7-12 is developed more systematically by Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2 and by John in Revelation 10-14.
John’s vision of the end-time church in Revelation 10-11 unites the apocalyptic visions of Daniel 7 and 8, when it symbolically portrays the desecration of God’s temple and its worshipers as a „trampling under foot” of the „holy city for 42 months” (Rev. 11:2), so that God’s two witnesses must prophesy their testimony for „one thousand and two hundred and sixty days, clothed in sackcloth” (11:3). John’s vivid symbolism thus resumes Daniel’s symbolic visions of the persecution of the saints for „a time, and times, and half a time” (Dan. 7:25), and of the „trampling under foot” of the sanctuary and its host (Dan. 8:13). But John now redefines the fulfillment of the temple and its worshipers in Christological and ecclesiological terms for the end-time of the church age (Rev. 11:8, 15). The anti-God power in Daniel 7 and 8 is now redefined as the Antichrist (Rev. 12:6, 14; 13:1-8).
Particularly important is the literary structure of Revelation, in which the visions of chapters 10-14 are attached explicitly to the „sixth trumpet,” or „second woe” (Rev. 11:14). The emphatic purpose of Rev. 10-14 is to predict the restoration of true worship and true worshipers in God’s temple. The increased knowledge given by the three angels of Rev. 14:6-12 will separate the true from the false worshipers in the final phase of the church age. Divine protection is reassured to the faithful witnesses during the final judgments, if we detect the connection of the „measuring” of the temple, its altar and worshipers (11:1) with the protective „sealing” of the 144,000 true Israelites during the sixth seal in chapter 7, as commentators widely recognize.
We must therefore learn to ask the questions, whether and how the New Testament applies Daniel’s prophecies to the church age, in order to accomplish a full theological exegesis of an Old Testament passage. We need not dogmatically exclude some „striking” applications of Daniel’s prophecies to God’s old-covenant people as a „partial” fulfillment, while we must insist that the New Testament determines Daniel’s intended consummation of God’s covenant and the apostasy during the church age in the great controversy. For that purpose Matthew 24 (and parallel passages), 2 Thessalonians 2, and Revelation 12-20 require to be profoundly contemplated for their gospel application of Daniel to the Christian age (see my How to Understand the End-Time Prophecies of the Bible (Sarasota, FL: First Impressions, 1997) and Light for the Last Days: Jesus’ Endtime Prophecies made plain in the Book of Revelation. (Nampa, ID: Pacific Press, 1999).
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