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As you can tell from the sermon outline that you’ve got in your news sheet there, 

I’m going to continue this morning with our short look at Jesus and the Old Testament.  
Mark did a fantastic job last week telling us all about Jesus and the promises of the Old 
Testament, but today I’m going to be focusing on how he relates to prophecy more 
specifically. 

 
But what do I mean when I’m talking about prophecy?  Well, I’m glad you asked!  

Let me first give you a reminder of what it’s all about and possibly clear up some 
misconceptions.  See, prophecy does three things, which happily all start with the letter 
P:  prosecute, plead and predict.  And it does them in that order.  So the function of 
prophets first and foremost is to prosecute:  they tell the people of God what crimes 
they’ve committed against God.  The next most important thing is to plead with them:  
they urge the people of God to turn from their sins and return to a right relationship with 
God.   

 
Lastly, and least importantly, they predict the future.  But this isn’t a sort of crystal 

ball gazing, you will meet a tall dark stranger sort of predicting of the future.  What 
they’re predicting is the logical outcome of the choices God’s people might take.  If they 
choose to go on sinning, they’ll will be punished - destroyed or taken off into exile - but if 
they turn to God, God will turn to them and restore their relationship.   

 
But there’s a last little extra element that’s tucked away in the predict part that 

really gets us interested as Christians, and that is the future hope of a day when God 
will bring his people into a full realisation of all his promises to them, where they will 
know true peace and when God will set up his own ruler of some description. 

 
And that’s Jesus, right?  Whoa, slow down there, cowboy.  Stop for a second.  

We can be so eager to jump to the end of the story that we end up missing some really 
key things.  First off, not all prophecy is about Jesus.  Secondly, God had something 
really important to say to his people back when those prophecies were written that were 
those first two Ps - the prosecuting and pleading - and those are still important 
messages for us today, messages about turning away from our rebellion and returning 
to a relationship with him.   

 
But of course because the prophets point to the future, that does get us 

wondering what it’s like and who this person is.  Not only us, but it didn’t stop all sorts of 
scholars and religious thinkers before Jesus trying to figure out what this Messiah will 
look like.   

 
Who is he?  Think about that question for a moment.  Imagine the hundreds and 

hundreds of years waiting.  The knowledge that your nation used to be great, that you 
used to be somebody, and now you’re ground into the dust as nothing, a subjugated 
people.  Remember all those promises that Mark talked about.  The land, the prosperity, 
the peace, waiting and praying, but nothing.  Centuries of nothing.  Just waiting, 
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praying, that one day a king will sit on that empty throne.  That one day you will be free.  
One day.  One day soon.  Feel the weight of expectation.  Feel the weight of history, of 
promise.  Seeking and searching for that one day.  That king. 

 
That brings us to our story from Acts, if you could turn it back up.  In this little 

narrative, Philip “happens” to be in the right place at the right time when this eunuch 
goes by in his carriage, reading from the book of Isaiah.  And Philip knows what part 
he’s up to because in those days people always read out loud, and he also knows that 
this particular passage is one of those prophecies that the scholars had been debating 
for centuries. So, if you look at verse 30 of chapter 8, we see Philip running up to the 
chariot and saying, “Do you understand what you’re reading?” 

 
“Oh, brilliant,” thinks the Ethiopian, “I’ve been wondering about this passage all 

morning.  What good luck that I happened to cross path with this Bible scholar who can 
tell me all about it!”  But the Ethiopian is in for a bit of surprise because what Philip has 
to offer isn’t an explanation that has come from years of conjecture, it’s an explanation 
that comes from a different perspective.  You see, Philip is looking at the same event 
that Isaiah is talking about, but from after the event, so he’s got some clear answers for 
his new friend about who it is Isaiah is talking about. 

 
And that really is at the core of what we’re talking about today.  You see, 

prophecy shows who Jesus is.  But it’s not going to be as simple and straightforward as 
we might like.  It’s not simply a matter of looking for Jesus on every page, or of every 
prophecy pointing to Jesus and us having to somehow decode it to find out where 
exactly he is.  It’s more complicated than that, and sometimes it raises more questions 
than it answers.   Let me show you why.   

 
Keep your finger in Acts and flick back over with me to Luke, and I’ll show you 

what I mean by complicated.  And don’t worry.  One of the most fun things about 
Christianity is exploring the endless depths of the character of God.  Mystery and 
discovery helps us grow.  So what have we got here? 

 
Here Jesus goes down to his local synagogue, where he’s apparently on the 

roster for Bible reading that week, and they’ve picked out Isaiah again.  So Jesus picks 
the part he wants, does his reading, rolls up the scroll and says, “Today this scripture is 
fulfilled in your hearing.”  Everyone gasps.  They’re amazed.  Except for those who have 
come in halfway through.  As Mark explained last week, missing out on the Old 
Testament is like missing out on the first books or movies in a series.  You can kind of 
see what’s going on - this is because Jesus is healing people and stuff, right, and he’s 
preaching stuff about God and forgiveness - yes, but because you don’t get the original 
context of the words, everything behind that reading, you’re going to miss out on 
something, and something really big. 

 
But those who have been watching the prequels understand.  They understand 

that Jesus has just gone and made this whole Old Testament thing complicated.  
Offensively complicated.  Isaiah is now not just a hope for the future.  Jesus has just 
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said that all the expectation we were feeling a couple of minutes ago, all that history, the 
whole story of the people of God is culminating in… him. 

 
He’s saying that the hope of an entire nation, the reason that they’ve put their 

faith in God for century after century of oppressive foreign rule is… some bogan in a 
hick town on the lake. 

 
No.  You can’t do that.  You can’t  just say stuff like that. 
 
And he keeps doing it.  Do you think people just happened to cheer Jesus when 

he entered Jerusalem for the last time?  Do you think he happened to decide to ride a 
donkey that day?  No, Jesus knew his Old Testament and was making it happen.  He 
was making the Old Testament prophecy about himself. 

 
We should be shocked.  After so long without their own king, without their own 

land, the one thing the Israelites had was their faith, their God.  It was their defining 
feature about themselves.  Jesus coming in and saying he was the focus of it, their final 
goal, was simply outrageously stupid and offensive.   

 
That background context, that build-up of hope and expectation that we get from 

the Old Testament is so important to our understanding of Jesus.  Not having it is like 
how one of my friends watches scary movies.  What he’ll do is fast forward through to 
the really scary bit, when the monster jumps out or whatever, and then play it from 
there.  Then he’ll be all like, “Oh, that wasn’t so scary.”  Well, der, of course it wasn’t.  
Without the build-up of suspense that puts you on the edge of your seat, the payoff is a 
total letdown.  You need that background to make the climax not only make sense, but 
have the full impact that it deserves. 

 
But so often we’re just standing there wondering why everyone around us is so 

amazed.  When Jesus says, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was, I am,” we go, 
“Oh, right, he’s saying he’s God.”  He’s saying he’s God!  He’s proving prophecy to be 
true in what he says and does.  He’s saying the Jews should be looking to him for hope, 
as they always had done.  That is big.   

 
But there’s a darker side, and a more mysterious side to Old Testament 

prediction.  See, for every, “See, your king comes to you… riding on a donkey,” is a, 
“They will look on me, the one they have pierced.”  For every “year of the Lord’s favour” 
is a, “He was led like a sheep to the slaughter.”  This is a side that puzzled Biblical 
scholars for ages before Jesus.  How can God be pierced?  Is the prophet talking about 
himself or someone else? 

 
This brings us back to Acts.  For the Ethiopian, the message from Isaiah is 

confusing and mysterious, but from Philip’s perspective, with the benefit of hindsight 
and the full story of Jesus’ life, death, resurrection and ascension, he can see and 
understand the complicated and unexpected ways Jesus fulfils prophecies like this.  For 
example, the first readers of this part of Isaiah we read in Acts saw it as referring to the 
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nation of Israel, afflicted and punished because of their rebellion against God.  And in 
the years following just a few thinkers, apparently including this Ethiopian, thought there 
may be a reference to an individual in there. 

 
But God has different and more complex ideas about how the future unfolds and 

how he does things.  Of course.  Initially God set up the prophecy to bring his people 
hope and to grow their faith; then he does a very God thing and breaks every 
preconception and idea of what people think the future should hold, what the Messiah 
should be like by fulfilling it his way.  So now not only does Isaiah reflect what Israel was 
like, it also shows who Jesus is.  Not only does Jesus make prophecy about himself, 
from the very outset God is making it about Jesus too.  Salvation is the way God wants 
it, not the way we expect, and in that way he gets all the glory. 

 
Now, many Christians aren’t that keen on the Old Testament.  They think it's too 

difficult or too foreign-looking, that the books can be really big, and there's these other 
parts that look boring or irrelevant.  But it is really important that we do read it.  Not only 
is it important because it gives us the background to what we read in the New 
Testament, but it's telling us who Jesus is.  When you get to know the Old Testament, 
even the little shorthand phrases that Jesus uses, like "good shepherd" and "true vine" 
become packed with a massive amount of meaning.  

 
You'll know yourself if you hang out with the same bunch of people for a while, 

you share the same stories.  For me one is how at a family picnic my brother 
accidentally kicked a ball at my aunt, making her spill her coffee over her new handbag, 
and everyone secretly laughed because she wasn't very nice.  Now all someone from 
my family has to do is say something about my brother's kicking ability, and we all laugh 
because we all remember the incident, what happened, the look on my aunt's face, how 
we all felt.  When my husband, Ben, then joined the family, though, he had no idea.  He 
was all like, "Why is Greg and coffee funny?  I don't get it." 

 
Telling these stories to each other - or reminding ourselves of them by a certain 

phrase or suggestion - deepens our relationship because it reminds us of who we are 
and where we come from.  But for the newcomer, having the whole background story 
does the job of letting them know what they're in for and what people are really talking 
about.  All those references and allusions that Jesus and the New Testament writers use 
become packed with far more meaning and make far better sense to us than if we just 
took the New Testament on its own.  We get a deeper, fuller and more complex 
understanding of who Jesus is, and this helps us to grow in our faith and our love of 
him, but it also helps us to reach out to others and explain to them who Jesus is.  

  
Have a look back at what Philip is doing here in Acts.  This Ethiopian is someone 

who is so not Philip - he’s a eunuch, he’s not a Jew, he can’t worship in the temple, he’s 
foreign, and he’s very important - but Philip engages with him over the Old Testament.  I 
mean, even today people have a lot of questions about the Bible, and most of those 
questions are about the Old Testament:  the creation story, the conquest of the 
promised land, the law.  If we don’t know our Old Testament, how are we going to 
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answer their questions, or at least be able to engage with them meaningfully about the 
stuff we say we believe? 

 
We owe it to ourselves to know the Old Testament, but we’ve also owe it to other 

people as well.  So don’t be afraid of reading it.  Actively decide to put the Old 
Testament in your Bible reading regime.  You might like to start with something like 
Isaiah.  It’s big, but you don’t have to read it all at once!  You might even like to start with 
a smaller prophet like Micah.  Look at it in your Bible study.  But get to reading it.  I know 
for myself that when I started studying the Old Testament at Bible college, I discovered 
a whole amazing new side to God, and a new way of looking at Jesus that’s just helped 
my Christian walk really profoundly.   

 
And remember, this doesn’t stop with Jesus.  Not all of God’s promises, and not 

all of God’s prophecies have been fulfilled yet.  We still wait for that time when God will 
rule over his people forever, when we will experience true peace.  That hope, and the 
words to build our faith, are also there within the Old Testament.  So read it.  Believe it.  
And grow in it. 


