The Question of Hermeneutics 

In answer to these questions there is among evangelical scholars a sharp difference of opinion, and there are thus very different answers given. Dispensational theory insists that many of the Old Testament prophecies predict the millennium and must be drawn in to construct the picture of Messiah's millennial reign. This view is based upon the hermeneutic that the Old Testament prophecies must be interpreted literally. Charles Ryrie, one of the more articulate spokesmen
for dispensational theology, has made this very clear in his book, Dispensationalism Today.
The first sine qua non of dispensationalism is the distinction between Israel and the church. Ryrie agrees with Daniel Fuller who says that "the basic premise of Dispensationalism is two purposes of God expressed in the formation of two peoples who maintain their distinction throughout eternity." This conclusion rests upon a second principle: that of a literal system of biblical interpretation. This, however, has primary application to the Old Testament. The Old Testament promises that Israel will be God's people forever, that they will inherit the land of Palestine forever, that they will form God's theocratic kingdom forever. These predictions will be fulfilled in the millennium.
The opposite to a literal hermeneutic of the Old Testament is a "spiritualizing" hermeneutic, that is, a hermeneutic which finds the Old Testament prophecies fulfilled in the Christian church. Thus amillennialists usually find a "spiritual" interpretation of the millennium. The millennium is not a literal reign of Christ on the earth; it is either the reign of Christ in this age in his church, or it is the reign of the martyrs after death in the intermediate state.
The seriousness of this problem for the dispensationalist is seen in a quotation from Walvoord:
The modernist who spiritualizes the resurrection of Christ does so by almost the same techniques as are used by B. B. Warfield who finds heaven described in Revelation 20: 1-10. Further, the history of modern liberalism has demonstrated that its adherents are drawn almost entirely from amillennial ranks.
Walvoord goes on to say that "the diverse theological systems of Roman Catholic, modern liberal, and modern conservative writers are found to be using essentially the same method."5 This amounts to the claim that only dispensationalism, with its literal hermeneutic of the Old Testament, can provide a truly evangelical theology.
In my view this simply is not true. B. B. Warfield did not use the same "spiritualizing" hermeneutic as the liberal. The liberal admits that the New Testament teaches the bodily resurrection of Christ, but his philosophical presuppositions make it impossible for him to accept it. On the other hand, B. B. Warfield was the greatest exponent of a high view of biblical inspiration of his day. He was prepared to accept any doctrine which could be proved by the Scriptures. If he "spiritualized" the millennium, it was because he felt a total biblical hermeneutic required him to do so. This is not liberalism. It is a question where equally evangelical scholars who accept the Bible as the inspired Word of God should be able to disagree without the accusation "liberal."
Ryrie correctly identified myself as a nondis-pensationalist because I do not keep Israel and the church distinct throughout God's program; but I trust that my evangelical stance is not thereby suspect.6 In the study of the millennium I am prepared to accept whatever anyone can establish as biblical teaching; and if I do not accept dispensational distinctives, it is because I feel compelled by the inspired Word of God not to do so. Let this be clear: the Bible and the Bible alone is our one authority.
One of the chief arguments for interpreting the Old Testament prophecies concerning the end is that the Old Testament prophecies about the first coming of Christ were literally fulfilled. This, however, is an argument which must be closely examined. The fact is that the New Testament frequently interprets Old Testament prophecies in a way not suggested by the Old Testament context.
Let us take first a very simple illustration. Matthew 2:15 quotes from Hosea 11:1 to prove from Scripture that Jesus must come from Egypt. This, however, is not what the prophecy means in the Old Testament. Hosea says, "When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son." In Hosea this is not a prophecy at all but a historical affirmation that God had called Israel out of Egypt in the Exodus. However, Matthew recognizes Jesus to be God's greater son and deliberately turns a historical statement into a prophecy. This is a principle which runs throughout biblical prophecy. The Old Testament is reinterpreted in light of the Christ event.
Let us look at a more significant illustration. The New Testament and the Christian church see a prophecy of the sufferings of the Messiah in Isaiah 53. Matthew applies this prophecy to Jesus (Mt. 8:17) although he does not refer to the sufferings to be endured by the servant. However, Philip interprets the sufferings of the servant to the Ethiopian eunuch as referring to Jesus (Acts 8:30-35).
How can anyone avoid recognizing that Isaiah 53 is a prophecy of the sufferings Jesus experienced?
But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; We have turned everyone to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. (Is. 53:5-6)
It is of course true that this is a prophecy of Jesus' sufferings but only as it is interpreted after the event. Here is another illustration of the New Testament interpreting the Old Testament in light of the Christ event. The simple fact is, in its Old Testament setting, Isaiah 53 is not a prophecy of the Messiah. Messiah means "anointed" and designates the victorious, anointed Davidic king. This is seen clearly in Isaiah 11.
He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; and he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall slay the wicked. (Is. 11:3-4)
Here is an utterly different picture. The Messiah is to rule; he is to crush evil; he is to slay the wicked. How can such a victorious ruler be at the same time the meek and lowly one who pours out his soul in death (Is. 53:12)? This is why, in spite of Isaiah 53, Jesus' disciples could not grasp the fact that he must suffer and die. Messiah is to conquer and rule, not be conquered and crushed. The Old Testament does not make it clear that before Messiah is to come as conqueror and ruler, he must first appear as the humble suffering servant.
A second fact is of equal importance. The suffering one is never called Messiah or son of David. He is an unnamed individual. Furthermore, in its context, the suffering one is the servant of the Lord who is sometimes identified with Israel. Isaiah 52:13—"Behold, my servant shall prosper"; Isaiah 50:10— "Who among you fears the LORD and obeys the voice of his servant?"; Isaiah 49:3—"You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified"; Isaiah 49:5—"And now the LORD says, who formed me from the womb to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to him, and that Israel might be gathered to him"; Isaiah 45:3—"It is I, the LORD, the God of Israel, who call you by name. For the sake of my servant Jacob, and Israel my chosen."
In these references the servant is both Israel and one who redeems Israel. There is an interplay between these two concepts. But in neither case is the servant called the Messiah or the Davidic ruling king. Little wonder that it has been customary for Jewish exegetes to see in the servant not the conquering, delivering Messianic king, but the afflicted, suffering people of Israel. Isaiah 53 is not, in its own historical setting, a prophecy of Messiah. It becomes such only when it is interpreted in light of the Christ event.
This clearly establishes the principle that the "literal hermeneutic" does not work. For literally, Isaiah 53 is not a prophecy of Messiah but of an unnamed servant of the Lord. Old Testament prophecies must be interpreted in the light of the New Testament to find their deeper meaning.
This principle must be carried further. I do not see how it is possible to avoid the conclusion that the New Testament applies Old Testament prophecies to the New Testament church and in so doing identifies the church as spiritual Israel. I have come to this conclusion not because I read it in books or found it in some theological system, but from my own inductive study of the inspired Word of God.
A most vivid illustration of this principle is found in Romans 9 where Paul is talking about "us whom he has called, not from the Jews only but also from the Gentiles" (Rom. 9:24). In other words Paul is talking about the church in Rome which included some Jews but which was largely Gentile. To prove that it was God's purpose to call such a people into being, Paul quotes two passages from Hosea:
As indeed he says in Hosea, "Those who were not my people I will call 'my people,' and her who was not beloved I will call 'my beloved.' "
"And in the very place where it was said to them, 'You are not my people,' They will be called 'sons of the living God.'" (Rom. 9:25-26) In Hosea both of the passages refer to literal, national Israel. Because of her rebelliousness, Israel is no longer the people of God. "And the LORD said, 'Call his name Not my people, for you are not my people and I am not your God' "(Hos. 1:9). Israel has been rejected by the Lord for her unbelief. Yet Hosea sees a day of future repentance when a disobedient people will become obedient. He sees a large remnant, like the sand of the sea. "And in the place where it was said to them, 'You are not my people,' it shall be said to them, 'Sons of the living God' " (Hos. 1:10). This refers to a future conversion of the Jews. The same is true of the second prophecy: "And I will have pity on Not pitied, and I will say to Not my people, 'You are my people'; and he shall say, 'Thou art my God'" (Hos. 2:23). This again sees a future salvation of literal Israel when the people, whom God has rejected, will once again become the people of God.
Paul deliberately takes these two prophecies about the future salvation of Israel and applies them to the church. The church, consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, has become the people of God. The prophecies of Hosea are fulfilled in the Christian church. If this is a "spiritualizing hermeneutic," so be it. But let no one say that it is liberalism. It is clearly what the New Testament does to the Old Testament prophecies.
The idea of the Church as spiritual Israel is seen in other passages. Abraham is called "the father of all who believe" (Rom. 4:11); Abraham is "the father of us all" who "share the faith of Abraham" (Rom. 4:16); "It is men of faith who are the sons of Abraham" (Gal. 3:7); "And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise" (Gal. 3:19). If Abraham is the father of a spiritual people, and if all believers are sons of Abraham, his offspring, then it follows that they are Israel, spiritually speaking.
This is what leads Paul to say, "For he is not a real Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and physical. He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal" (Rom. 2:28-29). Now it is possible that in this verse Paul is speaking only of Jews, saying that a true Jew is not one who is only circumcised outwardly but who is also circumcised in the heart. He may not in these verses have Gentiles in view. But he clearly refers to the largely gentile church when he says to the Philippians, "For we are the true circumcision, who worship God in spirit, and glory in Christ Jesus" (Phil. 3:3).
Paul avoids calling the church Israel, unless it be in Galatians 6:16, but this is a much disputed verse. It is true, however, that he applies prophecies to the church which in their Old Testament setting belong to literal Israel; he calls the church the sons, the seeds of Abraham. He calls believers the true circumcision. It is difficult therefore to avoid the conclusion that Paul sees the church as spiritual Israel.
Another very important passage applies a prophecy given to Israel to the Christian church. In Jeremiah 31 the prophet foresees a day when God will make a new covenant with rebellious Israel. This new covenant will be characterized by a new work of God in the hearts of his people. "I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. . . . For they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more" (Jer. 31:33-34).
The book of Hebrews applies this to the new covenant made in the blood of Christ. Hebrews 8 contrasts the new order introduced by Christ with the passing order of the Old Testament. Christ serves in the "true tent," not in the old, for the old is but "a copy and shadow of the heavenly sanctuary" (Heb. 8:5). Therefore Christ is the mediator of a new and better covenant, which rests on better promises (Heb. 8:6). "For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion for a second" (Heb. 8:7). These words make it clear that Hebrews is contrasting the old covenant which was defective with a second which has been established by Jesus. "For he finds fault with them ..." (Heb. 8:8), that is, God finds fault with Israel under the old order because they constantly broke the terms of the covenant. Therefore, a new covenant is necessary; and in describing this new covenant made by Christ, Hebrews 8:8-12 quotes Jeremiah 31:31-34. It seems impossible to avoid the conclusion that this quotation refers to the new covenant with the people of God—the Christian church—the new covenant which has been made possible because of the sacrifice of Christ.
Then, referring to the Old Testament cult, Hebrews concludes, "In speaking of a new covenant he treats the first as obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away" (Heb. 8:13). It is impossible to tell whether the temple in Jerusalem was still standing (it was destroyed in the Jewish War, A.D. 66-70), for the exact date of Hebrews is in doubt. But one thing is clear: Hebrews announces that the old order of the temple with its sacrifices is passé.
One of the central tenets of dispensational millennialism, based on its literal hermeneutic of the Old Testament prophecies, is that in the millennium, the Jewish temple will be rebuilt and the entire sacrificial system reinstituted, according to the prophecies of Ezekiel 40—48. However, there will be a difference between the millennial sacrifices and the Old Testament sacrifices. The millennial sacrifices will be a memorial to the sacrificial death of Jesus. "Those who consider the millennial sacrifices as a ritual which will be literally observed in the millennium invest the sacrifices with the central meaning of a memorial looking back to the one offering of Christ."7 Any idea of a restoration of the Old Testament sacrificial systems, whether memorial or otherwise, stands in direct opposition to Hebrews 8:13, which unambiguously affirms that the Old Testament cult is both obsolete and about to pass away.
Therefore Hebrews 8:8-13 refutes dispensational theology at two points: It applies a prophecy to the Christian church which in its Old Testament setting referred to Israel, and it affirms that the new covenant in Christ has displaced the Old Testament cult which is therefore doomed to pass away.
The main point in the preceding section is that many Old Testament passages which applied in their historical setting to literal Israel have in the New Testament been applied to the church. What does all this have to do with the question of the millennium? Just this: The Old Testament did not clearly foresee how its own prophecies were to be fulfilled. They were fulfilled in ways quite unforeseen by the Old Testament itself and unexpected by the Jews. With regard to the first coming of Christ, the Old Testament is interpreted by the New Testament.
Here is the basic watershed between a dispensational and a nondispensational theology. Dispensationalism forms its eschatology by a literal interpretation of the Old Testament and then fits the New Testament into it. A nondispensational eschatology forms its theology from the explicit teaching of the New Testament. It confesses that it cannot be sure how the Old Testament prophecies of the end are to be fulfilled, for (a) the first coming of Christ was accomplished in terms not foreseen by a literal interpretation of the Old Testament, and (b) there are unavoidable indications that the Old Testament promises to Israel are fulfilled in the Christian church.
The alert reader will say, "This sounds like amillennialism." And so it does. I suspect that the amillennial writer will heartily agree with all that has been said thus far. However, there are two passages in the New Testament which cannot be avoided. One is Romans 11:26: "And so all Israel will be saved." It is difficult to escape the conclusion that this means literal Israel.
Paul has used the figure of the olive tree—the people of God. Israel is the natural branches; Gentiles are the wild branches. Contrary to nature, wild branches have been grafted with the tree, while natural branches, Israel, have
been broken off because of unbelief (Rom. 11:19). However, the natural branches will be regrafted into their own tree if they do not continue in unbelief (Rom. 11:23). If wild branches have been grafted into the tree contrary to nature, "how much more will these natural branches be grafted back into their own olive tree" (Rom. 11:24). This is the context of Paul's statement, that a hardening has come upon (a large) part of Israel until the full number of the Gentiles comes in. "And so [that is, in this way, after a period of hardening] all Israel will be saved" (Rom. 11:26).
While the New Testament clearly affirms the salvation of literal Israel, it does not give any details about the day of salvation. This, however, must be said: Israel's salvation must occur in the same terms as Gentile salvation, by faith in Jesus as their crucified Messiah. As we have already pointed out, New Testament exegesis (Hebrews 8) makes it difficult to believe that the Old Testament prophecies about the "millennial temple" will be fulfilled literally. They are fulfilled in the New Covenant established in the blood of Jesus. It may well be that Israel's conversion will take place in connection with the millennium. It may be that in the millennium, for the first time in human history, we will witness a truly Christian nation. However, the New Testament does not give any details of Israel's conversion and role in the millennium. So a nondispensational eschatology simply affirms the future salvation of Israel and remains open to God's future as to the details. It by no means follows, as some amillennialists argue, that because many of the Old Testament promises are fulfilled in the church, this is to be taken as a single normative principle and thatall of the promises to Israel are fulfilled in the church without exception. We have already sought to prove that the New Testament teaches the final salvation of Israel. Israel remains the elect people of God, a "holy" people (Rom. 11:16). We cannot know how the Old Testament prophecies will be fulfilled, except to say that Israel remains the people of God and will yet experience a divine visitation which will result in her salvation.
The Context of Millennialism
A second consideration is equally important. Any millennial doctrine must be consistent with its New Testament context, particularly its Christology.
One of the central doctrines of the New Testament, often neglected, is that of the heavenly session of Christ. "When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high" (Heb. 1:3). This is a theme which is often reiterated in the New Testament. "Thou hast crowned him with glory and honor, putting everything in subjection under his feet" (Heb. 2:7-8). "But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, then to wait until his enemies should be made a stool for his feet" (Heb. 10:12-13).
Here we have a clear allusion to Psalm 110:1: "The LORD says to my lord: 'Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool.' " The right hand is the place of preference, the place of power, the place of pre-eminence. This has to do with Christ's reign as Messianic King. The right hand is in effect the throne of God. "He who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I myself conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne" (Rev. 3:21). Christ is now reigning from heaven as God's vice regent. The reign of Christ has as its goal the subjugation of every hostile power. "Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death" (1 Cor. 15:24-26). The New Testament does not make the reign of Christ one that is limited to Israel in the millennium.
It is a spiritual reign in heaven which has already been inaugurated, and its primary purpose is to destroy Christ's spiritual enemies, the last of which is death.
The truth of the present exaltation and reign of Christ is clearly expressed in the great Christological passage—Philippians 2:5-10. Although he existed in the form of God, Christ did not consider equality with God a thing to be grasped, as Adam had tried to do. Rather, he poured himself out by taking the form of a slave and was born in the likeness of men. Being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death, even the death of a cross. This is why God has highly exalted him and has given to Jesus the title and status of Lord. The goal is that at the name of Jesus, every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.
The primary primitive Christian confession was not of Jesus as Savior but of Jesus as Lord. "If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved" (Rom. 10:9). This is more than a confession that Jesus is Lord. It is first a theological confession that I recognize that God has exalted Jesus to the status of Lord. He is the Lord; he has been exalted to God's right hand. Therefore, I make him my Lord by bowing to his sovereignty.
Lordship and kingship are interchangeable terms. This is seen in 1 Timothy 6:15. God is our "blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords." While this verse speaks of the Father, it is by the mediatorial work of the Lord Jesus that every enemy shall be put beneath his feet. When this has been accomplished and he has destroyed "every rule and every authority and power," Jesus the Lord will deliver the kingdom to God the Father (1 Cor. 15:24). "When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to him who put all things under him, that God may be everything to everyone" (1 Cor. 15:28).
The same truth is clearly set forth in Peter's Pentecost address which he concludes with the statement, "Let all the house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified" (Acts 2:36). Taken out of context, this verse might mean that Jesus became Lord and Christ at his exaltation. However, Acts 3:18 makes it clear that it was as the Christ that Jesus endured his sufferings. Therefore the verse means that in his exaltation, Jesus entered a new stage of his Messianic mission. Christ means "anointed one" and refers to his role as the anointed Davidic King. Lord is a religious word meaning absolute sovereign.
The significance of this saying is seen in Peter's sermon. David knew that God had sworn to set one of his—David's— descendents upon his throne. Therefore he foresaw and spoke of the resurrection of Christ. He has been exalted at the right hand of God. "For David did not ascend into the heavens; but he himself says, 'The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, till I make thy enemies a stool for thy feet' " (Acts 2:34-35). Here again is the quotation from Psalm 110. Again it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Peter means that in Jesus' exaltation and session at the right hand of God, God has fulfilled the promise of Psalm 110. Peter, under inspiration, has transferred the throne of David from Jerusalem —Zion (Ps. 110:2)—to heaven. In his session Jesus has been made Lord. He has also begun his reign as the Messianic, Davidic King. He has entered upon his reign as Lord and Christ.
This truth is reflected in one of the three Greek words used to designate the Second Coming of Jesus: apokalypsis, which means "revelation." Paul tells the Corinthians that they are awaiting "the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ" (1 Cor. 1:7). The return of the Lord will mean rest for afflicted Christians "when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven" (2Thess. 1:7). The Second Coming of Christ will mean nothing less than the disclosure to the world of the sovereignty and lordship which is already his. He is now the Lord; he is now reigning at the right hand of God. However, his present reign is seen only by the eye of faith. It is unseen and unrecognized by the world. His second advent will mean the unveiling—the revelation— the disclosure of the lordship which is already his. It will mean "the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ" (Tit. 2:13).
We cannot find warrant in the Scripture for the idea that Jesus is Lord of the church while the King of Israel. We do not find in Scripture the idea that Jesus begins his Messianic reign at his parousia and that his kingship belongs primarily to the millennium. We find on the contrary that the millennial reign of Christ will be the manifestation in history of the lordship and sovereignty which is his already.


Principles of Interpretation 

It is clear that each of the millennial views has been and is held by men whose sincerity and loyalty to the evangelical faith cannot be doubted. That believing Christians through the ages, using the same Bible and acknowledging it to be authoritative, have arrived at quite different conclusions appears to be due primarily to different methods of interpretation. Premillennialists place strong emphasis on literal interpretation and pride themselves on taking Scripture just as it is written. Post-and amillennialists on the other hand, mindful that much of both the Old and New Testaments is unquestionably given in figurative or symbolical language, have no objection on principle to figurative interpretation and readily accept that if the evidence indicates it is preferable. This causes premillennialists to charge that post- and amillennialists explain away or reject parts of the Bible. One premillennial writer says, Premillenarians . . .  insist that one general rule of interpretation should be applied to all areas of theology and that prophecy does not require spiritualization any more than other aspects of truth. . . . History is history, not allegory. Facts are facts. Prophesied future events are just what they are prophesied.
This general principle of interpretation has been expressed as "literal wherever possible" (H. Bonar) or "literal unless absurd" (Govett). One does not have to read far in the Bible to discover that not everything can be taken literally. Jesse F. Silver refers to "certain places" where some "other meaning is designated. But he gives no rule by which those certain places are to be recognized. We find no labels in the Scripture itself telling us, "Take this literally," or "Take that figuratively." Evidently the individual reader must use his own judgment, backed by as much experience and common sense as he can muster. And that, of course, will vary endlessly from individual to individual.
As an example of what he means by literal interpretation Silver says, "Every prophecy pointing to the first advent of Christ was literally fulfilled to the letter in every detail." That statement has been made in substance by various other premillennialists. But it simply is not so. The very first Messianic prophecy in Scripture is found in Genesis 3:15, where, in pronouncing the curse upon the serpent God said, "He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel." Now that prophecy certainly was not fulfilled literally by a man crushing the head of a snake or by a snake biting the heel of a man. Rather it was fulfilled in a highly figurative sense when Christ gained a complete victory and triumphed over the devil and all his forces of evil at the cross. The last prophecy in the Old Testament is found in Malachi 4:5 and reads as follows, "Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the LORD comes." That prophecy likewise was not fulfilled literally. Christ himself said that it was fulfilled in the person of John the Baptist (Mt. 11:14) who came in the spirit and power of Elijah.
Again, we have the prophecy of Isaiah:
A voice cries: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.
And the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken." (Is. 40:3-5) This certainly was not fulfilled by a highway-building program in Palestine but rather in the work of John the Baptist who prepared the way for the public ministry of Jesus. John himself said, "For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said,.. ." and then proceeded to quote these verses (Mt. 3:1-3; see also Lk. 3:3-6).
The words of Isaiah 9:1-2 regarding the people of Zebulun and Naphtali ("The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in the land of deep darkness, on them has light shined") are fulfilled figuratively in the ministry of Jesus. For Matthew says:
Now when he heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew into Galilee; and leaving Nazareth he went and dwelt in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, that what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled:
"The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, toward the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles— the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned." (Mt. 4:12-16)
In these words Isaiah clearly was speaking of the spiritual darkness that exists wherever sin rules and of the spiritual light that would be brought to those lands when the Messiah came.
Many other Old Testament prophecies in figurative language might be cited, but surely these are sufficient to show that it simply is not true that "every prophecy pointing to the first advent of Christ was literally fulfilled to the letter in every detail."
That a great deal of the Bible is given in figurative or symbolic language, which by no stretch of the imagination can be taken literally, should be apparent to every one. We spiritualize these statements because we regard this as the only way in which their true meaning can be brought out. To cite only a few examples, in the midst of a very prosaic historical account of the deliverance of the children of Israel from Egypt, the providential and protective power of God is set forth in the words, "You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself (Ex. 19:4). Palestine is described as "a land flowing with milk and honey" (Ex. 3:8). Read the twenty-third or ninety-first Psalm and note the almost continuous use of figurative language.
To spiritualize certain prophecies or other statements does not mean that we explain them away. Sometimes their true meaning is to be found only in the unseen spiritual world. Premillennialists often materialize and literalize the prophecies to such an extent that they keep them on an earthly level and miss their true and deeper meaning. That is exactly what the Jews did in their interpretation of Messianic prophecy. They looked for literal fulfillments with an earthly kingdom and a political ruler. The result was that they missed the redemptive element completely. When the Messiah came, they did not recognize him but instead rejected and crucified him. The fearful consequences of literalistic interpretation as it related to the first coming should put us on guard against making the same mistake concerning the Second Coming.
It is admittedly difficult in many instances to determine whether statements in Scripture should be taken literally or figuratively. As regards prophecy, that often cannot be determined until after the fulfillment. Most of the Bible, however, particularly the historical and the more didactic portions, clearly is to be understood literally, although some figurative expressions are found in these. But it is also clearly evident that many other portions must be understood figuratively. Even the premillennialists must take many expressions figuratively, or they become nonsense. Since the Bible gives no hard and fast rule for determining what is literal and what is figurative, we must study the nature of the material, the historical setting, the style and purpose of the writer, and then fall back on what for lack of a better term we may call "sanctified common sense." Naturally the conclusions will vary somewhat from individual to individual for we do not all think alike nor see alike.
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