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“For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3-4).
When someone mentions Old Testament prophecy in regards to Christ, the first thought in most people’s minds is Isaiah, and then one of the other prophets. Psalms is not typically the first biblical writing that comes to mind when prophecy is in the spotlight. But in Peter’s sermon as recorded in Acts 2, it was declared that “David…was a prophet.…Foreseeing this, David spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah” (Acts 2:29-31). Poetic songs, then, can be just as prophetic as Malachi or Hosea. Poetry “was the handmaid of Prophecy in preparing the way for the coming of Christ.”
 The preaching and the doctrines of the prophets were repackaged in the poems and songs of Israel in such a way that the people would remember them much more readily, even as their hearts were being touched by the beauty of the art form.

The constant use of the Psalms for devotion and worship familiarised the people with them. Expectation was aroused and kept alive. Hope became part of the national life. Even Psalms, which were not felt beforehand to speak of Him Who was to come, contributed to mould the temper of mind which was prepared to receive Him when He came in form and fashion far other than that which popular hopes had anticipated.

At some unknown early date Israel began to interpret the Royal Psalms as having some sort of application to the Messiah. Before the arrival of Jesus, though, they did not realize that the Psalms of lament or suffering were also pointing forward to the Christ who was to come. These Psalms refer primarily to the people and events of the day in which they were written. Personal references to the author of a psalm or to the nation of Israel abound. Even though many of the Psalms were written about personal experiences, they became the property of the people of Israel at large. They became useful, to one degree or another, for individuals or the whole community in times of distress and trouble.

The Nature of Prophecy in the Psalms

To make the Messianic Psalms into a direct prediction of Christ is to misunderstand them. In fact, one must do violence to the text to do so. Sometimes right next to a verse one might interpret as a direct, specific prediction is a verse which could not possibly apply to Jesus Christ. When we read: “Even my bosom friend in whom I trusted, who ate of my bread, has lifted the heel against me,” we are tempted to see a marvelous prediction of the last supper and the betrayal by Judas, a foretelling which is accurate even in minute detail (Ps. 41:9; cf. Jn. 13:18). But we are cautioned against this surface analysis when we back up a few verses and read: “As for me, I said, ‘O LORD, be gracious to me; heal me, for I have sinned against you’” (Ps. 41:4).
When we read: “for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink” (Ps. 69:21), we immediately think of Jesus being offered wine mixed with myrrh as he hung on the cross (Mk. 15:23). But we should avoid equating “fulfillment” (Jn. 19:28) with “exact prediction” when we read elsewhere in the same psalm: “O God, you know my folly; the wrongs I have done are not hidden from you” (Ps. 69:5). While we know of the “vinegar,” we know nothing of the “poison for food” that is mentioned in the very same verse (Ps. 69:21). And the appeal of Jesus: "Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing" (Lk. 23:34), is a far cry from: “Add guilt to their guilt; may they have no acquittal from you. Let them be blotted out of the book of the living; let them not be enrolled among the righteous” (Ps. 69:27-28).

Is it a proper methodology to pick and choose verses or portions of verses as referring directly to Christ while rejecting the statements that lay on either side of them? “It should appear,” Richard Dillon tells us, “to the unpracticed eye that this scriptural tapestry resulted from arbitrary and fragmented transpositions between the Testaments.”
 To avoid the use of scissors in an arbitrary cut and paste manner, we must search for a different form that might apply more broadly to the expanse of prophetic writing. That other form is type and antitype, and it is much more subtle. But it is much more profound than isolated long distance prediction of mostly insignificant details. Kirkpatrick explains:

The sufferings of David and other saints of the old dispensation were typical: they helped to familiarise men with the thought of the righteous suffering for God’s sake, of suffering as the path to victory, of glory to be won for God and deliverance for man through suffering. They were the anticipation, as the sufferings of the members of the Christian Church are the supplement (Col. i. 24), of the afflictions of Christ.

The prophets were able to see deeply into the invisible ways in which God was working in the world and in history. Patterns of behavior and cause and effect emerged. The fact that God would deliver the righteous became clear, as did the almost inconceivable truth that suffering by one who was innocent could bring joy and redemption to others. In bits and pieces God’s saints in olden days were experiencing much of what Christ would experience. A picture of the ideal king was emerging, as was the fullness of the requirements for atonement.

Words which expressed devotedness, self-sacrifice, high and holy aspirations, these they felt, and we all feel, however true in some sense of a righteous Israelite of old,…were infinitely truer, yea, only true in the fullest sense, of Him who came not to do His own will, but the will of Him who sent Him. Hence these, even where no direct prediction was intended, were more fitting in His mouth than in theirs. So likewise the language of sorrow, the cry poured out from the depths of a troubled spirit, however truly expressive of the feelings of a pious Jew bowed down by calamities, persecutions, miseries untold, never came with so true a force of utterance from any lips as from the lips of Him, whose sorrows and whose sufferings were such as it hath not entered into the heart of man to conceive.

Just as a wagon wheel wears a rut in a road over time, God was sketching the outlines of the portrait of the Messiah through the lives of individuals like David and through the collective experiences of the nation of Israel as a whole. This came as a result of circumstances and events widely removed from each other, from the difficulties of David with his enemies to the suffering of the children of Israel in Babylonian captivity hundreds of years later.

But if we pick the noble statements and ideas and apply them to Christ while rejecting the admissions of sinfulness and apply them only to the original author or audience, are we not using the same cut and paste method? Not really. The whole of the Psalms had an original reference to someone in ancient times, whether David, some other king or Israel. Each of these was merely a type of Christ. Perowne explains:

The Psalms to a large extent foreshadow Christ, because the writers of the Psalms are types of Christ. And it is of the very nature of a type to be imperfect. It foretells in some particulars, but not in all, that of which it is the type. Were it complete in itself, it would not point further; through its very incompleteness it becomes a prophecy.…We can see in every Psalm which may reasonably be regarded as Messianic, a primary reference to the writer and to his own circumstances; and, so far as confessions of sin meet us, an exclusive reference [to the author]; whereas in all else, without maintaining a conscious prophecy [direct prediction], we can recognise the language of a type waiting its proper accomplishment in the Antitype.

The extent to which the New Testament claimed that the Psalms were referring to the Messiah and the way in which Psalms were quoted by the New Testament writers is important. These led Derek Kidner to conclude “that wherever David or the Davidic king appears in the Psalter (except where he is confessing failure to live up to his calling), he foreshadows in some degree the Messiah.”
 So while we do have a couple of prophetic oracles in the Psalms, namely Psalm 2:7 and 110:1, the bulk of the Messianic material in Psalms is typological prophecy. It formed an essential part of the fabric out of which the hope of Israel in a Messiah was woven into a beautiful tapestry. Discerning the shape and form of the total portrait before the Messiah himself actually appeared was a difficult task due to the subtle nature of typological prophecy and the extensive amount of this prophecy.

The Interpretive Key to Unlock the Prophecies

As a result of the subtleness of this prophetic preparation for Christ, many important features in the portrait of the coming Messiah were missed by the Jews.

The preparation was in great measure silent and unconscious. It is difficult for us who read the O.T. in the light of its fulfilment to realise how dim and vague and incomplete the Messianic Hope must have been until the Coming of Christ revealed the divine purpose, and enabled men to recognise how through long ages God had been preparing for its consummation.

Many of the Jews thought Jesus might be the Messiah, and they were waiting with great expectation to see if he would take on that role. A few already believed in him as the Christ, but the prediction of his crucifixion at the hands of the Romans did not fit into their image of the Lord’s Anointed. It should come as no surprise to us, then, that Jesus’ declaration that he would suffer crucifixion in Jerusalem drew a stern rebuke from Peter: “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you” (Mt. 16:23; Mk. 8:33). This was so incredible that it was “a stumbling block to Jews” (1 Cor. 1:23). Any possibility that Jesus was the Messiah would seem to be contradicted by the events at Calvary.

Even though the apostles told Thomas that they had seen the resurrected Lord, we should have expected Thomas’ reaction: "Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe" (Jn. 20:25). And again, we should not be too hard on those two disciples who walked with Jesus on the road to Emmaus. They did not recognize that it was Jesus who was walking with them as they expressed their utter disap-pointment at his death at Calvary: “We had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel” (Lk. 24:21). If we had been there, we would have been just as confused and just as “foolish” and just as “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared!” (Jn. 20:25).

Most of us tend to have sharper vision in hindsight than in foresight. After the fact, the incredible beauty and intricate harmony of all these prophecies were like the pieces of an incredible jigsaw puzzle suddenly falling into place. “Beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures” (Lk. 24:27). Shortly after that in Jerusalem, Jesus appeared to the disciples and said to them, "These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you--that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled" (Lk. 24:44).

After the resurrection of Jesus, the early church began to reread their scriptures. They had a new set of eyeglasses which acted as a filter to help them sift out the wisdom of God from ages past. Jesus Christ himself was the key to unlock the riddle of the prophecies of the Old Testament. A riddle is always easier to figure out if you already know the solution. So as they studied their Hebrew Bible, suddenly words, phrases and ideas began to leap off the page. The experiences of heroes of the past like David suddenly bore a striking resemblance to those of Jesus. Even the exact wording or minute details reminded them of what they knew about Jesus. Therefore, we are imitating the early church if we use the words of the Psalms to describe our Lord. For example, it can be appropriate for us to take words spoken to the king of Israel at his wedding ceremony as suitable expressions for the church, as the bride of Christ, to offer in praise to Jesus (Ps. 45).

One of the most fascinating facts in this reinterpretation of the Old Testament in light of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection is the role of the Psalms. We would expect the Suffering Servant passages in Isaiah to take front stage. But in the ministry of Jesus and in the Four Gospels, it is the Psalms which are quoted much more so than Isaiah 53. Almost half of the Old Testament citations in the New Testament which have Messianic significance are from Psalms.
 Psalm 110 weighs in as the most quoted Old Testament passage in all the New Testament. Maybe that is because the Psalms were among the most familiar passages to the early church, having been used for centuries in their corporate worship and in private devotion (Mt. 26:30; Mk. 14:26).

The Death of Christ in the Psalms

The laments of the Psalms, of which Psalm 22 is the cornerstone, were incredibly similar to the unjust suffering of the righteous rabbi from Nazareth. Since Jesus was in a superior category all by himself as the divine Son of God, comparisons between him and the individuals of the laments were, of necessity, partial. These laments were originally written about fallible human beings, so portions of them had to be ignored as inapplicable to Jesus. But what was left over was not only similar in its broad outlines, but also it was precise and exact in numerous coincidental details. In light of the nature of this extensive typological prophecy, please allow me literary license to tell the story of the death of Christ from the Psalms by putting the words of the psalmists in Jesus’ mouth, as if he is telling the story himself in the first person.

I suffered opposition and persecution long before I ever arrived at Calvary. Because of who I was as the divine Son of God and because of my devotion to God and the truth, I faced opposition. “It was zeal for your house that had consumed me; the insults of those who insult you had fallen on me” (Ps. 69:9). I was innocent. It was “without cause that they hid their net for me; without cause that they dug a pit for my life They repaid me evil for good” (Ps. 35:7, 12). “At my stumbling they gathered in glee, they gathered together against me; ruffians whom I did not know tore at me without ceasing; they impiously mocked more and more, gnashing at me with their teeth” (Ps. 35:15-16). Even among my own disciples, an enemy was found in Judas the betrayer. Even one “who ate of my bread, had lifted the heel against me” (Ps. 41:9).

I not only felt abandoned by my friends, but also by my Father. I cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?” (Ps. 22:1). The crowds would show little sympathy for me. “All who saw me mocked at me; they made mouths at me, they shook their heads” (Ps. 22:7). They even ridiculed me with taunting words: “Commit your cause to the LORD; let him deliver--let him rescue the one in whom he delights!" (Ps. 22:8). I was surrounded by hostile foes: “Many bulls had encircled me, strong bulls of Bashan had surrounded me; they opened wide their mouths at me, like a ravening and roaring lion” (Ps. 22:12-13). “For dogs were all around me; a company of evildoers encircled me. My hands and feet were pierced; I could count all my bones. They stared and gloated over me” (Ps. 22:16-17). Of course, the soldiers would show me no pity either. “They divided my clothes among themselves, and for my clothing they cast lots” (Ps. 22:18).

As I hung on the cross I was thirsty. I said, “I am weary with my crying; my throat is parched” (Ps. 69:3). When compassion should have been offered to a thirsty man, I instead found only hostility. “You know the insults I received, and my shame and dishonor; my foes were all known to you. Insults had broken my heart, so that I was in despair. I looked for pity, but there was none; and for comforters, but I found none….For my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink” (Ps. 69:19-21). The effect of crucifixion brought incredible pain and suffering to me. “I was poured out like water, and all my bones were out of joint; my heart was like wax; it was melted within my breast; my mouth was dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue stuck to my jaws; you laid me in the dust of death” (Ps. 22:14-15).

Eventually I knew death was near. “For my soul was full of troubles, and my life drew near to Sheol. I was counted among those who go down to the Pit; I was like those who have no help” (Ps. 88:3-4). Finally, as I died, I proclaimed: “Into your hand I commit my spirit” (Ps. 31:5).

The Resurrection of Christ in the Psalms

In the psalms of lament there is often “breathtaking ascent…from sorrow to joy, ending in celebration…of the deliverance that sounded inaccessible a few verses before.” This victory after lament

…explains their special appeal to our forebears who first told of Jesus’ passion on this side of Easter. For them, the way of the Cross was the way of the righteous sufferer, passing from death’s clutches back into the “land of the living” (Ps. 116:9).

When you add to these laments other psalms which tell of God exalting his anointed one, you realize that the resurrection had to happen if God was going to continue to be the type of God spoken of in the Psalms. As with his death, let us consider how Jesus could tell of his resurrec-tion by using the words of the Psalms.

I knew that my Father in heaven would not leave me in the tomb. “I knew that the LORD would help his anointed.” I knew “he would answer him from his holy heaven” (Ps. 20:6). I “trusted in the LORD.” I knew that “if they planned evil against me, if they devised mischief, they would not succeed” (Ps. 21:7, 11). I knew I would be resurrected because of the promise of God long ago. God said, “I will make him the firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth. Forever I will keep my steadfast love for him, and my covenant with him will stand firm” (Ps. 89:27-28). God had promised: “I will cause a horn to sprout up for David….On him, his crown will gleam." (Ps. 132:17-18).

 “Therefore my heart was glad, and my soul rejoiced; my body also rested secure. For you did not give me up to Sheol, or let your faithful one remain in the Pit” (Ps. 16:9-10). Even though “the kings of the earth had set themselves, and the rulers had taken counsel together, against the LORD and his anointed” (Ps. 2:2), I knew that “He who sits in the heavens laughs; the LORD has them in derision” (Ps. 2:4). You, O God, raised me up from death and told them: "I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill" (Ps. 2:6). You said to me, "You are my son; today I have begotten you” (Ps. 2:7). It was exactly as the proverbial saying had foretold: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone. This is the LORD's doing; it is marvelous in our eyes” (Ps. 118:22-23).

What a turn of fortune for me! “The snares of death encompassed me; the pangs of Sheol laid hold on me; I suffered distress and anguish” (Ps. 116:3), but now “you had delivered my soul from death….I walked before the LORD in the land of the living” (Ps. 116:8-9). You, O God, had exalted me to your right hand and said to me: “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies your footstool" (Ps. 110:1). I can now be both priest and king, as Melchizedek was, because: “The LORD has sworn and will not change his mind.” He declared: "You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek" (Ps. 110:4).
Because you vindicated me by resurrecting me, I was obliged to give you honor. I decided: “Then I will thank you in the great congre-gation; in the mighty throng I will praise you” (Ps. 35:18). “I will tell of your name to my brothers and sisters; in the midst of the congregation I will praise you” (Ps. 22:22). And you have honored me by giving me the church as my bride. And my church praises me, saying:

You are the most handsome of men; grace is poured upon your lips; therefore God has blessed you forever. Gird your sword on your thigh, O mighty one, in your glory and majesty. In your majesty ride on victoriously for the cause of truth and to defend the right…Your throne, O God, endures forever and ever. Your royal scepter is a scepter of equity; you love righteousness and hate wickedness….May you judge your people with righteous-ness, and your poor with justice….May you defend the cause of the poor of the people, give deliverance to the needy, and crush the oppressor….May all kings fall down before you, all nations give you service….You have pity on the weak and the needy, and save the lives of the needy. From oppression and violence you redeem their life….May your name endure forever” (Ps. 45:2-4, 6-7; 72:2, 4, 11, 13-14, 17).

Conclusion

There is much more in the Old Testament which foreshadows the coming of Christ. This is not a quirk of chance. This is the working of God who “destined before the foundation of the world” (1 Pet. 1:20) that Jesus would be handed over to be crucified, all of this being “according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God (Acts 2:23).
 Do you remember the question the eunuch asked Philip? "About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?" (Acts 8:34). Quite simply, they spoke of Jesus. The “prophets prophesied of the grace” we know in Christ, because it was “the Spirit of Christ within them” that was guiding them (1 Pet. 1:10-11). So let us believe these things.
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