
7 PARABLES of Matthew 13

7 CHURCHES of Revelation 2-3

7 SPIRITS of Isaiah 11:2 and Revelation 2-5

7 LAMPS of the MENORAH
7 DISPENSATIONS 
INTRODUCTION (Part 1)
Most theologians agree that the number 7 in the Bible has a special significance. The most popular opinion is that 7 is the number of perfection or completeness.  
Without denying or contradicting the opinions of respected and well-known Bible scholars, I would like to add my own "two cents worth" if it's worth that much! In my studies of the scriptures I have noted that the number seven often and perhaps usually allows a spiritual or prophetic interpretation. I came to this conclusion while doing a study on the number 8. 
The Number 8

The number 8 also has a special significance in scriptures. Although not as prominently known and recognized as the 7, the number 8 is significant. God created heaven and earth in 6 days and rested on the 7th. World history began on the 8th day. We commonly read about the first and seventh days of the week, but the 8th day is also mentioned quite often. Boys were circumcised on the 8th day. God demanded the firstborn of the flock to be sacrificed to him on the 8th day. After Aaron and his sons were prepared for the priesthood, the glory of the Lord appeared in the tabernacle and fire came down from heaven to consume the offering on the 8th day. 
The three main Jewish feasts were of 8 days duration. The first great feast was the Feast of the Passover. Some argue that the Passover lasted only 7 days, but this is due to a misunderstanding. The Feast of Unleavened Bread was celebrated 7 days, from the 15th to the 21st of Nisan, but the Day of Preparation, the 14th of Nisan, was an important part of the Passover. Leviticus 23:5-6 says, In the fourteenth day of the first month at even is the LORD’S Passover. And on the fifteenth day of the same month is the feast of unleavened bread unto the LORD. Jesus celebrated the Passover with his disciples on the 14th (after sunset) just before he was betrayed and led away captive. He was persecuted throughout the night and condemned to death the following day (still the 14th). Jesus was crucified that afternoon and buried before sunset. 

The Feast of Pentecost was celebrated 50 days (7 weeks plus one day) after the Passover. It lasted 8 days. God chose this feast for the birth of the Christian Church! 
The Jews were brought close to nature during the 8-day Feast of the Tabernacles. They built temporary shelters made of palm branches and tree boughs. Every day for seven days during the Feast of Tabernacles, the priest would lead a procession from the Temple to the Pool of Siloam. There, he filled a golden urn with water and brought it back to the Temple. While he poured the water on the western side of the massive altar, a choir of 4,000 singers accompanied by 287 instrumentalists sang Psalm 118, which ends with the words: “O give thanks unto the LORD, for he is good; his love endureth forever.” The priest repeated that ritual every day for seven days and the people cheered for joy each time. When the eighth day came, things were different. This was the last day of the final feast of the year. On that day there was a solemn convocation, but the priest did not go to the Pool of Siloam to draw water. It was on that very day that Jesus stood up and spoke to the throngs of people crowding the Temple precincts. The fact that he stood would have gotten their attention since Jewish rabbis normally remained seated while teaching. The impact of his words on this particular day was enormous. On the 8th day when there was no water, Jesus said, “If any one is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.” The Jews understood him immediately. For Jesus was actually saying, “I am the rock that brought forth water in the wilderness. I am the true source of living water. Come to me, believe on me and I will give you living water from heaven.” 

It would seem to me that the number 8 symbolizes the beginning of a new era. The Hebrew meaning of the number 8 is “super abundance" - "packed down, full, and running over".  God’s grace is shed abundantly, far above and beyond what we deserve. The 8th day is a glorious eternity beyond world history and the millennium. 
The apostles and early Christians were familiar with the significance of the number eight. Ambrosias, Bishop of Milan, who died in 997, built large 8-sided baptisteries, some of which exist to this day. The baptistery of St. John in Florence, Italy is one of the best known. There is also a large, adult-sized, eight-sided baptistery in a church later dedicated to the Virgin Mary in Ephesus. We saw similar baptisteries in early Christian churches of Turkey, Greece and Austria. These pools were obviously intended for adult baptisms, the 8 sides pointing to a future eternal life in heaven – beyond the scope of both the Old and New Testaments. Ambrosias sought to direct Christians' attention away from themselves and the material things of this world and to remind them that they were pilgrims and strangers here on earth. Their eternal home was in heaven.

The Jews were instructed to make every 7th year a Sabbath Year and let the land rest. After 7x7 years, came the Year of Jubilee - an extra 8th year. It is possible that the Lord's reading of Isaiah in the Synagogue, recorded in Luke 4:17-21, transpired in a Year of Jubilee. Might 50x50 (2500 years) have some special significance? Might the land rest 50 years? I realize that this is all wild speculation, but I never cease to be amazed at the numerical precision of God's dealings with mankind. 
The number seven is prominent throughout scriptures. Jacob worked 7 years for Rachel and got Leah, then another 7 years for Rachel. Joseph interpreted the Egyptian Pharaoh's dream as representing 7 good and 7 lean years. The Menorah in the temple had 7 lamps and the preparation for the priesthood lasted 7 days. Priests sprinkled blood on the altar 7 times and persons healed of leprosy had to wait 7 days before showing themselves to the priest. Naeman dipped 7 times in the Jordan before he was healed. Seven trumpets were blown at the battle of Jericho, and the people marched around the city 7 times before the walls fell. There are numerous references to the number 7 in Revelation. 
Prophecy
Millions of Americans follow the horoscope because they want desperately to know what the future holds. When the Jehovah's Witnesses knock on your door, they usually want to talk about future events. Many Christians seem only interested in going to heaven when they die. Some of the best-selling books today are about future events, like Tim LeHaye's "Left Behind" series. Many churches have prophecy conferences but few offer discipleship courses. 
Jesus said that even angels in heaven don't know when judgment day will occur (Matthew 24:36), so why do we think it is important for us to know? The Bible tells us how it all began and how it will ultimately end but apparently, God didn't think it was necessary for us to know when. God in his Word has given us enough information to recognize his will for us and his plan for the world. He tells us to be watchful and gives us a few signs to look for, but there is much that we are not told about the future. We don't need to know! 
Prophecy in the Bible is not just about future events. In fact, the foretelling of events is merely to verify the genuineness of a prophet. (Deuteronomy 18:22 and other passages). Most prophets were what we would call "spiritual counselors" of God's people. Nathan predicted the death of King David's baby, but he was first and foremost David's counselor. Many prophets never wrote scripture. Not everything the prophets said and did is recorded in the Bible, but that which is recorded shows us that predictions of things to come (which is what most Christians think of, when they think of prophecy) played only a minor role in their ministries. The nameless prophet of Judges 6:7-10 spoke only of God's workings in the past and called upon the people to repent. Many prophets of the Old Testament addressed an immediate audience (Israel, for example) but their messages are, according to I Corinthians10:1-6, written for our edification. The Hebrew word for Prophet is näbi, which means "proclaimer". Two other Hebrew terms for prophet mean "one who sees" (all three words are found in 1.Chronicles 29:29).  True prophets were men who walked with God and communicated his declared will to the people. Prophets like Moses, Samuel, Elijah, Elisha and Jeremiah were spiritual counselors of Israel. Prophets in the New Testament were spiritual counselors in the church (both male and female), who shared with others that which they received from the Lord.

Much of the Bible is teaching about how we are to live in the present, but many Christians prefer prophecy because it is about the future and doesn't require immediate action on their part. All that God tells us is important and not just prophetic statements! Many "prophetic" passages also tell us how to live. 
A major part of scriptures is history. The sermon of Stephen, the first Christian martyr, was mostly history. A large portion of the gospels and epistles is history. We must take the past into consideration in order to properly understand the present and discern future events. We have a vast amount of information in world history and church history, but even more important, is the wealth of information that the Bible provides. 

The Main Thing
One truth that God shows us in his Word is very obvious, yet many Christians fail to recognize it and don't seem to be especially interested in knowing. God gives us a clear overview of his purpose for man in this world. You might think that this would be the first paragraph in every church covenant, posted on church bulletin boards and preached from every pulpit. Bookstores should have a section of books on this subject. Why are we here? What is our purpose? Can any question be more important? 

When I ask these questions of many Christians, they look at me like I am the village idiot and reply, "To glorify God, of course." That is like saying that a ship is for water or an airplane is for flying. Is that an intelligent answer? Ask those same people to define "glorification" and they begin to stammer. Theological terminology that isn't used in everyday situations  needs no defining. It only pertains to religion, church and the heavenly realms. Even "God" is religious terminology, far removed from this world and all that it represents.
God's purpose for this world is to gain a people for himself. He created the world for man and man for himself. He could have created robots that automatically did everything he wanted them to do, but he created man in his own image, with creative gifts and a free will to choose. In order to choose, one must have at least two choices. As Christians and children of God, we should all choose to be governed by God's will and purpose, yet many Christians show little concern for such. They assume that only missionaries and pastors need be concerned about God's leading. 
In this study, I hope to impress on my fellow believers, the importance of recognizing God and his will for us. I earnestly hope that students will find joy, peace and fulfillment in recognizing God's plan and purpose for their lives.

The Kingdom of God
The expressions, "Kingdom of God" and "Kingdom of Heaven" appear frequently in the New Testament. Interestingly, these terms are not found anywhere in the Old Testament. There were only earthly kingdoms, but the Jews insisted on having their own kingdom like all other people. God told his prophet, Samuel, to give in to their wishes and anoint Saul. With few exceptions, that kingdom was ruled by kings who seldom met God's approval. For centuries, Israel was occupied territory, under foreign powers. 

Old Testament prophets predicted a coming ruler sent from God who would set up an eternal kingdom. That is where the terminology, "Kingdom of God" and "Kingdom of Heaven" originated. They were coined by Rabbis who taught in the period prior to Christ's birth, and Jesus adopted the terms because they aptly described what life on earth and its purpose is all about.

Kingdom Parables
Jesus always taught using parables (Matthew 13:3; 10; 13; 34). Many of his parables had more than one interpretation. They could have an immediate interpretation, a covert meaning and/or a future fulfillment. The cursing of the fig tree in Matthew 11:12-26, for example, was an actual incident and a parable which the Lord used to show the power of faith. But the fig tree also represents Israel. I wrote of these and other interesting thoughts here: < http://www.rvharvey.org/d-figtree.htm>. 
We dare not deduct doctrine from parables, but Jesus used parables effectively to illustrate truth. Christ's teachings, from the sermon on the mount to his farewell speech, are about the kingdom of God. Jesus and his disciples preached the gospel of the kingdom. Jesus said that his kingdom was at hand. The word "kingdom" appears frequently in the gospels, a dozen times alone in Matthew 13. Most parables are about the kingdom.
A "kingdom" could refer to a geographical area, a city or a specific people group. The kingdom of God or kingdom of heaven, as taught by the Rabbis and understood by the Jews, referenced the Jewish nation under the rule of a coming Messiah of the tribe of Judah. That Messiah was expected to free them from foreign powers. 
The kingdom takes on new significance for the church. We are living in what we call "the kingdom age" and many Old Testament references to a future kingdom were fulfilled at the coming of Christ or are being fulfilled at the present time. Many more are yet to be fulfilled.
Be it an earthly or heavenly kingdom, two things are necessary. Every kingdom has a ruler and it has subjects. There are also sojourners who may be granted certain privileges, enjoy benefits or be required to fulfill obligations, but they do not belong to the kingdom. Paul spoke of Jews who had "uncircumcised hearts." Today we have "nominal Christians" (with unbaptized hearts!). 
In order for a kingdom to function, there must also be rules and regulations. On earth we have both regulatory and judicial laws. A regulation might be "keep to the right except when passing." It is not there because people are evil, but provides order which helps prevent collisions. The creation account says that God created every living organism "after its kind." Before Adam and Eve sinned, they were given certain tasks and rules to live by. Adam named the animals. He and Eve were "keepers" of the Garden, and they were given dietary instructions. These were mostly regulatory rules.
A sign that says, "$5000 fine for littering" is two-fold. It contains regulatory information (don't litter!") but also carries the threat of consequences, making it a judicial rule. There were both kinds of rules in the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve were given all herbs and the fruit of any tree except for one to eat. God said, "Don't eat of that tree or else!" 

The rules in the Garden of Eden were primarily regulatory, but after the first pair sinned, things began to change rapidly. It wasn't long before nearly all rules and laws had judicial character. 
The devil has no right to intrude in God's kingdom whether on earth or in heaven, but he is the prince and power of this world. Satan will be taken out of circulation during the millennial kingdom, and he will not be in heaven, but right now, he is trying hard to distract and oppose the subjects of God's kingdom on earth. He is a master of deception and infiltration. That is why we are told to pray, "Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven." God tells us in no uncertain terms what the rules of his kingdom are. He sums it up in Matthew 6:33, "Seek ye first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you."  Allow me to paraphrase that verse. "Make what pleases God your priority and He will provide all your needs." 
Jesus told Pilate that his kingdom was not of this world, but his followers and subjects of the kingdom live in this world! John 17 says that we are not "of" this world, but we are definitely "in" the world! "This world is not my home, I'm just a passin' through." We are pilgrims and strangers here, but we will spend eternity in the heavenly home that the Lord is now preparing for us. We must abide by earthly laws and by the laws of God's kingdom even when secular laws don't demand it. If there is a conflict between earthly laws and the rules of God's kingdom, however, "We must obey God rather than man." 
Jesus claimed to be the Messiah and spoke boldly of his kingdom. Christians now understand the kingdom of God or heaven as the sum total of all who believe on Jesus Christ. Both believing Old Testament Jews and New Testament Christians belong to the people God is preparing for his eternal kingdom.
The parables in Matthew 13 show God's kingdom as seen by the world and as God views it. God's purpose for the church is the same as for the world. He seeks a people for his eternal kingdom. Because of sin, he seeks to save lost sinners. Jesus came to die for sinners, paying the ransom or debt of their sin. He came "to seek and to save that which is lost." Every soul won to his kingdom is to somehow become engaged in that effort. 

Seven Parables and Seven Churches 

As I stated in the introduction, the number seven often seems to allow for a prophetic interpretation. I once did a series of Bible studies in German on the letters to the seven churches of Revelation 2-3. During preparation, I happened to be reading Matthew 13 in my personal study time. It came to my attention that there were striking parallels between the seven parables of Matthew 13 and the letters to the seven churches. Being an ardent student of church history, I also recognized a parallel between these two passages and church history. 
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