Session One

Definition of Prophecy


Objectives:

· to introduce the concept of prophecy

· to clarify that prophecy is not unique to Israel

· to identify characteristics of early prophecy, including guilds, ecstatic activity and unique dress

· to identify sources of information regarding biblical prophecy

· to identify classification of prophets in Israel: former/later & major/minor

· to identify the role of the prophet in the community

· to understand prophecy as evolving through the Deuteronomistic history


Outcomes:

· the student will comprehend a prophet as more than a fortune teller

· the student will see the prophet as one chosen by God to speak on God's behalf

· the student will understand the prophet as the conscience of the people and the nation

· the student will be able to articulate the essential prophetic message of fidelity to God

Reading Assignment:


NJBH Ch. 12


CSB RG Outline of Biblical History (Settlement in Canan- Return from Exile)


CSB RG The Deuteronomistic History (through 'how to read the Deut. History)


Hutton ch. 1



Brueggemann ch. 9

Prophecy in Ancient Israel

    
It is not uncommon to think of the prophets of the Old Testament as having been seers. This is a misapprehension. While the prophets did sometimes refer to future events, this was not the primary focus of their message, nor their primary function. A prophet was one who had a close relationship with God, was able to clearly discern the will of God, “hear God's voice”, and relay that to the people.

   This is made evident if we examine the some of the passages describing the call and mission of specific prophets.  The first of the prophets, whose call is perhaps the most well known, is Samuel. 

  
1 Samuel 3 (entire chapter) 

       Samuel was a youth when he received his vocation and the first message he was given to deliver was agaisnt the sons of the priest whom he served. The later prophet, Jeremiah, was also only a young man when he was called by God. Jeremiah 1.1-12 Jeremiah's call give us the most vivid image of how the prophet was to speak God's word, for God touches his tongue to put the divine word in his mouth. This imagery depict the immediacy of the message he is given, the intensity with which he is filled with the word of God and feels the impetus to proclaim it. 

A few further examples of the first notice of a prophet's commissioning:

   
Isaiah 1.1-10    



Ezekiel 1.1-3, 2.1-5, 3.1-7


Hosea 1.1-2


Zepheniah 1.1-4


Zechariah 1.1-6


Jonah 1.1-2

Discussion question: We have considered the vocation of the prophet. Reread the above passages. What appears as the continual theme of the prophetic call?

Prophecy in the Ancient Near East


While we often think of prophecy as a particulary Judeao-Chrisitan phenomena, it was not. The concept of prophecy pervaded the Mesopatamian and Mediterranean culture.  There are a nubmer of examples.  We find prophecy under a number of different guises. There are oracles, diviners, seers, visionaries, court advisors, and a number of other areas in which what is generally termed a 'prophet' functioned.  

  
We have avidence of ecstatic prophecy in the ancient Hittite kingdoms and  Egypt, such as the narrative of Wen-Amon dating around 1100 BC. We find evidence of court prophets as far back as the 3rd millenium BC in Egypt such as the warnings of Nefer-rohu to the Pharaoh Snefru. From the middle of the 2nd millenium BC we can determine several different tpes of prophcy in Mesopatamia – the  apilu (oracles), muhhu (ecstatic visionaries),  and  baru (professionally trained readers of omens). We will make some reference back to these in our study of specific Israelite prophets. 

    As we will see, these varied functions are also categories which fit many of the prophets of the Hebrew scriptures. 

Discussion question: What is familiar or unfamiliar about these prophetic roles? Can we see evidence of any of these outside of ancient times, perhaps even in contemporary society?

Prophetic Roles in Ancient Israel 


The role of prophet, as a specific function, is generally seen as having begun with Moses, although the title is retroactively attributed to the Patriarchs and their wives, especially Sarah. Some authors will see Joshua and some of the other Judges as prophets. (The Jewish list of 55 significant prophets includes Aaaron, Joshua, Pinchas, Elkiniah, Deborah and Eli between Moses and Samuel.) Even this, though, is not identified with the formal roles of prophets that begins with Samuel.


Beginning with Samuel we find schools, or guilds, of prophets which consisted of a gifted indiviual and his student or adherents, often referred to as 'sons'.  Simultaneous with this we find evidence (remembering that the records were written much after the events) of necromancy, oracles, divination, and ecstatic prophecy.  After the establishment of the Davidic monarchy we find also the court prophets, those whose role seemed as much statesman/royal advisor as a prophetic voice to the people. We also find evidence in some of the prophetic writings of cultic prophets – those who were attached to the Temple and were to some extent under the authority of the priests.  


All of this makes it very difficult to give a clear definition or description of prophets in ancient Israel. The one unifying factor seems to be the insistence that such individuals were inspired and compelled to declared the word and will of God as it was given to them. 

Discussion question: Find examples of and discuss some of these various types of prophetic activity. Which would you consider the most or least valid – why? 

  A Synopsis of the Classical Prophets


Pre-exilic Prophets

Minor: Obadiah (845), Joel (835), Jonah (782), Micah (790-737), Amos (760),               

            Hosea (760-720)


These prophets lived during a time of uncertainty. Israel was no longer a great kingdom, but two broken nations struggling to survive under the rule of quarreling princes.  Meanwhile nations around them which had been weak were growing in power, it was evident that unless the people could be reunited, they would soon be overwhelmed by one or more of these enemies. These prophets carried God's warning to His people.


Obadiah:  warns that as the tribes of Israel are turning on each other, so shall the nations come upon them and destroy them, possessing their land.


Joel: responds to a plague of locusts, seeing in it a sign of Israel's defeat by foreigners and in its removal and the return of fruitfulness a promise of rescue and salvation - if Israel is faithful to God through its time of adversity.


Jonah: the message of this book is shown through the trials of the central character who gives his name to this book. Jonah is a reluctant prophet. The message of the book is a reminder of God's mercy upon those who repent.


Micah:  a warning of the coming of the nations against Judah, and a foretelling of the destruction of the Temple, for the people have turned to apostasy and profaned the sacred places. Yet, there is a note of hope at the end, that God will pardon iniquity and that after a fall there shall be a return.


Amos:  Amos was rejected by King Jeroboam because he preached doom during a time of prosperity unknown since Solomon. He warned against reliance on military might instead of faith in God. He warns that Israel shall be cast down because of her pride.


Hosea:  a message of redeeming love. Hosea leads a life which demonstrates God's relations with Israel. He weds a harlot, Gomer, who bears three children to other men and then leaves him. After a time he takes her back publicly. Hosea is speaking to a people in anarchy who see their doom coming upon them. Hosea's prophecy is that even though they have sinned and will not escape their enemy yet God will, after a time, redeem them. 

Major:  proto-Isaiah (739-685)


proto-Isaiah: (Isaiah is usually divided into three parts, relative to the dating of each section: proto-Isaiah ch. 1-39, deutero-Isaiah ch. 40-55, trito-Isaiah ch. 56-66.)  In 10:14 of this book is one of the earliest Messianic prophecies, known as the Immanuel Oracle. It falls amidst oracles of doom for an Israel which has turned from God and is about to be delivered into the hands o f its enemy (Assyria). This segment also include the song most familiar to us form the Hallelujah movement of Handel's Messiah "For unto us a child is given . . . ". The prophet foretells doom, but promises redemption to a remnant who shall remain faithful. 

Exilic Prophets

Minor Prophets: Nahum (650), Zephaniah (640), Habakkuk (609)

Nahum: a song of exultation at the fall of Ninevah, a stronghold of the crumbling Assyrian empire. Nahum sees its fall as a divine judgment.

Zephaniah: the prophet sees Judah committing iniquity and perverting the rites of the Temple. He proclaims doom for Judah, and later for her enemies. However, those who repent and wait patiently shall be rewarded.

Habakkuk:  the prophecies of Habakkuk differ from most others, for they are not so much a warning to Israel as a lament that the nations around her, despite their wickedness, prosper and conquer those (the nations of Israel) more righteous than they.  His answer is that God will deal with the wicked in the proper time.

Major Prophets: Jeremiah (627-580), Ezekiel (593-557)

Jeremiah: a collection of oracles against both Israel and foreign nations  warning that all corruption  will result in punishment.  These are coupled with a series of laments, and variously followed by songs of consolation for the faithful remnant who shall be restored.

Ezekiel: As did the other prophets  Ezekiel wrote oracles of doom, and songs of lamentation over Israel's unfaithfulness and corresponding punishment. Writing somewhat later  to a people enduring exile Ezekiel brings a promise of hope, demonstrating God's actions wherever he can find them. He upholds personal integrity and faithfulness to God as the means to eventual restoration.

Post-Exilic Prophets:

Minor: Haggai (520), Zechariah (520-485), Malachi (433)

Haggai: exhortations to the early post-exilic government of Israel to persevere and hasten the rebuilding of the Temple. He saw the restoration of the Temple as the necessary preparation for the Messianic age which had been foretold by earlier prophets.

Zechariah: only the first eight chapters seem to be from Zechariah himself. Like Haggai he urges the restoration of the Temple in preparation for a Messianic age.

Unlike Haggai his prophecies are given in the form of visions and revelations. His work is a link between prophecy and apocalypticism.  The remaining seven chapters are oracles of the Messianic age and the days of the final battle.

Malachi: his central message is fidelity to the Covenant. He also writes of the coming of the Day of the Lord, when the wicked shall be punished and the righteous shall receive eternal reward.

Major: deutero- (539) and trito- (530-510) Isaiah

Deutero-Isaiah:  The words of this prophet begin with "Comfort, comfort my people . . .". These summarize his message, which is one of joy at the coming of Cyrus who frees Israel from her exile. In this psalmic prophecy not only the prophet and his people rejoice, but all of creation sings to God. This segment contains also what are commonly referred to as the  four Servant Songs.

Trito-Isaiah: miscellaneous oracles against corruption and idolatry, lamentations and consolations, concluding with a vision of a time when all the nations shall come together to worship Yahweh, except for the wicked who shall endure eternal punishment.

