Session Three

Power of God's Prophetic Word

Objectives:

· to outline the prophetic call through Scriptural examples

· to compare prophetic activity to the words and deeds of Jesus

· to discuss the Hebrew and Christian concepts of the 'Word of God'

· to discuss the prophetic 'word' as it evolves  in Hebrew Scripture through the New Testament

· to identify images of God as seen through the 'lens of power' in God's word

Outcomes:

· the student will appreciate the concept of the prophetic word being guaranteed by God

· the student will recognize that the word and the reality it represents are one in its Hebrew roots

· the student will recognize the tension between fidelity and infidelity in prophetic activity

· the student will understand both the Jewish and Christian belief in the power of God's word as spoken through the prophets

Reading Assignment:


Handout: The Word of God in the Judaeo-Christian Tradition


http://www.catholic-resources.org/Bible/Prophecy.htm

other material TBA


We speak very readily of 'God's word' and make frequent reference that we think we understand to 'prophets' and 'prophecy'. We ought, at times, to stop and question whether we have given thought to these terms. Do we truly understand what we are saying when we use them, do we comprehend the origins and depth of meainign with which these terms are laden?


Three terms in Hebrew will get us started: ruach, nabi and dabar.  We have already spent some time exploring nabi (prophet) and its parallels. Let us, then, turn our attention first to ruach.  We find this term for the first time very early in our reading of the Scripture – in the first few verses of the book of Genesis.

             In the beginning when God began to create the heavens and the earth, 



 the earth was without form and empty, and there was darkness on the 


 face of the earth, and the veruach Elohim moved above the face of the waters. (Gen. 1.1-2)


This ruach is translated at times as 'breath' or 'wind' or 'spirit'.  This same term is used numerous times throughout the Hebrew scriptures with multiple applications. 


See, I have chosen Bezalel,  . . . I have filled him with ruach Elohim,


a spirit of  skill and understanding and knowledge of every craft. (Ex. 31.3)


Here, this same phrase in Hebrew is usually translated as 'divine spirit'. As can be seen, its use here is not directly in reference to God's creative power, yet it is derived from that. This usage reflects the ancient notion that the human ability in crafting things of wood and metal was somehow a sharing in the divine action of creation.


Moses is widely recognized as the greatest of the prophets. God had chosen him in a dramatic manner. Yet, as his burden of leading the Israelites grew he asked God to give him help. So God told Moses to gather 70 elders of the people.


God drew upon min-haruach that was on Moses and put it upon the 


seventy elders. And when haruach rested upon then, they prophesyed. (Num. 11.25)


Here, the ruach is not creative in the sense of making a thing but rather in revealing God's will. This is not as unrelated a concept as our modern usge might assume. In ancient culture, indeed in some ways into the early 20th century, the pronouncement of a solemn word was understood to be something more than so much air. It carried with it the breath, the soul, of the one who so spoke. A gentleman might say 'I give you my word' and it was more than a casual assurance, but a commitment of himself. We have seen this sense of the efficacy of an oath in the narrtive in Genesis of Jacob's final blessing.  In an extended sense it is this which is meant by the ruach of  this passage. Some part of the Divine had come to rest upon Moses, now it was being shared with the 70 – they too were being given a share in the divine spirit, a spirit which was somehow creative. The word of God which Moses spoke, the word which the prophets who followed him would speak, was not theirs, but God's. As such, it was not static but highly effective, capable of producing the events being told – a creative word. The power of this ruach is made evident a few verses (Num. 11.31)  later when it is the 'wind' which sweeps flocks of quail from the sea to feed the Israelites in the desert. 


As we move into the books of the former prophets we find the phrase ruach Adonai (YHWH with the vowels for Adonai) repeated numerous times. In these many passages it indicates the call of a prophet to speak or act in God's name or the impetus for a judge or king to act in accord with God's will.  It is the ruach, the breath/wind/spirit/creative force of God which fills the prophets, rests upon them, and leads them. It is this same ruach which brings the world into existence and lifts prophets such as Ezekiel in ecstatic vision.


This ruach imparts God's will and word. We turn now to the Hebrew term for word, particularly in reference to the prophets. The term we find is dabar . According to Strong's concordance this term means word, and by implication matter (as in that which is spoken of) or thing. It can be used in these senses as a noun, but is also found as an adverb denoting cause. Strong's also informs us that its root (an almost identical word) means to arrange, and thereby, to speak. If we examin other cognates, we find a fascinating parallel emerging between order and speech, arrangement and word. 


In the canon of scripture we first find dabar in Genesis 15.1, “The  dabar Adonai came to Abram in a vision . . .” Here, the word of God confirms for Abram the promise of descendants. This usage is reflected and repeated numerous times throughout the Nevi'im. “The dabar Adonai came to . . .”


Another important use of  dabar is seen in Dt. 30.16 and similar passages. Here, it reflects the notion of ruach which we saw in the second Genesis narrative – the intimate nearness of God's self to his human creation. In speaking of the nearness of the Torah the Deuteronomist writes “. . . the  dabar  is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it.”


Were we to do a true study of the use of these terms we would find that ruach and dabar bear a very close association with each other, particularly when they are used in reference to God. Ruach is the breath which forms the dabar, the word which is order, through the ruach and the dabar of God reality is brought into being, whether it be the material world or the events of history.  Therefore, when a prophet is overcome by  ruach Adonai,  when he is compelled by the  dabar Adonai the message which he proclaims is not mere words, but has the force of creation


We find, also, that this  dabar Adonai is not exclusive to the prophetic call. It is something which is to be desired and sought by all humanity. Not only might Ezekiel eat the scroll containing the  dabar Adonai but, as we read in Dt. 8.3 “[God] subjected you to the hardship of hunger and then gave you manna to eat, which neither you nor your fathers had ever known, in order to teach you that man does not live on bread alon, but by everything that comes from the mouth of the Lord.” (Yes, the term  dabar Adonai  is not in this passage, but the sense of it is quite clear.) The effectiveness of God's word is most concisely summarized in the words of Isaiah:



For as the rain or snow drops from heaven and returns not there, 



but soaks the earth and makes it bring forth vegetation, yielding seed 



for sowing and eating, so is the  dabar  that issues from My mouth: 



it does not come back to Me unfulfilled, but performs what I purpose, 



achieves what I sent it to do.” (Is. 55.10-11)


We have begun to see an idea of the  dabar Adonai that sounds familiar to us. This concept is deliberately echoed in the opening verses of the Gospel according to John:



In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God, 



and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God. 



All things came to be through him, and without him nothing came to be. 


For John, Jesus is the full revelation of all that the prophets had experienced. He is the incarnation of the ruach Adonai and of the dabar Adonai, expressed by John with the rich Greek term, Logos.  Jesus is nabi and more – he not only speaks the word, not only is filled with the breath of God, but is the full reality of that word and spirit expressed in concrete form. If the ruach is a creative force, in Christ it has made itself, if the dabar is effective and does not return empty to its Source, then in Christ it has been made manifest.


Discussion Prompts:


What examples from the prophetic literature can you think of/find that demonstrate the effectiveness of the dabar Adonai?


Find some further examples of the ruach Adonai coming upon a prophet. How is this experience related? 


We have spoken of the effectiveness of the prophetic word. Under what circumstance might that word not become reality? What is the common, sometimes unspoken, 'unless' of the prophetic voice?


What connection can you find from these examples to persons in the New Testament?


Do you see connections between dabar, ruach, Torah, Logos and Holy Spirit? How might you try to express this relationship?


As the Spirit came upon various prophets, they found differing ways to express the reality of God and the relationship of God to humanity/Israel. What images can you recall/find from the prophets?

