Voices from the Past

The Minor Prophets for Today
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Notes and questions for small groups or individual study.

Alan Hermann

Discussion Questions

Malachi

1. Malachi is the last of the prophets.  How does he prepare us for the New Testament?

2. Malachi asks us what is God’s place in our life?  How do you

      answer him?  What is the evidence to back up your answer?

3. Why should we be thankful that God never changes (Mal. 

      3:6,7 cf James 1:17)?  What aspect of the unchanging nature 

      of God means most to you?  Why?

4. How do you react to the harsh claim (Mal. 3:8-12) that we rob God, rob others and rob ourselves if we restrict our giving?  Why do so few Christians tithe to God?  How do we change this?

5. How do ‘whingers’ (3:13-15) differ from ‘believers’ (3:16-

      18)?  How do we whinge less and believe more?

6. What teaching or discovery has impacted you most from these 

      minor prophets?  What change in your beliefs, attitudes or 

      actions has resulted from studying these writings?   
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Hosea - Grace and Judgement

(Hosea 11:1-11)

The 12 short books known as the Minor Prophets are surely the least read and understood section of the Bible.  This is sad because once we get through the strange images, they contain some remarkably contemporary teaching.  

Hosea was a prophet from the northern kingdom of Israel shortly before their destruction by the Assyrians in 722 B.C.  He spoke in a setting of paganised worship where sacrifice had become more important than conduct or obedience and sin was regarded as virtue.  It was similar to Australian society today.  Destruction is threatening and he pleads passionately with his people to repent and return to God who loves them and is their only hope.  

Hosea graphically explores the tension between God’s holy justice and loving grace.  Never has a prophet been more intimately involved with his message.  He speaks out of personal experiences of suffering that reflect and illustrate God’s suffering relationship with His people throughout history.  He marries, only to have the wife he loves leave him and become a prostitute.  He refuses to divorce or abandon her.  He finds her living as a slave and buys her back taking her as his wife again. This portrait of the loving, heartbroken yet faithful husband, still yearning to care for a faithless wife who spurns his love, illustrates the compassion of God for His people then and now.  In Hosea we get a clear picture of the intensity of God’s love for us.

Using a variety of images (farmer, husband, father) Hosea burns into our hearts and minds an unforgettable impression of a tender, compassionate God whose heart breaks at the necessity of judging those he loves no matter how cruelly and contemptuously they have spurned His love and rejected Him.  Judgement must come but reluctantly after every possible opportunity for reconciliation is refused and even then at the cost of great pain to God.   He pronounces judgement with tears in His eyes and grief in His heart.  We need to learn and live this truth.  God doesn’t want to judge us.  We must not force Him to do so!

      Using the image of a grieving Father, Hosea 11:1-11 summarises the  

      prophet’s message, showing that throughout history God has continually
Malachi 3:12   We rob others. Our lack of witness to the wonders of God’s practical love in our lives prevents our friends and neighbours from encountering its reality in their lives.  A God-centred, God-dependent, spiritually rich lifestyle is a powerful yet, tragically, rarely seen witness.   The only gospel we can share is the gospel we live.  We march to the beat of a different and greater drummer and unless people hear the music through us they will never learn the tune and meet the drummer and so be part of His eternal, joyous dance.  Is it possible that we could be so harsh and uncaring to deliberately deprive them of this blessing through a me-centred lifestyle?  This is true for our families as well as our friends and neighbours.

Malachi goes on to describe the two typical responses people give to this teaching.   Where do we stand?

Malachi 3:13-15   The Whingers   Those who, in their self-centred approach to life, believe that God has let them down in some way.  They value the immediate and momentary above the eternal.  The visible ‘now’ matters more than the invisible ‘forever’.  We must always remember that we don’t serve for reward.  We serve out of thanks, in response to incredible love.  We serve lovingly and sacrificially, so that others may know, experience and share in this awesome love.  We already have and enjoy the reward.  An eternal lived relationship with our eternal lover (1 John 5:11-13).  What more can we ask?  If we feel there is something missing then we need to look inwards not upwards for the fault.

Malachi 3:16-18   The Believers   Those who, in trusting, responsive love,  view life through the windows of God’s true reality.  They know that God never forgets those who respond.   His promises are many and precious.  His presence is real.  His love is constant and measureless. Our role is to think deeply on these things and live out His promises within the warmth of His ever-present love.

The messages of the Minor Prophets are anything but minor.  The prophets are dead but their words are uncomfortably alive and relevant.  God still speaks to us loudly, clearly and with great and urgent authority through their writings.  If we are to impact society we must hear and act on what he says.  Are we listening?   Will we pay the price?  Do God and our neighbours matter enough (Luke 10:27,28)?

Live the love so that others may live!

Malachi – Reacting to God’s Love

(Malachi 3:6-18; Matt. 6:21)

Malachi is the last of the Minor Prophets.  He is probably anonymous as ‘malachi’ simply means ‘my messenger’.  All the major prophecies and battles are over, and life is quietly rolling along with no clear word or evidence of God’s presence or interest.  People ask ‘Where is God?’, ‘Does He care?’, ’Is there any point in serving Him?’  They are living their lives as if God doesn’t exist and their own plans and wishes are all that matter.  It is this situation, so like our own, that Malachi addresses.  

We need to hear him as we consider, ‘What is God’s place in my life?’

Through Malachi, God answers their, and our, doubt and indifference with the constant heartbreaking theme, ‘I have loved you.  I want to bless you.  Why do you reject my love and refuse to allow me to bless you?’  God’s final word in the Old Testament is as a loving Father saying, ‘Return to me and let me bless you.  Give me the opportunity to show how much I care.’

Malachi 3:6-18 is a clear and relevant summary of these points.

Malachi 3:6,7  God never changes. We must be continually thankful for this truth.  His grace is always available and His arms are always open.  If it were not so, no person would survive.   We ignore, reject and disobey Him, and still He waits in loving expectation of our return with arms and heart wide open. There is a place in His heart for all who truly want to be there.  

 Malachi 3: 8   We rob God.  Material giving is a thermometer of our giving over all and a measure of our heart towards God.  Our treasure goes where our heart is (Matt. 6:21).  We measure our giving to God, not by the amount, but by the cost to us.  No statements of love and service to God mean anything unless accompanied by sacrificial living.  God measures a person by the size of their heart, not their intellect or their mouth.  Giving to God, whether great or small, is never an act of generosity.  It is always an inadequate expression of thankful gratitude for costly, undeserved love. 

Malachi 3:9-11   We rob ourselves.  Our unloving reaction, both to God and others, is a barrier to our enjoyment of God’s love.  He wants to bless us if only we will give Him the opportunity.  The blessing is eternal and will often be spiritual and emotional rather than material.  Will we accept it?

demonstrated His constant, deep and undeserved love for his people.  His love for us is just as complete.  How do we react to it? How will we in future?

V1,2  He showed his love at the exodus where He freed an undeserving and ungrateful child.  We have been freed from a greater slavery. We are equally undeserving.  The cost was high.  Are we grateful?  How do we express our gratitude?

V3,4  He showed His love in the wilderness where he caringly guided, protected, healed and helped a selfish, willful child.  

He daily guides, protects, heals and helps us as we travel through our modern wilderness.  Do we thankfully trust and accept His help and guidance?  How different is our journey because of it?

V5-7  He showed His love by His faithful patience and long-suffering support for a faithless and rebellious child.

He is patient and supportive with us even when we ignore and reject Him in our self-centred disobedience and self-reliant pride.  Do we repent and ask forgiveness?   How does it show in our actions, words and attitudes?

V8,9  He showed His love by His gracious, merciful faithfulness to His promises to His people in spite of their wanton sinfulness.

His ongoing grace and mercy to us are clearly and constantly shown through His faithful and glorious promises and gifts.   What is our lived response?   How does it alter our future plans?

V10,11  He showed His love in the hope of future restoration through the promise that His arms and heart are always eagerly and expectantly open waiting and longing for the prodigal’s return.     His arms and heart are still open.  Do we long for a renewed relationship with His loving arms around us again?  Will we give up our pathetic, misguided attempts at independence and admit our need? Will we surrender all else for the warmth and security of His smile and hug?

We are incredibly loved.  Live and share it with all our hearts.

Discussion Questions

Hosea

1. Hosea uses family images (husband-wife, father-son) to describe

      God’s relationship with us as Christians.  How do you react to

      these analogies?  What aspects of our relationship with God do 

      they particularly emphasise?  What other similar Biblical 

      analogies are helpful to you?

2.  Matthew (Matt.2:15) and Paul (1 Cor. 15:55) quote Hosea. 

     How do they interpret his message?   How does this relate to us?

3.  How does Hosea reconcile the apparently contradictory themes of

     God’s grace and judgement?  How would you answer a person 

     who asks “how can a God of love and peace condemn people to 

     eternal punishment?”?

4.  Which aspects of Hosea’s message do you find:

     a)  Helpful

b) Worrying
      c) Difficult?

5.  How would you have felt in Hosea’s situation?  What similarly

     difficult things does God ask of us? Compare your reaction to that 

     of Hosea.  What do we learn from this?

6.  Write a sentence which summarises the main message of Hosea

     for you.   How will this message impact your Christian life?

Discussion Questions

Joel

1. Joel remains unknown to us but his message influences our Christian lives.  Who are some other ‘unknowns’ who have influenced your Christian life?  How and why?

2. Discover other references to the ‘Day of the Lord’ outside of Joel.  How do they agree with or extend Joel’s picture?  

3. How do you react to the concept of the ‘Day of the Lord”? 

      What impact does it have on your life?  How best can we

      prepare for the consummation of the ‘Day of the Lord’?

4. What part does the ‘Day of the Lord’ play in our outreach to

      the community?  How do we convey its urgency in a relevant

      way?  To whom do people in general feel accountable?

5. How does the prophecy of Joel 2:28-32 relate to the church

today?  How does it relate to our experience of the Spirit?

6. The locust plague reminded Joel’s hearers of the coming ‘Day

      of the Lord’.  What events remind us that the day of Christ’s 

      return is coming?

As always, it will be a day of hope or terror depending on our relationship with, and attitude towards, Jesus (Acts2:21 cf  Joel 2:32).

Joel outlines three stages of this great and terrible, final ‘Day of the Lord’, each with its accompanying events.

Before the Day - the Spirit poured out (Joel 2:28-32)

During the Day - Judgement poured out (Joel 3:1-16)

After the Day - Blessing poured out (Joel 3:17-21)

Peter took this prophecy and drove home its application to the church.  Pentecost was a clear indication that the great Day had dawned.  The consummation of God’s plan, whether near or remote, was shown to be certain (Acts 2:14-41).  The time for discussion and speculation was over.  It was now time to act and prepare for the coming Day.

God’s message through Joel and Peter is equally relevant for us today.  We need to take to heart, share and live these vital truths.

· God is sovereign - this is His world and everyone is accountable to Him.

· God is love – He wants to restore and bless everyone
· His love must be accepted – he never forces it on anyone.

· His love will change us – all who accept it are transformed by it – this is the evidence that our acceptance is real

· The Day of the Lord is coming – everyone will be held accountable for our response to His gracious love. 

· The time is now – to prepare ourselves and caringly warn others.

The ultimate ‘Day of the Lord’ has dawned.  Only God knows when the Son will come and the sun will set.  We are the people of the Day.  How real is this in our thinking, speaking and living?  How does it impact us in our heart of hearts?  

I pray we are experiencing a mixture of strong emotions.

· Joy as we anticipate the wonder of a glorious, indescribable eternity with our Lord.

· Heartbreak for those who are unprepared for the reality of this Day and their accountability to God.

The crucial question is, do we care enough to live out these emotions for the glory of God and the good of others?  Is Joel still heard?

Amos – Justice

(Amos 5:6,7,10-15,21-24; 8:4-8)

I don’t like Amos.  He’s not positive and he makes me feel uncomfortable.  Amos ministered to the northern kingdom of Israel around 760-750BC.  His message was an attack on social evils rather than religious problems.  He reminds us that God is just and expects justice from His children.  Amos uses strong, uncompromising language to express God’s great anger with those who practice or accept social evil.  In doing so he emphasises three critical, fundamental truths, to his contemporaries, and to the church today.

1.  If we accept social evil we demean the creation and insult the creator.

2.  If we accept social evil we invalidate our worship.

3.  If we accept social evil we invalidate our claim to be God’s people.

To be a Christian is a position of responsibility, not privilege.  It is an incentive to responsible, compassionate, other-centred living.

The message of Amos has never been more relevant than it is today.  It is vital that we continually examine our hearts and lives in light of his teaching.  Let us honestly probe the implications of the three truths Amos raises as they relate to our Christian attitudes, lives and practices.

1.  We demean the creation and insult the creator. 

(Amos 5:7,10-13; James 5:1-6)  All people are made in the image of God.  He loves and values them greatly.  He is insulted and angered when through either action or inaction we knowingly harm or demean them in any way.  

It is not enough that we refrain from actively and intentionally harming or oppressing others. We cannot be neutral.  God expects us to be actively involved in fighting injustice wherever we encounter it.  We fight with words, actions and our sacrificial Christian lifestyle.  It is a costly fight as was God’s fight for us.  It involves all that we have and all that we are, but it is worth it because we, with God, care for all who are unfortunate, oppressed, hurt or misled.

Perhaps our high standard of living results in others not having enough.  In Australia we have an extremely affluent lifestyle.  Compared to the vast majority of Christians around the world most of us are very rich.  This, above all else, seems to be the area where we have the most trouble living out our Christianity.  Money has replaced sex as the unmentionable subject in our churches, unless of course we want to explore new methods of raising
more of it. Sometimes we defend our lifestyle with greater speed and vehemence than we defend our Lord.

We need to develop a carefree indifference to material things that releases us to live below our means so that we have time and money to help others in the name of God.  We live more simply so that others can simply live.

2. We invalidate our worship. 

(Amos 5:21-24; Psalm 51:15-17; Mal 2:13-17; Rom 12:1,2)  Unless we take social justice seriously our worship is an offence to God.  Social justice is not an optional extra for the fanatical few but a basic fundamental of the Christian life. Our worship flows from our wonder at God’s active compassion for us that drives us to an active compassion for others.  Amos rams home the truth that we cannot separate spirituality and justice.  Our personal spirituality and worship are built on a passionate, heart wrenching longing to help others in every way, as we have been helped. Then we praise God for the privilege of being part of His answer to suffering and injustice.

3. We invalidate our claim to be God’s people. 

(Amos 8:4-10; Matt. 25:31-46; James 1:27; 1 John 3:17,18) From Amos to John the message is constant.  The test of the reality of our relationship with God is the practical help we give to others.  When we sacrifice and fight for justice for others we express our love for God in the strongest possible way.  We become channels of God’s incredible love wherever, whenever and however we can.  This is the natural and inevitable consequence of encountering Him in transforming relationship.  Christianity that does not travel from the head to the heart and through the hand is a counterfeit.  

How do we respond?

 (Amos 5:4,6,14,15)  We admit that we have all, to some extent, allowed society to shape us into its self-centred and materialistic mould.  We begin to question what society regards as obvious. We joyfully revolt against self and the values of society as we abandon ourselves to God.  It is a disowning of ourselves, a joyful self-renunciation. As we do this our discontent with all that is wrong will grow.  We will reflect God’s anger at evil and injustice.  We will share his active, practical compassion for the poor and  suffering.  Once again people will say, ‘we know they are Christian by their love’, and God will be glorified and people will find hope and the Kingdom will grow.

‘Let justice flow like a river that never runs dry’ Amos 5:24.

Joel - The Day of the Lord

(Joel 2:28-3:21)

It is the prayer of all true preachers and teachers that they will be forgotten but that God’s message through them will remain and continue to transform lives. Joel achieved this better than most.  His message was the basis of the first great sermon by Peter at Pentecost (Acts 2:14-41) and still challenges and convicts us today yet we don’t know who Joel was or when he prophesied.

Joel’s message to Israel and to the church today, is a mixture of warning to the complacent and hope for the faithful, centred around the certain coming of the ‘Day of the Lord’. He emphasises the need for God’s people to be prepared for its coming and also to warn others.  

The ‘Day of the Lord’ is a fundamental concept of the Old Testament stressing that God will one day intervene in history to redress wrong and establish his sovereignty perfectly and forever on the earth. It highlights the basic themes found throughout Scripture.

· This is God’s world and He is sovereign over every aspect of it in creation, judgment and restoration.

· God is compassionate in forgiveness.  His desire is reformation and restoration, not rejection. Repentance will lead to an outpouring of His Spirit (Joel 2:12,13).

· God will intervene and everyone will have to give an accounting to Him.

Joel refers to three historical events each of which he calls a ‘day of the Lord’.  The first two are events of his time that foreshadow the great and final Day.

An Immediate day of the Lord - the locust plague  (Joel 1:1-20)

An Imminent day of the Lord - the Assyrian invasion (Joel 2:1-27)

      The Ultimate day of the Lord - the last days  (Joel 2:28-3:21)

Our major concern as Christians is with the Ultimate Day of the Lord. This includes both the first and second coming of Jesus which are two phases of the one great and final, intervention in history.

Discussion Questions

Amos

3.  In the Old Testament God warned the people through prophets before he acted in judgement.  How does He do that today?  How does the church balance its ministry to both warn and reconcile?

4.  How may being involved in ‘religious activities’ interfere with true Christian living?  How do we maintain a Biblical balance between our social responsibilities as Christians and our church life?

3.   Amos saw the evidence of true repentance in terms of social 

      justice.  How do we apply this to our own lives?  What are the 

      practical possibilities and dangers?

5.   What does Amos teach us about worship?  What are the criteria

      by which we should judge our worship?   What does God require

      of us?

6.  What can we learn from Amos about the privileges and 

     responsibilities of being members of God’s people?  How does 

     this affect the way we live?

7.  How do we distinguish between true and false prophets today?

    What does Amos 7:10-17 teach us about the dangers of being

    involved in Christian ministry?

Discussion Questions

Jonah

1. How is the idea that we can’t hide from God both comforting and  scary?  What is the clearest picture of God for you?  How has this changed over your life?

2. ‘Our stupid independence and lack of trust causes us, as it did

      Jonah, and those around us so much unnecessary pain and

      worry.’  How true is this?  Give examples.

3.  In what ways was Jonah changed by his experiences?   How

     did he still need to change?  What part of his experience is

     most relevant to you?

4.  Summarise in one sentence, the message of Jonah as it relates

      to you.  What are the modern examples of the ship, the fish

      and Nineveh in your life?  How will you react to the message?

      5.  Relate the message of Jonah to Peter’s vision in Acts 10.  What

    similarities can you see?  What are the lessons for the church

    today?

     6.  A number of descriptions of God are given in the notes. e.g. all-

    knowing, all-powerful, ever-present, ever-listening, all-

    forgiving, ever-welcoming, all-loving.  Which two mean most

    to you?  Why?  How do they affect your life?   

Jonah – God’s Limitless Love

(Jonah 1:1-3,15-17; 2:1,2; 3:1-10; 4:10,11)

Why a study on Jonah?  Isn’t it just a children’s story about a man and a whale and a city that doesn’t exist any more?  What’s the point?

There is a point.  It’s not about a whale or a man or an ancient city. 

It’s about God and his relationship with Jonah, Nineveh, you, me and all people in all places at all times. 

 It teaches four incredibly relevant, life-changing truths.

1.  God is with us always and everywhere (Chapter 1)

An all-powerful, all-knowing, ever-present God

This may have a negative or positive understanding.  

It all depends on:

· our image of God - loving father or tyrant

· our attitude toward Him - friend or rebel.

2.  When we hit bottom look up (Chapter 2)

An ever-listening God.  We never get an answering machine.

Our problem, and Jonah’s, is often twofold;

· we don’t look up till we hit bottom

· when we hit bottom we hurl rather than hug

We are not a nuisance to our Father.

His ears, arms and heart are always eagerly open to us.

He loves us, He likes us and enjoys spending time with us.

He is vitally interested in our joys, sorrows and anxieties.

He longs for us to involve him in every aspect of our life.

Like Jonah, we will hit bottom a lot less often if we will maintain a two-way conversation, speaking and listening, with the one who loves us best.

Our stupid independence and lack of trust causes us, as it did Jonah, and those around us so much unnecessary pain and worry. 

3.  God loves to give a second chance (Chapter 3)

An all-forgiving, ever-welcoming God

Both Jonah (the religious, finger pointing, bigot) and Nineveh (the city of blatant sinners) received a second chance. 

 They both needed it.   Again two points are made:

· Everyone needs God’s forgiveness.  We constantly need a second,  third and fourth chance

· Nothing can put us, or anyone, beyond God’s forgiveness except our refusal to repent and accept His offered love.  The problem is not with God’s forgiveness but with our asking and accepting.

He will wipe the slate clean over and over every time we ask.  

Will we ask and accept and continue to do so?

4. God’s love includes everyone (Chapter 4)

An all-loving God.. Like Jonah, we make two mistakes:

· We doubt the reality, genuineness  and effectiveness of His love. 

      The basic source of most of the pain humans face is that we lack a

      sense of being adequately loved.  Only God through Jesus can 

      supply this and yet we, Christians included, refuse to fully accept 

      His love and demand something different or extra.  Jonah 

      required the destruction of Israel’s enemies before he would

      believe in God’s love.  What extras do we demand?  Is it a happy

      marriage, a job, good health or perhaps the salvation of a relative?

     Will we trust His love for us and enjoy His presence?

· We put limits on the extent of His love. We decide who is and is not included.  We invent conditions and performance criteria that must be met if people are to enjoy His love. Who is our Nineveh?  Who have we decided is outside His love?  Is it ourselves?

God’s love is without limit.  Why don’t we just accept it, enjoy it. Live it and share it? 

