PROPHECY
(1)  THE ORIGIN OF OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECY

(a)  Moses as the first prophet

It is in the office of the prophet that the idea of a man or woman speaking the word of God comes to fullest expression.  While Abraham is called a prophet (Genesis 20:7), Moses fills the archetypical role and inaugurates the office of the prophet.

In Exodus 3, Moses received a particular call from God. The initiative in making a prophet lies with God.  The object of this personal call was to introduce Moses into the presence of God.  The relationship Moses enjoyed with God was quite unique:  “The Lord would speak to Moses, face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (Exodus 33:11).  Only one who knows God’s presence can become God’s mouthpiece.

Having stood in God’s presence, Moses then had to stand in the presence of the people (“the prophet stood before men, as a man who had been made to stand before God” :
J. A. Motyer).  This is the role of a mediator, typified by Deuteronomy 5:24-28, where the people had heard God speak, but wanted Moses to tell them the meaning of what had been said.

The prophet interpreted events in which God was active.  It was often his explanation that turned events into vehicles for God’s redemption, and without which, God’s fullest purposes were not realised.

Deuteronomy 18:9-22 is a passage that helps us understand the moral and ethical uniqueness of prophecy to Israel.  Moses insists that Israel must not follow the practices of the nations they will drive out of Canaan.  The Canaanites have their own prophets (soothsayers, sorcerers, charmers) that they listen to (v.14).  But Israel was to be different, even if there seemed a superficial resemblance between God’s prophets and their pagan counterparts.  Canaanite prophets might even say things which were true 

(1 Samuel 6:2-9) but this didn’t mean they spoke from God.

The prophets that Israel would know would be unique.  Moses spoke of a prophet like himself being raised up by God (vs.15,18).  This probably has a double application.  Its most immediate meaning is that God would raise up the office of the prophet in general (the prophetic line).  God would put His words in their mouths (v.18), and anyone not giving heed to the prophet’s words would be held accountable before God Himself (v.19).

A second application is understanding the prophet like Moses to be raised up to refer to the prophet that would be raised up in the last days.  This understanding was obviously prevalent in Jesus’ day (John 4:25; 6:14; 7:40), and the Father’s pronouncement “This is My Son … listen to Him” (Matthew 17:5), puts Christ into the prophet’s role as one who was to be listened to.
In Deuteronomy 18:22 it was clearly stated that if the prophet’s word did not come to pass, then it was not from God.  The word that the prophet spoke would “accomplish itself” (Isaiah 55:11).
(b)  The prophetic tradition

These characteristics of Moses were to become normative for all the prophets, but they were exercised against the background of a tradition that began in the wilderness. The commitment of the prophetic tradition was to the covenant of Sinai.  This covenant was apparently reaffirmed in periodic gatherings such as those recorded in Deuteronomy and Joshua 24.  Prominent in these events was the emphasis on “this day” and the need for recommitment on the part of the people to God’s covenant promise.  This kind of appeal was to become basic to the message of the Major Prophets.
There is some evidence that these traditions of renewal were preserved by people associated with Gilgal and Bethel.  These folk leaders were charismatically inclined and tended to be hostile to the idea of the monarchy (Judges 8:23; 1 Samuel 12:12).  The northern kingdom may have been particularly fertile ground for this prophetic tradition.  The north was more agricultural in character and this may have stimulated the spread of the Baal fertility cult.  It was also more cosmopolitan in nature which made it more susceptible to influences form Phoenicia and Syria.  All of this would have called forth a violent reaction from those devoted to the traditions of Israel’s covenant faith.

These early prophets were called “seers” or more generally “men of God”.  Although they had prophetic gifts and occasionally they exhibited ‘ecstatic’ behaviour (1 Samuel 10:5,6), their divine call was the key element.  The phrase “the word of the Lord came to …” was characteristic (2 Samuel 24:11; 1 Chronicles 17:3; 1 Kings 12:22).  Throughout the Old Testament, the prophets’ basic message remained the same: recalling Israel to her covenant faith.
These early prophets often lived together as a band or school of prophets (1 Samuel 10:5-13; 2 Kings 2:5; 4:38).  They were proclaimers of the word of the Lord (1 Samuel 28:6; 2 Samuel 16:23) and used music in their gatherings (1 Samuel 10:5).  Miracles could be associated with their movement.  This was especially true of Elijah and Elisha 
(1 Kings 17-21; 2 Kings 2:9,16).

Many of the prophets exhibited extreme behaviour in their manner of clothing, eating or action (lying on one side, going naked).  This behaviour wasn’t true to all prophets but was used by God to attract the attention of the people and communicate the message.  The prophets were not mystics in the usual understanding of mysticism.  They didn’t’ lose their identity while they received God’s word.  Prophets were people possessed by God’s word but not mystics who lost conscious self control as they experienced God speaking to them.  In this sense they bore no resemblance to the Greek prophets who when “possessed by their gods” were in an ecstatic, trance state.
(c) The monarchy

While the prophetic tradition was often critical of the monarchy, many prophets functioned as part of a royal court.  Too often those associated with the royal courts stressed ritual obedience rather than heart obedience and did little more than maintain the status quo.  Through the extended monarchy period, it became more the exception than the rule for God’s law to be personally applied to all of life (Isaiah 28:7,9; Jeremiah 23:25-27).  Rather than being someone dominated by God and obsessed by His word, the prophet became a religious technician.  When this happened, the roles of both the prophet and priest changed.  The prophet who should call for obedience became little more than a moralist, and the priest who should have been reminding the people of the efficacy of the blood in the sacrifice became no more than a ritualist.

(2)  THE CLASSIC PROPHETS


(a)  Their character

The definitive experience of the prophets was their call to stand before God and to speak for Him.  Isaiah’s dramatic call in Isaiah 6 is paralleled by that of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1) and Ezekiel (Ezekiel 1,2).  Amos’ case is unusual (Amos 7:14,15) because he specifically dissociates himself from the prophets.  This probably means he did not belong to the band of professional prophets that by this time was associated with the king. First of all then, the prophets had a personal experience with God that gave them a fresh and living awareness of His justice and mercy. This experience was to lead them to a head-on collision wit the customs of their day.

Though wisdom was common to the prophets, it was the word, both written and spoken that was to be their primary instrument.  Jeremiah called the word of God the hammer that breaks the rock (Jeremiah 23:29).  God sends it forth and it will not return to Him empty (Isaiah 55:11; 40:8).

This message which the prophets brought seemed to be directed against all the institutions that Israel believed guaranteed their unique relationship with God, not only the monarchy, but the professional prophets and even the temple worship (eg. Samuel at Ramah in 1 Samuel 9:12-14). They were essentially independent of the “system” and so felt free to denounce the abuses they saw (Isaiah 1:11-15; Amos 5:21-25).

What the prophets denounced was not the institutions – the temple, the law or the priesthood – but what the people had made of these things.  The people had come to believe that these traditions assured them of God’s favour, whatever their behaviour might be. They believed God was bound to them and that these visible traditions were the guarantee of His favour (Jeremiah 5:12).  In the words of Jeremiah, both prophet and priest dealt falsely, “They have healed the wound of my people lightly, saying, ‘Peace, Peace’, when there is no peace” (Jeremiah 6:14).  The temple itself had become a kind of fetish (Jeremiah 7:4), while the people continued in their sinful ways, “loaded with guilt”.  (Isaiah 1:4).
The prophets understood their nation’s faith was to be an expression of personal communion with God.  For faith to be real, there was the need for personal understanding, calling for personal decision and the surrender of the individual life.  This would result in a life of moral uprightness.  “Away with the noise of your songs”, wrote Amos, “but let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream” 

(Amos 5:23,24).

(b)  Their message and philosophy of history

The initial message of the prophets was to denounce the sin among the people.  Their vision of a holy God led them to grieve over the sins of the people (Isaiah 6:5).  Amos attacked social abuses in the north while Hosea spoke against syncretism and apostasy.  In the south, Isaiah railed against external religion coupled with injustice (Isaiah 1:11-15), and Micah assailed false religion and inequity (Micah 3:5-12).

But the sin of the nation was always viewed against the background of God’s gracious acts of deliverance in the past.  Israel had spurned God’s mercy, expressed particularly through the covenant.  They had broken this covenant and earnt His wrath.  Amos reminded the people that God brought them out of Egypt, but they responded by following false prophets and telling the true prophets to be quiet (Amos 2:9-12).  Their unfaithfulness had to be viewed in the light of the fact that God had only known only them out of all the nations of the earth (Amos 3:1,2).  In the moving imagery of Hosea, God says: “When Israel was a child, I loved him … I led them forth with cords of compassion”  (Hosea 11:1,4;  Ezekiel 16:1-14).  Isaiah told the nation they could expect discipline, but not rejection (Isaiah 10:24-27). This hope focussed on the figure of the Messiah (Isaiah 9:2-7; 11:1-9), which became the basis for normative Messianic ides in later Judaism.

At times there were important attempts to listen to what the prophets were saying and for the people to change their ways.  Reforms took place under both Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:1-8) and Josiah (2 Kings 22,23).  In Hezekiah’s time, Micah’s prophetic preaching had been particularly effective (Micah 3:9-12).  A little more than half a century later, Hilkiah the high priest came upon the book of the law while cleaning out the temple for King Josiah.  Zephaniah and Jeremiah were just at this time preaching repentance and promising God’s wrath if the people did not repent.  By far the most extensive reform of Judah’s history followed, and the law of God was again given prominence.  We know from Jeremiah that even this reform was both short lived and inadequate (Jeremiah 5:20-23;  6:16-21).  Outwardly standards were raised but underneath hearts remained almost untouched.  Israel wanted their faith to bring them security; the prophets wanted repentance. 
In 609BC, Josiah died in battle and Judah’s independence was lost.  In 597, many of her leading citizens were carried into exile, and in 587, Jerusalem was destroyed.  Disaster was no denial of God’s goodness, but rather an expression of His righteous judgement.  The anger of God could not be turned back from the nation (Jeremiah 4:8; Ezekiel 8-11).  In Habakkuk’s words: “He whose soul is not upright in him shall fail” (Habakkuk 2:4).  The nation had carried the seeds of its own destruction and now the seeds were bringing forth their fruit.

The prophets saw that God’s judgement was both righteous and redemptive.  God’s hand was turned against the people to refine them (Isaiah 1:25).  Even in wrath, God remembered mercy (Habakkuk 3:2).

This leads to the final element of the prophet’s message: God’s promises are never to be given up. In the midst of severe punishment when all hope seems gone, God’s word can still be trusted.  Jeremiah can buy property in his native land.  Ezekiel can calculate the dimensions of the future temple.  Even when “there be no herd in the stalls, yet will I rejoice in the Lord” (Habakkuk 3:17,18).  During this time of judgement, the prophets will use some of the most evocative relationship pictures to describe God’s heart for His people.  In Hosea, God is a husband to a wayward wife. In Isaiah 1:2, He is a father to a wayward son, and a vineyard owner to his estranged property (Isaiah 5:7); God is the shepherd to His flock in Ezekiel 34:6 and the potter to the clay in Jeremiah 18.  Judgement is the reaction of a real Person (God) in the context of a personal relationship.  Because of this, there is always hope.  God won’t be angry forever (Jeremiah 3:12).  He can never give up the people He loves (Hosea 11:8).  The message of the prophets always led to hope for the future: “For a brief moment, I forsook you, but with great compassion I will gather you” (Isaiah 54:7).
The prophets present a philosophy of history.  The fundamental conflict is a moral battle between God and the forces of evil, but the arena in which this is carried on is human history.  Time and moral decisions are taken with absolute seriousness.  People are called to decide for God and hear His voice at every point in time.  But from the prophets’ perspective, the determining factor is not man’s decision alone, but God’s redemptive intervention.  “Behold I am laying in Zion a foundation stone…” (Isaiah 28:16), which will reveal God’s purposes for the whole earth (Isaiah 14:26).  Then, history as we know it will be broken off, and a new age will begin.

Though the prophets’ primary address was to their own day, that day was never seen in isolation from the past and the future.  The present was seen as an outworking of God’s promises in the past, and it found its meaning in terms of what was yet to come.  So, if the people were to exercise proper moral responsibility in the present, they had to have an understanding of the future (Isaiah 30:15-18).  As people of the God who was just in all His ways, they had to see their present in the light of His future.

The close, personal relationship between God and His prophets made it possible and reasonable that they would learn something of His program for the future.  Amos went so far as to say God did nothing without revealing it to His prophets (Amos 3:2).  After all, it was God who revealed secrets and gave wisdom (Daniel 2:21,22).  Why would God not tell His servants, the prophets, something of His plan yet to be worked out in our time?

(This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness, InterVarsity Press, [1977], pp. 210-224)
© Geoff Wilson  2007

