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Preface

It is my great pleasure to present these studies on the prophetic word. In writing I have tried to avoid adapting the prophetic word to any eschatological system because it is my deep desire that the prophetic voice be heard. Gods servants, the prophets, bear a harmonious testimonyalong with the teaching of our Lord and the apostlesthat our heavenly Father has prepared great things for those who consecrate themselves to him by forming a counterculture, his kingdom on earth. The Scriptures repeatedly call on the people of God to renew themselves with unwavering loyalty to seek Gods kingdom. The Scriptures also repeatedly call on the people of God not to depend on cultural, social, political, religious, or economic structures for their identity. Our Lord invites all his disciples to follow him in the discipline of radical obedience and thus become the salt of the earth.

The different prophetic voices harmoniously witness in their diversity to the purposes of God in redemptive history. The reader of the Prophets is in danger of silencing the variety of the prophetic testimony (1) by dividing the Word in such a way that a text is understood only in relation to Christs first or second coming, to the Millennium or the eternal state; (2) by attempting to fit the texts into an eschatological framework or by carefully avoiding or by explaining away any texts that may not quite fit; (3) by reading the New Testament back into the Old Testament as the fulfillment without due regard for the continuing relevance of the Prophets as Scripture in which the mission, teaching, and nature of Christ must be understood; and (4) by limiting the applicability of Gods Word to any certain time or a particular people.

My prayer is that we may listen to the prophetic Word as Gods revelation to his children and that we may continually remain sensitive to the movement of the Spirit of restoration so that the Fathers purposes may be accomplished, our Lord and Savior may be pleased with the purity of our lives, and the Spirit of Christ may use us in building the church of the living Christ as a testimony to the world that we are the children of the kingdom of God.

This work was made possible by the encouragement of many friends, colleagues, and my present and former students. I am greatly indebted to President Luder G. Whitlock, Jr. and Dean Richard G. Watson of Reformed Theological Seminary for having provided me with a teaching schedule that freed me for writing. I recognize my assistants (Pat Apel, Mike Ericson, Richard Konieczny, Mark Snow, and Pat Williams) for their diligence and enthusiasm in proofreading and checking bibliographical details. Further, I am greatly indebted to Mrs. Jane Sheppard for her cheerful diligence and care in typing the manuscript and in revising it. I thank Mr. Ed van der Maas of Zondervan Publishing House for his continual encouragement during the writing of this book.

Finally, I dedicate this book to my wife, Evona, who helped me many times both in typing and in administering our household with love, devotion, and wisdom. My three daughters are blessed to have a mom who lives in the strength of the Spirit of restoration. This work is lovingly dedicated to her.





Part 1
The Prophetic Phenomenon in Israel




Introduction to Part 1

The prophets of the Old Testament were Gods ministers of the Word during the Mosaic administration. They had seen something of the glory of God and expressed in poetic form the vision of God, his kingdom, the messianic age of shalom (peace), the work of the Spirit, a new community of people, and the transformation of creation and humanity. The prophetic message of salvation (1 Peter 1:10  12) is rich, embracing the work of the triune God in restoring creation to a state of shalom, in which the children of God live by his order, enjoy his benefits, and will no more be oppressed by Satan, enemies, misunderstanding, or physical distress.

Our Lord explained his mission using these Old Testament writings. To his disciples he said, Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms (Luke 24:44). From this we learn that everything in the Old Testament has its proper focus in Jesus Christ. A Christian reading the Old Testament cannot but pay careful attention to the relationship between the Old Testament and our Lord. Each division of the Old Testament, including the prophetic writings, relates to our Lord. These Scriptures are Gods Word to his people, and the authority of that Word has not been diminished since the coming of Jesus Christ. The very basis for apostolic preaching was the Old Testament.

The three divisions (the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms) of which our Lord spoke reflect the three divisions of the Hebrew Bible (Tanakb: Torah, Prophets, Writings).1 The Prophets (nebm) consist of the Former Prophets (nebm rnm: Joshua through 2 Kings, except Ruth) and the Latter Prophets (nebm  aḥarnm: Isaiah to Malachi, except Daniel and Lamentations). (See figure 1.)

The Law, the Prophets, and the Writings (including Lamentations and Daniel) form the Scriptures of the Jews and are to be treated as Gods Word by Christians.2 The Christian Bible consists of two parts: Gods Word before the Son and Gods Word after the Son. The two parts relate to each other similarly to the way we commonly designate 1 and 2 Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles.

Gods messengers before Christ (the prophets) and Gods messengers after Christ (the apostles) encourage us to persevere in waiting for the new age of righteousness, justice, and absolute joy. All who respond in faith to the promises of God live both in the grateful enjoyment of his present benefits and in the hope of the realization of the fullness of the new age. The prophetic revelationas Gods Word regarding his Messiahbridges the era between Moses and our Lord, but as Gods Word regarding the salvation to come, it bridges the gap between Moses and the new creation.




[image: image1]

Figure 1. The Books of the Hebrew Old Testament
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Review

INTRODUCTION

The prophets opened windows to the grand plan of God by which the eye of hope may have a vision of what God has prepared for his people. The prophets spoke in time as they were human beings empowered by the Holy Spirit to speak Gods word in space and time. Yet the prophets spoke out of time as their writings reflect more than the historically and culturally conditioned collection of Israels prophets. The Lord empowered the prophets by the Spirit to proclaim and write down the revelation he gave them as a witness for future generations.

The prophets bore a message of transformation in a historical context to people who were complacent with their abilities and achievements. They spoke of Gods imminent judgment on all humanity, including Israel and Judah, because humankind rebelled against the Lord, the King of Glory. They announced the coming kingdom of the Lord, the Judgment, and the transformation of creation.

The prophetic vision of Gods glorious kingdom shattered the reality of human kingdoms and structures but also shaped the vision of a remnant that lives in harmony with God. The prophets posited a sharp antithesis between Gods kingdom and human kingdoms, divine revelation and human religion. The distinction between revelation and religion is fundamental in understanding the nature of the prophetic role and in interpreting the prophetic message.

REVELATION AND RELIGION

Revelation

The Lord favored Israel with his revelation. They received his oracles as well as the promises, covenants, adoption to sonship, and manifestation of his glory (Rom. 3:2; 9:4  5). His relation to Israel was full of grace and promise as he guided his people to be a royal priesthood (Ex. 19:5  6) in all their activities (personal, liturgical, economic, societal, and political).1 He led them into his way of wisdom so that they might receive his peace and the fulfillment of his promises (Isa. 48:17  19). By loving God and by submitting to his revelation, Israel was destined to become a wise nation, guided, protected, and blessed by the Lord (Deut. 4:6  8; 26:19).

Israel was unique in their claim to divine revelation.2 God, the King of this world, had given Israel his revelation by which they might prosper on his earth. He willed to guide his people to himself and promised to lead them into the way that would lead into an era of rest and joy (Isa. 48:17  19). All he expected was faith, devotion, and submission to his instruction. Under those conditions Israel would develop a counterculture among the nations and enjoy the benefits of Gods kingdom (Deut. 30:11  14; Rom. 10:6  8).

Gods revelation was his gift to Israel. He had brought them out of Egypt into Canaan. He had instructed, comforted, fed, guided, disciplined, and promised to be with Israel in prosperity and adversity. He was Israels King and Warrior, who had solemnly sworn to take all of Israels concerns to heart! He had also promised to take care of them in the present and to secure their future. It made no sense to seek any other god or power because Yahweh, the Creator of everything, is King, and all things are under his control. But revelation demands a response of absolute loyalty and submission to the God who has spoken. (See figure 2.) Any deviation from the way of revelation, slight as it might be, degrades revelation into religion.

Religion

The nations around Israel were religious. They also sought divine guidance. They, too, desired to live in peace and enjoy prosperity. To obtain these ends, they sought to know the will of the gods through professional diviners, magicians, enchanters, and interpreters of dreams. They made every effort to maintain harmony between the society of humans and the world of the gods.
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Figure 2. Religion and Revelation





Religion is a system of belief and morality that gives human beings a sense of meaning, but as a system, it is defined and developed by human beings. Religion defines for human beings how they may live at peace with their environment.3 Religion begins and ends with man.

Religion is an attempt to explain what has happened, what is happening, and what may happen. In primitive societies people live in constant fear that the gods may become angry. To avoid catastrophe, they endeavor to please the gods through prescribed rituals. In the absence of revelation they depend on professional priests and diviners to ascertain what the gods desire. Whether in war or in peace, in adversity or in prosperity, they seek to know what they should do to advance their goals and to control the desired outcome. In this, humans
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Figure 3. Religious Framework of Reference





are very religious. Though the methods and nature of these religious expressions differ from society to society, humans in the most technological and secularized society have much in common with their fellow humans in the most primitive society. Superstitions, science, techniques, and phobias bring humans to the same basic issue of life: how can I control my destiny?

Religion is manipulative. In their crises humans are very adept at looking for and finding salvation. Salvation is that complex of acts, structures, and institutions by which human beings individually and collectively define, determine, and control their happiness. (See figure 2.) Salvation is understood differently by each nation and culture, as shaped by their cosmogony, mythology, divination, and magic. (See figure 3.) Cosmology supplies a structure for understanding how the world came into being, how it is ordered, and how supernatural phenomena relate to it. Mythology supplies an interpretation of human experience and custom. It is a more comprehensive framework within which individuals and society understand themselves and in terms of which they explain all that is beyond rational explanation.4 Divination and magic provide a bridge between the world of the supernatural and that of humans, one by which humans aim at some special insight or power in controlling their destiny.5

Divination6

Divination (the mantic) is the practice of knowing the future; it occurs in two forms: inductive and intuitive.7 (See figure 4.) When a diviner uses an object (omen), divination is of the inductive type. The object or omen may be a natural event (signs in the sky), unusual phenomena (the behavior or noise of animals),8 or a ritual involving water, oil, fire, arrows, or lots. The intuitive form of divination occurs when an individual acts as a medium to give a word from the gods.
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Figure 4. Divination and Magic





The ancients developed many techniques of divination.9 In Assyria and Babylonia the bār (seer) priests, an important caste of diviners,10 specialized in examining the entrails of sacrificial sheep (extispicy). They looked for a sign by seeing the position of the internal organs (liver,11 gall bladder, stomach, etc.).12 The bār were consulted by kings at court and by generals on the battlefield.13 They wrote manuals and instructed novices in the art of divination.

Other forms of divination include interpreting dreams,14 liquids,15 and fire;16 casting lots;17 shooting arrows;18 throwing sticks;19 mediums consulting the dead (necromancy);20 using teraphim;21 watching the behavior of animals;22 and observing signs in the heavens (astrology or astromancy).23 Regardless of the technique, the diviner believed that the gods gave humans an omen. The diviner did not claim infallibility but offered probability. Therefore, he used a variety of omens and left the final decision to the one who had sought his advice.

Intuitive divination approaches biblical prophetism but was relatively rare among the nations surrounding Israel. The tablets discovered at Mari have given us a closer look at intuitive divination.24 Forty-six of these tablets provide some insight into two distinctive forms of prophetism: intuitive prophets and diviner-prophets.25 The intuitive prophets came from a seminomadic background. They were ecstatics who had their message transcribed and sent to a king or official. The diviner-prophets were professional or lay diviners. They were closely associated with the king and were expected to speak words of encouragement. The professional prophets differed from the lay, as they were permitted to stand or rise26 when speaking. They spoke only of what they had seen; the lay prophets spoke of what they had dreamed.27

Literary prophecies were rare in the ancient Near East. The intuitive prophets gave isolated oracles, unlike Israels prophets. In this regard the prophetic movement in Israel is unique.28 The prophets of God spoke Gods word at different times and in various ways (Heb. 1:1), but in their diversity they formed an extensive prophetic tradition.

Magic

Magic, the practice of the occult, was also widely used in the ancient Near East. In Assyria, Babylonia, Egypt, and Canaan, gods and humans alike tried to gain advantage over others by following prescribed rituals. The ancients were very adept in the magic arts and employed them as a powerful force in society.29 For example, the Babylonian story of creation extols the magical powers of Ea-Enki, the patron deity of the magic spells in Babylon: Ea, who understands everythingmade and established against it a magical circle for all. He skillfully composed his overpowering, holy incantation. He recited it and thus caused [it] to be upon the water. He poured out sleep upon him.30

The magicians were often schooled, especially those in Egypt.31 They wrote manuals prescribing rituals for casting spells and for warding off the powers of magic by using special colors, amulets, and ceremonies. (See figure 4.) Magic affected mutual relations, business, religions, and international affairs. Magic gave people special powers.32 Through magic, people gained advantages for themselves (fertility, protection, prosperity, and peace) but also used these same skills in creating disadvantages for their enemies (infertility, destruction, adversity, and war).33 All these practices were manipulative.

Magic could also be a destructive force when it ruptured relations. Some people lived in fear and others thought that they possessed special powers. Magic was essentially manipulative; it held the promise of individual or national success, even at the cost of others. The popularity of these practices explains the prohibitions in the Bible against engaging in cultic prostitution, wearing the symbols of the opposite sex, having tattoos, cutting ones hair, and displaying charms.34

Revelation Contra Religion

The people of Israel were like the nations, for they, too, shared in the primeval history of creation and rebellion. For this reason the Lord had given Israel a brief account of their prehistory in Genesis 1  11.35 These chapters explain Gods kingship over creation and human beings acts of rebellion against him.36 Humankind willingly and consistently rejected Gods kingdom in order to establish its own kingdom.

Genesis 1  11 contrasts Gods kingdom with the aggressive power of the nations. God inaugurated a rule of harmony, meaning, and joy (chaps. 1  2), but humans established self-rule by rebellion against God and by the corruption of his order (3:1  11:9). Apart from Gods grace to humankind, the kingdom of humans distinguishes itself by autonomy (self-rule without regard of God), dictatorial power, and oppression, resulting in anarchy. It is of the very nature of human kingdoms to be obsolescent. Though a nation may develop and achieve the greatest cultural achievements, the kingdoms of humans must fall!37

These eleven chapters shed light on how humankind develops its own religious structures. Religion may take many forms: animism, polytheism, monotheism, moralism, or even secularism. All these forms have one element in common: the rejection of the radical claims of revelation. Religion as a system or frame of reference helps humans to explain their world, define their place in this world, and operate with purpose. All the peoples in the ancient Near East developed religious systems. Religion is open to every available means (political, economic, social) to bring harmony among people, within society, and within nature,38 but it is closed to revelation. At the royal courts wise men, religious leaders, and the practitioners of the occult met to give counsel to the king.39 Diviners and magicians explained the will of the gods, based on their interpretation of dreams, omens, spells, or special rituals. They aimed at one thing: the perpetuation of human structures on earth.

Like those of the nations, their ancestors had worshiped idols (Josh. 24:2), but by grace the Lord had established a relation with the people of Israel, better known as covenant.40 They were chosen from the nations to be his people (Ex. 19:5; Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18), his kingdom (Ps. 114:2), and the recipients of his royal law (Rom. 3:2). Yahweh had set them apart from the nations so that they might establish a new ordera countercommunity founded on the charter of his revelation. As revelation opposes religion, so Gods people were to distinguish themselves from the cultures of the nations by developing a counterculture. As a counterculture,41 Gods people, motivated and mobilized by the Spirit of God, were called to establish his kingdom on earth. His revelation, internalized by the Spirit, was to shatter the religious ways of the nations. Revelation cannot coexist with religion. (See figure 5.)

The Lord shatters human structures. Israel had witnessed that God is victorious over magic and mantic. In Egypt the Lord had afflicted the economic, social, and religious structures through the ten plagues. Even the Egyptian magicians had to recognize the sovereignty of Israels God: The magicians said to Pharaoh, This is the finger of God (Ex. 8:19). Similarly, Balaam, the diviner from Paddan-aram had to admit,


There is no sorcery against Jacob, no divination against Israel.

It will now be said of Jacob and of Israel, See what God has done!

(Num. 23:23)
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Figure 5. Religion and Revelation



Forms of Divine Revelation

Yahweh is opposed to all human forms of religions and human attempts to control the future. He alone sovereignly rules over all things in heaven and earth (Isa. 41:4; 44:6), and he is free to reveal his will through any means, whether by lots, dreams, visions, the Urim and Thummim, or his prophets. Casting lots was one form of legitimate divination (Lev. 16:8; Josh. 18:6, 8, 10; 1 Sam. 14:41; Acts 1:26). The Lord also freely used dreams (Deut. 13:1; 1 Kings 3:5  15) and the prophets as his means of revelation. In addition, the Urim and the Thummim were stones by which the priests could consult the will of God (Ex. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; 1 Sam. 23:2, 4, 9  12; 28:6; Ezra 2:63; Neh. 7:65).

Revelation Against Religion

The many references and allusions to divination and the magic arts in the Old Testament indicate that Israel lived in a pagan context.42 Because of the attractions inherent in divination and magic, the Lord prohibited his people from mixing paganism with Yahwism: The nations you will dispossess listen to those who practice sorcery or divination. But as for you, the LORD your God has not permitted you to do so (Deut. 18:14). Apart from the above forms of legitimate divination, he prohibited all other forms of divination and magic, whether ancient or new (Lev. 19:26  29, 31; Deut. 18:10  11; 2 Kings 9:22; Isa. 3:2  3; 8:19; Jer. 27:9; Ezek. 13:18  20).43 The prophets, too, uniformly condemned dependency on such religious expressions. For example, Isaiah said, When men tell you to consult mediums and spiritists, who whisper and mutter, should not a people inquire of their God? Why consult the dead on behalf of the living? (Isa. 8:19).

Throughout Israels history, pagan rituals, including divination and magic, held a special attraction. Saul (1 Sam. 28:3) and Josiah (2 Kings 23:24) attempted to purge those pagan practices. But other kings, such as Manasseh, encouraged all forms of paganism, which encompassed the practices of magic and mantic (2 Chron. 33:6). In the last days of Jerusalem the women of the city thought to avert the judgment of God by sewing protective charms to ward off the Babylonian threat (Ezek. 13:18  23). Of course, their efforts were of no avail!

Realpolitik and Vox Populi

Yet Israel had grave difficulty in living by the revelation of God alone. She adopted an unhealthy syncretism of revelation and religion.44 Two perennial dangers reduce revelation to religion: Realpolitik and the vox populi. (See figure 5.) Realpolitik, or power politics, is a pragmatic application of any technique by which an individual or a group can maintain or enhance life. It is manipulative, works at the expense of others, and undermines the essential nature of revelation. Realpolitik gives coherence to all human structures (power, society, economics, and cult) and is readily adaptable to new situations or crises. For example, when faced with the coalition of Aram and Israel, King Ahaz of Judah looked to Assyria for a political solution (2 Chron. 28:16) and even worshiped the gods of Aram as a religious fix (v. 23). He believed in the religion of manipulation: The end justifies the means. In Realpolitik anything is fair in achieving the goal.

Vox populi (the voice of the people) is a form of Realpolitik. In search of freedom, prosperity, and happiness, humans in any society establish a sacred alliance of relative values that form the basis of laws, social interaction, politics, economics, cultic expressions, and traditions. Vox populi rewards all who support the common ideals but punishes anyone who challenges them. Vox populi shuns the absolute demands of revelation by softening the radical nature of faith in favor of popular expectations. Israels false prophets, the Pharisees, and the Sadducees were bound by the vox populi. The true prophets, our Lord, and the apostles faced the antagonism aroused against them by a human commitment to pragmatism (Realpolitik) and to popular views and traditions (vox populi).

Revelation and Wisdom

Israel did not have to search for God through religious manipulations because the Lord had given them his revelation. The revelation of Yahweh is first and foremost a revelation of who Yahweh is. He is the great King, the Creator of everything, the God of the Fathers and of promise, and the Redeemer of Israel (Ex. 3:15; 19:5; 20:2). He is also the Sovereign King over all nations (15:11  16, 18). He guides and protects his people who submit to his sovereignty, and he gives wisdom to all who seek him diligently. He rewards all who abandon the path of Realpolitik and the vox populi for the paths of righteousness (Ps. 23:3; see Prov. 3:5  8). But the Lord condemns anyone who relies on self, divination, magic, human structures (Realpolitik), and human systems of value (vox populi, see Prov. 6:16  19).

Daniels situation illustrates the contrast between revelation and religion. Daniel and his friends were surrounded by practitioners of the magic and mantic arts, but they remained unwaveringly loyal to Yahweh. They trusted him for wisdom while denying that any wise man, enchanter, magician or diviner can explain to the king the mystery he has asked about (Dan. 2:27). God exalted Daniel to the position of overseer of all the magicians, enchanters, astrologers and diviners (4:7; 5:11), but he made the sages of Babylon look foolish and abased King Nebuchadnezzar to live like an animal.

Conclusion

The danger of mixing religious ways with a selective interpretation of Gods revelation comes naturally in our search for peace with God, our world, and ourselves. We shall see that Israels problems with syncretism, Realpolitik, and vox populi persist today.

In the next section we shall consider:


	the special place of Moses as the servant of the Lord;

	the special place of Moses as mediator-intercessor of the covenant;

	the nature of the prophetic office as defined by the Mosaic revelation;

	the special place of Samuel as the servant of the Lord;

	the special place of Samuel in the definition of the prophetic role;

	the contribution of Elijah in the definition of the prophet as a covenantal prosecutor;

	the heritage of the classical prophets: the Mosaic revelation, the prophetic model as defined by Samuel, and the message as revealed to Elijah on Mount Sinai.



THE DEVELOPMENT OF PROPHETISM IN ISRAEL

The development of prophetism in Israel reveals the interweaving of divine and human activity. Through the prophets, people heard the voice of God and received a new vision for life (see chap. 12: Living the Prophetic Word). As spokesmen for Yahweh, the prophets viewed human activities from Gods vantage point. They spoke of judgment, urged repentance, and envisioned a transformed humanity and a new world order: the kingdom of God. The prophets, as heralds of the kingdom, form one continuous stream from Moses to John the Baptist.

Moses, the beginning of the stream, is the fountainhead of the prophetic movement. The course of the stream through the history of redemption is altered at crucial junctures, or rapids. The prophets were Gods spokespersons in crisis, as R. B. Y. Scott expressed so well: They [the prophets] spoke in the atmosphere of moments which were critical for men because Yahwehs righteous will was present, and his claims were pressing.45

The first such critical era was in the days of Samuel when Israel was caught up in immorality, tribal squabbles, and syncretism. Samuel lived during what we may call the rapids of Israels history, and he was instrumental in developing the prophetic model. Elijah faced another crisis situation: the bankruptcy of Israels faith. His mission was to call out a remnant, and in this regard his ministry determined the message of the prophets. Elijah is the beginning of the prophetic office of covenant prosecutor in the sense that he accused Gods people of treachery and comforted the remnant with the hope of Gods kingdom. All prophets from Elijah to John the Baptist share a common message of judgment on the self-sufficient and of the hope of all who long for Gods kingdom. Hence, we may think of John the Baptist as the last cataract in the prophetic stream. (See figure 6.)

Moses: The Fountainhead

Moses has a special place in redemptive history (Heb. 3:1  5). In Gods administration of his people, which lasted till the coming of the Son of God, Moses was Gods servant. He was also the fountainhead of the prophets. The prophetic message was rooted in the Mosaic revelation, just as the apostolic teaching (paradosis or tradition) was rooted in Jesus teaching.

Moses: The Servant of Yahweh

Moses occupied a unique position in Gods covenant administration. He ministered to Israel as the servant of the Lord and was exalted by his special relationship with the Lord (Num. 12:6  8; Deut. 34:10  12).46

When Aaron and Miriam complained about Moses exalted position as mediator between Yahweh and Israel, Moses did not respond to their charge (Num. 12:3). Instead, the Lord spoke to defend his servant,


When a prophet of the LORD is among you, I reveal myself to him in visions, I speak to him in dreams.

But this is not true of my servant Moses; he is faithful in all my house.

With him I speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles; he sees the form of the LORD.

Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?

(vv. 6-8)
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Figure 6. The Development of the Prophetic Movement



The Lord confirmed Moses authority to be his chosen vehicle of communication: I revealI speak to him (Num. 12:6; see Deut. 18:18). He set Moses apart as his servant (Ex. 14:31; Deut. 34:5; Josh. 1:1  2)47a relationship of confidence and friendship between a superior and an inferior.48 Moses in a unique way remained Gods servant, even after his death; he served as the head of the covenant administration till the new covenant in our Lord Jesus (Num. 12:7; see Heb. 3:2, 5).49

The characteristic difference between Moses and the prophets after him lies in the directness in which the Lord spoke to his trusted servant. Moses as the fountainhead was the first to receive, to write down, and to teach the revelation of God. This revelation extended to all facets of life, including the laws of holiness, purity, rituals, family life, work, and society.50 Through Moses, the Lord had planned to shape Israel into a countercommunity.51 Gods revelation was to make them immune to the detestable practices of the pagans, including divination and magic.52 The word of revelation by the power of the Spirit was to transform Israel into mature children.

The last words of the Pentateuch testify to the importance of Moses.


Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face, who did all those miraculous signs and wonders the LORD sent him to do in Egyptto Pharaoh and to all his officials and to his whole land. For no one has ever shown the mighty power or performed the awesome deeds that Moses did in the sight of all Israel (Deut. 34:10  12).



According to this prophetic epitaph of Moses ministry, Moses occupied a unique place as Gods friend. He had enjoyed the privilege of close communion with the Lord, The LORD would speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks with a friend (Ex. 33:11).

Moses position and revelation foreshadow the unique position of our Lord. Moses served in Gods kingdom as a faithful servant (Heb. 3:2, 5), whereas Christ is faithful as a son over Gods house (v. 6). Moses, like our Lord, verified the revelation of God by signs and wonders (Deut. 34:12; see also Ex. 7:14  11:8; 14:5  15:21).

Moses: The Mediator of the Covenant

Moses was the mediator of the covenant of Sinai (Ex. 19:3  8; 20:18  19). The Old Testament associates Moses with the covenant, the theocracy, and the revelation at Sinai.53 This covenant, also known as the Mosaic (or Sinaitic) covenant, was an administration of grace and promise by which the Lord consecrated a people to himself through the sanctions of divine law. The Lord dealt with his people graciously, gave his promises to all who had faith in him, and consecrated them to order their lives by his holy law.54 The covenant administration was a concrete expression of Gods kingdom. The Lord was present with his people and extended his special rule over them.55 The essence of the covenant is the promise, I will be your God, and you will be my people (Ex. 6:7; Deut. 29:13; Ezek. 11:20).

Although Moses did not as yet know of the revelation of God in Christ, he saw the glory of God (Ex. 34:29  35). The apostle Paul confirmed the grace of God in the Mosaic covenant when he wrote to the church at Rome, Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen (Rom. 9:4  5).

Moses: The Eschatological Prophet

Moses, the greatest prophet before Jesus incarnation spoke of the ministry of another prophet (Deut. 18:15  22).56 He was Gods witness to Israel that a greater fulfillment lay ahead: Moses was faithful, testifying to what would be said in the future (Heb. 3:5). The nature of that future was nothing less than the rest that comes (4:1  13) in Jesus Christ, for whose sake Moses also suffered (11:26).

The eschatological hope of the Mosaic revelation is the presence of God among his people. Israels eschatology begins in Gods covenants with Abraham and with Israel.57 Mosesthe servant of God, the intercessor, the mediator of the covenantpointed beyond his administration to an era of rest. He spoke of the enjoyment of rest and ordained that all the members of the covenant fellowship should long for the rest-to-come in the celebration of the Sabbath (rest). The Sabbath is the sign of the covenant (Ex. 31:14  17), the sign of Israels consecration to a holy mission (v. 13), and of their being blessed with all Gods gifts in creation (Deut. 26:18  19; 28:3  14).58

Moses painfully realized that the people could not enter into that rest because of his disobedience and because of Israels rebelliousness (Deut. 4:21  26). Yet he spoke of a new era opened up by Gods grace, freedom, and fidelity (vv. 29  31; 30:5  10, 32:39  43). Moses looked forward to an era of peace; tranquility; and the full enjoyment of Gods presence, blessing, and protection in the Promised Land (12:9  10; 25:19; cf. Ex. 33:14; Josh. 1:13).59

This hope, grounded in Yahwehs fidelity (Deut. 4:31), is most clearly expressed in Moses final testimony, the Song of Moses (chap. 32). In it he recites Yahwehs loving acts and favor to Israel (vv. 1  14), warns against Israels rebellion and their consequent suffering (vv. 15  35), and comforts the godly with the hope of Yahwehs vengeance on the enemies and the deliverance of the remnant of Israel and of the nations (vv. 36  43). He even alludes to the greatness of Yahwehs love to Gentiles (vv. 36  43; Rom. 15:10).60

The eschatological significance of the Song of Moses reverberates in the prophetic messages of judgment and hope, justice and mercy, exclusion and inclusion, vengeance and deliverance.61 Moshe Weinfeld assesses the significant place of Moses in the eschatology of the Old Testament: The belief in a final revelation of God to save the world thus unites all Israelite sources from the prayer of Moses to the contemporary liturgy.62 The Mosaic administration, therefore, was never intended to be an end in itself. It was a stage in the progress of fulfillment of the promises, and an important stage at that!63

Moses: The Fountainhead of the Prophetic Tradition

As fountainhead of the prophetic tradition, Moses saw more of Gods glorious self-revelation than anyone else in the Old Testament (Ex. 33:18; 34:29  35). He spoke by Gods authority. Whoever questioned Moses challenged the Lord. Israel could find comfort, grace, and blessing because in Moses the roles of covenant mediator and intercessor (32:1  34:10; Num. 14:13  25) came together. He prayed for Israel, spoke boldly as their advocate in the presence of the Lord, and encouraged them to look beyond himself to Yahweh.64

The possibility of additional revelation opens the Mosaic canon to more revelation from God.65 Moses was not the end of divine revelation, but the beginning, the fountainhead, of the prophetic movement. (See figure 7.) He gave specific instructions on the office, role, and message of the prophets (nebm).66 The prophets comprised a class of theocratic officers by whom the Lord guided the covenant community in addition to the priests (and Levites), kings (Deut. 17:14  20), tribal and local leadership (elders, leaders, and princes).

The prophets, like the priests and kings, were called and chosen by the Lord to serve as guardians of his kingdom.67 The prophet was an individual who, unlike the priestly caste and the royal dynasty, could not claim hereditary rights.68 He received a distinct call, as may be inferred from the promise, The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet (Deut. 18:15, 18). As officers in Gods kingdom, the prophets were called to shepherd Gods people. The prophets in Israel conformed to seven criteria laid down in the Mosaic revelation. (See figure 7.)
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Figure 7. Mosaic Definition of a Prophet of God





First, the prophet as an Israelite shared fully in the heritage of the covenant, the divine revelation, and the promises; therefore, the new revelation had to be continuous with the Mosaic revelation (Deut. 13:1  5). This was true of all prophets, including our Lord (Matt. 5:17  19).

Second, the prophet received a distinct call from the Lord. Like Moses, he knew without a doubt that he had been sent with a message by the great King.

Third, the Holy Spirit empowered the servant of God to withstand the pressures of his contemporaries, to speak the word of God, and to discharge his office faithfully. The power of the Spirit, which had characterized the ministry of Moses (Num. 11:17), was also present with the prophets.69 Some underwent a visible change as the Spirit lifted them up (Ezek. 3:12, 14; 8:3; 11:1, 24; 43:5) or came upon them (1 Sam. 19:20; 2 Chron. 20:14; Ezek. 11:5). They all experienced an overwhelming sense of the Spirits presence that left them with no doubt that God had spoken. That feeling explains the prophetic sense of an inner compulsion, as in the case of Amos.


The Sovereign LORD does nothing without revealing his plan to his servants the prophets

The Sovereign LORD has spokenwho can but prophesy?

(Amos 3:7  8)



Fourth, the prophet declared Gods word as his spokesperson. He did not serve himself; he served his Lord (Deut. 18:18  19; cf. Ex. 4:10  16; 7:1).

Fifth, the authority of the prophet lay not in his personal credentials but in the privilege of speaking in the name of the Lord (Deut. 18:19  20, 22).

Sixth, the prophet was like Moses in that he was a good shepherd for Gods people; he loved them and interceded on their behalf.

Seventh, a true prophet might give a sign verifying that the Lord had sent him. The sign (t) verified the prophets having been sent by the Lord (Ex. 3:12; 4:8; Deut. 13:2) and witnessed to the authenticity of his message. Though the signs were diversea miracle (1 Kings 13:5; 2 Kings 20:9), a designation of a specified time (1 Sam. 12:16  19; Isa. 7:14  25), a special event (1 Sam. 10:3  7, 9-11; 1 Kings 13:3  5; 2 Kings 19:29), the prophet himself (Isa. 8:18; 20:3; Ezek. 24:24), or an object lesson (Ezek. 4:3)they signified that the prophets mission was in the service of the Lord and that the prophet was Gods mouthpiece. Whether or not the prophet gave a sign, the veracity of his message was vindicated by fulfillment (1 Kings 13:26; 16:12; 2 Kings 24:2; Jer. 28:15  17; Ezek. 33:33).

Gods people were responsible for testing the new revelation by the standard (canon) of the older revelation and by verifying the signs of the prophet (Deut. 13:1  5; 18:20  22). The veracity of the prophetic word could also be verified by later generations, as Ezekiel writes, When all this comes trueand it surely willthen they will know that a prophet has been among them (Ezek. 33:33).

Conclusions

The prophetic tradition had its origin in the Mosaic revelation, the covenant, law, sanctions, judgments, promises, and eschatology. The Mosaic revelation embodied within it the hope that the Lord would raise up an eschatological prophet like Moses.70 The final epitaph (Deut. 34:10  12) was a reminder that the godly were to live in the hope of Gods raising up a prophet like Moses to do mighty wonders and be able to lead Gods people into the promised rest (Heb. 3:1  4:13). The godly received encouragement in the prophetic ministry of Samuel, in the royal counselor-prophets, in Elijah, and in the literary prophets. But Moses finds his counterpart and fulfillment in Jesus, whose words and signs attest that he is greater than Moses (John 1:14  18; 21:25; Heb. 3:1  6).

Samuel: The Prophetic Role Model

The Era Between Moses and Samuel

Samuel bridges the epochs of MosesJoshua and that of DavidSolomon. After the death of Moses, the word of the Lord came to Joshua, and Israel received continual reassurance that the Lord was with them (Josh. 3:7; 4:14; 6:27). Shortly before his death Joshua challenged the leaders of Israel to remain faithful to the Lord (23:1  11) because he could not bring Israel into a state of rest on account of his old age (13:1). In spite of the repeated warnings by Moses (Deuteronomy), Joshua (chaps. 23 and 24), and Gods servants (Judg. 2:1  5; 6:7  10), Israel rebelled against the Lord and often experienced divine abandonment. The Lord tested the loyalty of his people (2:22  3:1), but Israel failed him as individuals, as tribes, and as a nation. Since the rest that they began to enjoy under Joshua (Josh. 22:4) had been conditioned on covenantal fidelity (v. 5), Yahweh suspended the fulfillment of this promise of rest (Judg. 2:3, 21; Ps. 95:11). Israel reached a very low point in redemptive history. (See figure 8.)
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Figure 8. Samuel and the New Era



Samuel: The Servant of the Lord

Samuel has the distinction of being the first of the prophets (Acts 3:24). The Lord called him to be his prophet (1 Sam. 3:1  14), and as a prophet he embodied the spirit of Moses (Jer. 15:1). He was recognized as Gods servant, by whom the Lord spoke to his people individually (1 Sam. 9:6) and nationally (7:2  4; 8:1  22). Samuels prophetic ministry was so unique that all the tribes heard about it: And all Israel from Dan to Beersheba recognized that Samuel was attested as a prophet of the LORD (3:20).71

The Lord raised up Samuel in this crisis in Israels history.72 He served Israel as Yahwehs judge, priest, and prophet.73 Samuel became Israels priest after the tabernacle in Shiloh was destroyed and the ark taken by the Philistines (1 Sam. 4:1  7:1). Samuel, like Moses, interceded for Israel (7:9). He continued to do so even after Israel had initiated a wrong course (12:17, 19, 23). As the last of the judges (Acts 13:20) and the first of the prophets (3:24),74 he served as a transition figure between the era of the judges and the kings. Samuel was a faithful judge who lived up to the theocratic ideal, shaped Israels political life, unified the tribes, and victoriously fought the Philistines (1 Sam. 7:13b17). But he did not give Israel her rest.

Samuel: The Guardian of the Theocracy

Samuel became the role model for the prophets as the guardian of the theocracy. (See figure 8.) He showed a pastoral concern for all twelve tribes (1 Sam. 4:1), brought revival to Israel (7:6; 12:18  19), led Israel in worship, and guided the tribes with his counsel. He also led Israel into a period of international stability and national peace and prosperity.

In his position as Gods spokesman to the people and to the theocratic king, Samuel defined the role of the prophets as guardians of the theocracy.75 He rebuked Sauls resistance to his prophetic authority (1 Sam. 13:1  14) and declared Gods judgment on Saul and his descendants (15:22  26). Also, like Moses and Joshua, Samuel exhorted Israel to remain faithful to Yahweh in his farewell speech, lest Gods curses overtake them (12:1  25).

Centuries later Israel still remembered Samuels legacy. The Chronicler comments on Josiahs celebration of the Passover, The Passover had not been observed like this in Israel since the days of the prophet Samuel; and none of the kings of Israel had ever celebrated such a Passover as did Josiah, with the priests, the Levites and all Judah and Israel who were there with the people of Jerusalem (2 Chron. 35:18). The psalmist places him next to Moses and Aaron as Gods priest.


Moses and Aaron were among his priests, Samuel was among those who called on his name; they called on the LORD and he answered them.

(Ps. 99:6)



Elijah: The Covenant Prosecutor

Elijah the Tishbite lived during another period of crisis.76 Ahab had married Jezebel, a Phoenician princess, who had introduced Baal worship and pagan culture into Israel. Ahab followed the political ambitions of his father, Omri, who had begun making Israel into a political-military power of international renown. Ahabs administration had opened Israel to a grand future of economic prosperity and military might, as Israel had become a power among the nations. The people had rejected the covenant and the way of revelation and had become enamored with a new way of life. Realpolitik had triumphed!

Elijah: The Beginning of the End

Elijah has a distinct role in the history of redemption.77 Though he left no prophetic book, Elijah has a special place next to Moses. If Moses is the fountainhead and Samuel the rapids of the prophetic stream, then Elijah shaped the course of the classical prophets. (See figure 6.) The stories surrounding Elijah incorporated in 1 Kings 17  21 and 2 Kings 1:1  2:11 present us with one of the greatest prophets of the Old Testament.78 (See figure 9.)
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Figure 9. Elijah and the Prophets





Alone and exhausted, persecuted after the Mount Carmel experience (1 Kings 18), Elijah made his way to Mount Horeb (19:7). Overcome with despair, he had been ready to die, but was called to meet with the Lord at Mount Sinai.79 There the great prophet of Yahweh stood by the place where Moses had received the revelation and had seen the glory of the Lord.80 Elijahs return to Mount Sinai marked the end of one era, one that was characterized by divine patience, and the beginning of another, one that was characterized by purification. Israel had shown herself to be a nation hardened in unbelief. The situation had changed dramatically from the days when Moses repeatedly interceded on her behalf. Unlike Moses, who interceded on behalf of Israel (Ex. 31  34), Elijah accused Gods people of infidelity. The days of Gods patience were drawing to an end. A new era was coming!81

Elijah: The Message of the Classical Prophets

On Mount Sinai Elijah brought three charges and a personal lament against Israel: They [1]; have rejected your covenant, [2] broken down your altars, and [3] put your prophets to death with the sword. [4] I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too (1 Kings 19:10, 14). Yahweh came to Elijah in a voice like a gentle whisper (v. 12) to which the prophet responded with awe, sensing the presence of Yahweh.82

The theophanic phenomena (wind, fire, and earthquake) are to be interpreted in relation to the three charges and to the three instruments of Yahwehs judgment on Israel: Jehu, Hazael, and Elisha (1 Kings 19:11  17). Judgment would come through (1) internal political forces in Israel, represented by Jehu; (2) external military forces, represented by the Aramean Hazael; and (3) the prophetic ministry, symbolized by Elisha.83 Gods response (1 Kings 19:15  18) outlines Israels history: the fall of the Omride dynasty (1 Kings 20-2 Kings 13), the troubles associated with the dynasty of Jehu (2 Kings 9:1  15:12; see Hos. 1:4  5), and the oppression by the Arameans and the ultimate fall of Israel in 722 B.C. (2 Kings 17:5  6).

Elijah is the beginning of a long line of prophets who charged Gods people with breaking the covenant and pronounced Gods judgment on them. Though Elijah primarily directed his message to the king, his ministry extended beyond Ahab to all Israel. He was Gods first covenant prosecutor, for he charged Israel with its failures to conform to the covenantal expectations (1 Kings 18:21). (See figure 6.) The issue is no longer between prophet and king; it is between prophet and people, as it was in the days of Moses and Samuel.84 The prophet no longer warns and threatens; he proclaims judgment and the reality of the covenantal curses. This is the essence of the prophetic lawsuit (rib, see Appendix).

Gods revelation also contains words of encouragement. In response to Elijahs lament about being the only remaining true believer, Yahweh assured him that he will reserve seven thousand in Israelall whose knees have not bowed down to Baal and all whose mouths have not kissed him (1 Kings 19:18). The Lord promised to preserve for himself a remnant of godly people who submit themselves to his revelation. Yahweh declared to his servant Elijah that he is free in judgmenteven to the point of holocaust, genocide, or execrationbut he is also free in maintaining his covenants and the promises with the remnant.85

As covenant prosecutors, the prophets stood between the Lord and the people. They listened in on the divine council while observing Gods movement in history. The prophet of God was both a man in his time and out of his time. As a man in his time, he delivered a prophetic message that must be understood within its historic, geographic, and cultural contexts. As a man out of his time, he spoke of events that pertain to the establishment of Gods kingdom, the judgment of the wicked, and the vindication of the godly remnant.

The Spirit of Elijah

Elijah is a significant individual in redemptive history.86 The Holy Spirit empowered him and gave him a concern for the spiritual condition of his people. Elijah longed for a people whose heart would be loyal to the Lord as he discerned the necessity of judgment and purification (see Mal. 4:5  6). His ministry is continuous with Moses and with all the prophets who served after him as covenant prosecutors, including the literary or classical prophets. The spirit of Elijah was with Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and with all the other prophets before, during, and after the Exile. He was with John the Baptist (Mal. 4:5; Matt. 11:14; 17:10  13)87 and the apostles, and he is still present with all who proclaim Gods Word faithfully.

REVIEW

The prophetic ministry is a direct continuation of the revelation of God through Moses, the fountainhead of Old Testament revelation.88 Moses desired for Gods people to form a counterculture, a new community transformed by divine revelation and by the Spirit. The prophetic message was consistent with the Mosaic revelation, for it applied more explicitly the blessings and the curses of which Moses had spoken and supplemented the existing canonical writings with a new word from God.

All prophetic utterances were to be tested by Gods revelation to Moses. The prophets applied and further developed the essential elements of the Mosaic revelation: the judgments and blessings, the call for covenantal loyalty, and the hope in the grand future prepared for the people of God. The prophets, like Moses, called for a commitment to Yahweh that must lead to conflict with civilization.89

A major development took place with Samuel, who was the role model of the Old Testament prophetic movement. He declared the word of God to all Israel and anointed their first two kings. As a guardian of the theocracy, he led Israel into revival and peace. Samuel sought to guard the theocracy established by Gods covenant at Mount Sinai, and he spoke Gods word to king and people alike. His ministry consisted of intercession for the people, application of the curses and blessings of the Mosaic covenant, and a godly life. And yet, Samuel, too, was an eschatological prophet; he longed for greater spiritual sensitivity, discernment, and a rest that would outlast him.

The prophets after Samuel spoke Gods word with little apparent result. Israel and Judah readily adopted the mantic and magical practices of the pagans. They adapted to the worship of many gods and adulterated the revelation of Yahweh. Finally, Elijah arose and brought a covenantal suit from the Lord at Mount Sinai. From that point, the prophets turned increasingly away from the kings to the people with the express purpose of calling forth a remnant.

The prophetic message of the classical prophets includes a statement of Gods legal suit against his people, an announcement of judgment, a call for repentance, and a proclamation of the good news of Gods deliverance. They affirmed that Yahweh is faithful in his commitment to renew the covenants, to usher in his kingdom, and to fulfill his promises. The prophets were Gods appointed covenant prosecutors, but in this function they did not cease praying that Gods people might turn to the Lord, undergo a transformation by the Spirit, and enjoy the blessings of the kingdom.90

QUESTIONS AND ISSUES:


	Define:
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2. What were Gods purposes in giving his revelation?

3. What did the ancient Near Eastern peoples seek to obtain by divination and magic?

4. How does Israels prophetic institution differ from that of intuitive diviners?

5. What perspectives did Israel gain from Genesis 1:1  11:9?

6. How was Israel to develop a counterculture?

7. What are the major developments in the history of prophetism from Moses to John the Baptist?

8. Describe the importance of Moses place in the Sinai administration.

9. What is meant by Moses being the fountainhead of the prophets? How does this relate to his being an eschatological prophet?

10. What are the revealed qualities of a prophet of God?

11. What is the redemptive-historical place of Samuel?

12. How did Samuel define the prophetic role in relation to Moses and to the prophets after him.

13. How did Elijah shape the course of the classical prophets?

14. How did the Lord define the role and message of the prophets in his revelation to Elijah? Relate the role and message to the ministry of John the Baptist, Jesus Christ, the apostles, and the preaching of the Word.
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INTRODUCTION

The prophetic tradition of Israel has a rich and colorful history.1 In spite of the variety of prophetic phenomenon in space (north, south, exile) and in time (premonarchial, monarchial, exilic, and postexilic), the prophets enjoyed the common bond with the past (the Mosaic revelation) and the future acts of God: the new era of Gods coming, the transformation of all things, the judgment of the wicked, and the vindication of the righteous.

In this chapter we shall consider (1) the prophetic office, role, and message, (2) the development of the prophetic tradition in Israel and Judah, and (3) the challenge to the prophetic message and office by the false prophets.

THE PROPHETIC OFFICE, ROLE, AND MESSAGE

The prophets in Israel and Judah were office bearers in the theocracy. They fulfilled the prophetic role by listening in on the divine council and by proclaiming in words and symbols what they had heard. Because the prophetic tradition developed over many centuries, a caution against oversimplification is in order. Oversimplification has often led to a disregard of the distinctive features of the prophet as a human being in a historical context and as Gods messenger sent to meet the particular needs of Gods people in that context.2 In reality, the prophetic phenomenon was diverse as to place (Israel or Judah), time (preexilic, exilic, postexilic), message, and language.3 (See figure 10.)
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Figure 10. The Prophetic Office, Role, and Message



The Prophetic Office

The prophet (nāb) was a spokesman for God with the distinct call to be the ambassador of God.4 (See figure 10.) Every prophet was like Moses and conformed to the seven criteria set forth in the Mosaic revelation: (1) he was an Israelite, (2) called by the Lord and (3) empowered by the Holy Spirit; (4) he served as Gods spokesperson; (5) his authority lay in speaking in the name of the Lord; (6) he was a good shepherd over Gods people; and (7) he vindicated his message by signs. (For a fuller discussion, see chap. 1: Moses: The Fountainhead of the Prophetic Tradition.)

The Prophetic Role

The prophets were first and foremost speakers; their oracles were subsequently written down.5 They were, by their unique call, members of the divine council, and by their place in the society of man, they were spokespersons for God.6 (See figure 10.) In general, the prophets were more at home in the royal court than at the sites of worship. The prophets often shattered the expectations of their contemporaries by prophetic criticism (Jer. 6:27), by interpretation of the older revelation, and by new revelation. The impact of the new revelation was often so great that people rejected Gods messenger (Luke 20:10  12; see Neh. 9:26; Jer. 7:25  26; Matt. 23:34; Acts 7:52; Heb. 11:36  38). But if the people had only listened to Moses, they would have been more open to the voice of God (see Luke 16:29).


Several explanations of the prophetic phenomenon in Israel do not do justice to the distinctiveness of Gods prophets. For Gunkel, Hlscher, and Lindblom, the prophet was an ecstatic, a man of deep religious experience.7 Max Weber likened the prophet to a guru, a charismatic man, who by his charisma eternalized his teaching among his followers.8 Mowinckel defined the prophetic role in relation to Israels worship. Based on the involvement of Moses and Samuel in Israels worship (cult), he explained that the people consulted the priests for divine oracles and that thus the prophetic institution was associated with cultic sites.9 This interpretation lacks support from the prophets themselves. Though several prophets were priests (Jeremiah and Ezekiel), they were more often found at the royal court than at worship sites.10

Recently, the study of the prophetic movement has received new insights from the correlation of prophetism in its ancient Near Eastern context with anthropology and sociology. The fruitfulness of this approach is clear, but there is little consensus on the social standing of the prophets in ancient Israel.11 David L. Petersen explains the various levels of prophetic involvement as role enactment.12 He perceives that the words for prophet reflect the variety in prophetic role: (1) seer (rōeh)a public and social figure, a holy man, who was fully integrated into the structures of Israelite society, as in the case of Samuel;13 (2) man of God ( hāelōhm)a holy, itinerant man, around whom stories were told of Gods mighty acts through him, for example Elijah and Elisha;14 and (3) seer (ḥōzeh) and prophet (nābicirc;)men whose ministry conformed to the concept of classical prophet with a concern for moral issues.15

He also distinguishes between the geographic and political contexts in which the prophets ministered. The ḥōzeh served in Judah as heralds of the divine council.16 The nāb arose in Israel as a covenant spokesman.17 The former received Gods message through visions and word, whereas the latter received it mainly through the word. The Judahite prophets related to the Davidic covenant and the Mount Zion traditions, whereas the Israelite prophets operated from the Sinaitic covenant.18



The Prophetic Message

The prophetic message is diverse, depending on the individual personality of the prophet, the temporal context, the needs of the people, and the content of the revelation.19 Each prophet was compelled by the Spirit to bear witness to the plan of God. But each spoke from a unique vantage point and gave a unique perspective on Gods plan. Each prophetic book makes a distinct contribution to the colorful mosaic of revelation because of the historical context, the psychology and background of the prophet, the response of the people, and the particular focus of its revelation.

Though the message is far from uniform, the prophets shared a common prophetic heritage.20 As members of the divine council, the prophets contributed to the prophetic message. (See figure 10.) As human beings, the prophets shared concepts, language, and literary forms. By carefully studying the development of the prophetic writings over time, we witness a progression in the prophetic heritage from preexilic to postexilic times. This progression cannot be explained as merely a human development; it has a coherence with its dual aspects of salvation and judgment. (See figure 11.)

First, the prophetic message as Gods witness to the new era of salvation reveals a marvelous unity.21 The prophets are consistently eschatological in that they affirmed the end of the old erathe end of politics and religionand the beginning of a new era.22 The prophets spoke of the coming of God in redemption; that is, of the eternity of time when the Lord will be present with his people and will bless his loyal devotees with the eternal fulfillment of the promises.

Second, the prophets announced the Day of the Lord: the reality and radical nature of Gods judgment. They declared that Yahweh holds the nations, peoples, and even Israel and Judah accountable and that the moment of accountability takes place in time. He has reserved a day for judgment and wrath on all ungodliness. This means that the intrusions of Gods judgment in timesuch as the fall of Samaria, Jerusalem, and Babylonare significant foreshadowings of his final day of vengeance when he will fully establish his kingdom on this earth. Here I agree with Odendaal that every historical coming of this day [the Day of the Lord] is always type and promise of its final coming and forms an intrusion of the consummation.23




[image: image12]

Figure 11. Aspects of the Prophetic Message





The prophetic message reveals an underlying continuity.24 Moses was the fountainhead of the prophetic movement, and Samuel gave shape to it in relation to the monarchy.25 Though prophetism underwent significant changes after Elijah and then again after the Exile, the prophetic heritage showed an organic and progressive development over the centuries.26

The prophetic message is organic in that the prophets, being messengers of one God, received revelation over a long period of time and in diverse ways, but the message of each relates to that of the others (Heb. 1:1  3). This means that each prophet witnesses in his own time to the redemptive working of God and must be heard as such. It also means that we must relate the prophetic message to the rest of the Scripture, including the words of our Lord and his apostles. Through this manifold witness, we gain a grander perspective of Gods working in history.27

The prophetic message is theocentric. The prophets bear witness to God (his perfections, acts, and revelation) and to humanitys need of Gods full and free salvation (forgiveness, wisdom, revelation, blessing, protection, and rule).28 In this sense, too, the prophets complement the apostles as they speak of Gods salvation in Jesus Christ (1 Peter 1:10  12).

The prophetic message is also progressive. It transformed gradually as changes took place in redemptive history: exile, restoration, postrestoration, and so on. The prophetic themes, vision, and prophecies have their origin and power in the Spirit of God, under whose superintendence the prophetic witness developed into a prophetic corpus. The progressive revelation of God is like a seed that germinates, grows, and develops.

The progressive development from the preexilic to the postexilic prophets aids in interpreting the prophetic word, even as the progressive development of Gods revelation in Jesus Christ helps us to understand the prophets. The progressive aspect of the prophetic message may also be likened to rivulets that contribute to the prophetic stream, which rushes from the preexilic era till the advent of our Lord, and with the writings of the apostles form one river. The progressive dimension also explains the twists and turns in redemptive history; progression always entails elements of continuity and discontinuity. In other words, the organic and progressive message of the prophets is inner-related, distinct, full of movement, diverse, but always revealing an inner unity, being bound together by one Spirit and disclosing one plan of redemption.

PROPHETISM IN ISRAEL AND JUDAH

Introduction

The prophetic movement advanced significantly under the sponsorship of King David. Samuel anointed David to be Gods king, and the prophet Nathan gave him Gods promise of a dynastic monarchy by which the Lord would establish his everlasting kingdom. He was Gods anointed servant, called to shepherd Gods flock (2 Sam. 5:2; 7:7). His ministry was clearly continuous with that of Moses, Joshua, and Samuel. David, too, was a theocratic officer over the twelve tribes and an intermediary between Yahweh and the nation.

Court Prophets

God spoke to David through court prophets. Nathan,29 for example, was consulted by David regarding the building of the temple (2 Sam. 7:2), brought the word of promise (the Davidic covenant, vv. 5  16), had Solomon named Jedidiah (friend of God, 12:25), and made sure that Solomon succeeded David as king (1 Kings 1:34). Nathan, along with Gad, also delivered Gods message of judgment on David, who responded positively (2 Sam. 12:1  25; 24:11  17).


David was receptive to the word of God through the prophets Nathan,30 Gad,31 and Heman.32 He was also receptive to the word of God from priests, such as Zadok, to whom he said, Arent you a seer? (2 Sam. 15:27). David modeled true theocratic leadership by being sensitive to Gods theocratic officers, the prophets and priests. David encouraged the worship of the Lord33 and gave his life to amassing the material resources required for the building of the temple (1 Chron. 28:1  29:9). He regulated priestly work by instituting orders of ministry. He further designated the Levites to serve in various capacities as gatekeepers, musicians, singing prophets, treasurers, and temple officials (chaps. 23-26). Of particular interest is his appointment of Asaph, Heman, and Jeduthun to the ministry of singing prophets (25:1  5),34 opening up the close connection between the prophets and the poets of Israel.35





Court prophets were God-directed advisers to and critics of the king. Like Samuel, the court prophets were guardians of the monarchy, ensuring that the king did not stray from the covenant and that he fulfilled his theocratic role as a shepherd of Gods people.36 Court prophets gave advice (including political),37 rebuked, declared Gods judgment, and kept record of the deeds of the king.38

The close association of king and prophet was not uncommon in the ancient Near East. In Mesopotamia, prophets, diviners, and magicians gave counsel to the king. They joined the king on his military campaigns and were all too eager to please him. The Israelite prophet, however, came with a genuine word from God, spoke on behalf of the great King, Yahweh, and did not look for the kings favor.39

Prophets in Israel and Judah

Long before Elijah came on the scene (1 Kings 17), prophets, both named and anonymous, had played a vital role in the history of Israel and Judah. Gods word came through Ahijah and an unnamed man of God to Jeroboam I (11:29  39; 13:1  9; 14:2  18), through Shemaiah to Rehoboam (12:22  24), and through Jehu to Baasha (16:1  4). More significant than the names of the prophets or their prophecies is the affirmation that Gods word did come true (14:17  18; 15:29  30; 21:21  22; 2 Kings 9:36; 10:10, 17; 17:21  23).


In spite of the secession (931-722 B.C.), the Lord is free in sending his prophets across human barriers. The story of the prophet who came from Judah (1 Kings 13) to Bethel illustrates the Lords freedom. The Lord sent a southern prophet across the borders into Israel to rebuke Jeroboam. The prophet was obedient until a prophet in Bethel invited him to eat with him. He acted subversively, claiming to have received a word from God, though it contradicted Gods revelation to the southern prophet. When the southern prophet was killed by a lion on his second departure from Bethel, the northern prophet interpreted this accident as Gods judgment: It is the man of God who defied the word of the LORD (1 Kings 13:26).

This interaction between the northern prophet and the southern prophet and the obedience-disobedience motif is most significant. Walter Gross has demonstrated that the seeming disparity in the words of the northern prophet undergirds the importance of obedience to Yahweh, regardless of circumstances.40 It is virtually impossible to penetrate the motivation of the northern prophet, let alone the ways of God.41 For the writer of Kings, it was not important to the story why the Bethel prophet lied or why he changed his role from that of opponent to one of false intermediary.42 The story has a unified, cogent message: Yahwehs word must be fully and unconditionally obeyed.43 The message of the story presents us with a God who brings his threats into reality. God speaks and acts, regardless of mans unresponsiveness.44

We raise here an issue related to the story of the kings of Israel and Judah. Why do the historical books rarely mention the writing prophets? Certainly, the authors knew about Hosea, Amos, Micah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, to name a few!45 For example, it would appear that they amplify the prophetic message of judgment and hope as an independent testimony to the grace of God in a time of need. The books of Kings offer a redemptive historical presentation of Israels and Judahs failure and need of repentance. These books present the exilic community with a record of Gods fulfillment of his word through the nonwriting prophets and with an implicit call to repent and trust in Gods freedom and love.





The Lord used his servants the prophets as court prophets as long as the kings were sensitive to his word. But after the secession of Israel from Judah and the resultant apostasy, a rift developed between the monarchs and the prophets.46 The prophets were forced out of the royal courts. One such lonely figure was Ahijah of Shiloh, who had announced the secession of Israel to Jeroboam I. He had witnessed the cultic, cultural, and social changes under Jeroboam (1 Kings 12:25  33), who also defied the prophetic word (13:4). Only when Jeroboams young son, Abijah, was gravely sick did the king turn to the prophet, sending his wife in disguise lest Ahijah recognize her (14:1  2).

The history of Israel and Judah discloses the insensitivity to and outright disregard of the prophetic word. Kings of Israel and Judah resisted the prophets, had them imprisoned and even killed (see Matt. 23:37). Yet the prophets quietly served the Lord. Some enjoyed a positive response to their message, but most experienced alienation and disgrace (v. 37). (See table 1.)
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TABLE 1. PROPHETS IN ISRAEL AND JUDAH



Prophets in Israel

The prophets of God appeared at crises points in Israels history.47 Nine dynasties of kings succeeded each other over the two centuries of Israels separate existence as a nation. (See table 2.) The northern kings opposed the worship of Yahweh in Jerusalem, treated any expression of allegiance to the dynasty of David as treachery, and rejected the words of Gods servants. Nevertheless, the Lord sent his prophets with a message of blessing and judgment. The history of Israel vindicated the prophetic word, as dynasty succeeded dynasty. For example, Ahijah announced the rise of Jeroboam I as the first king of the ten tribes, but he also foretold the death of Jeroboams son and the end of his dynasty (1 Kings 14:1  16).

The record of the ministry of Elijah and Elisha is at the center of the two books of Kings (1 Kings 17:1  2 Kings 8:15). These two prophets were involved with the two greatest dynasties (Omri and Jehu, 885  753
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TABLE 2. KINGS OF ISRAEL AND JUDAH, 931-586 B.C.
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B.C.), which together lasted more than half of Israels history! The kings of these dynasties grasped every opportunity to make Israel a major international power, and they succeeded in bringing cultural and economic prosperity to it.

The Dynasty of Omri (885-841 B.C.)

The Omride dynasty made Israel a political power. Omris moving of the capital to Samaria symbolized the new policy of rapprochement with other powers. Israel made alliances with any power that was advantageous to its shortsighted goal of becoming a superpower. Samaria became the symbol of Realpolitik: an openness to economic opportunities, cultural exchanges, and political alliances (see figure 12). Realpolitik operates from the assumption that the political, social, economic, and religious structures are basically good and that humans can improve their lives and society by preserving and improving the existing structures.

Elijah opposed Realpolitik. His opposition to Ahab was like Samuels opposition to Saul, but more intense, because at Mount Carmel Elijah stood against the people as a whole. After the contest between religion and revelation on Mount Carmel, Elijah realized that the popular confession that Yahweh is God (1 Kings 18:39) was nothing more than an emotional expression of temporary excitement. He went alone to meet his God on Mount Sinai where Moses had received the revelation and had seen Gods glory. The prophetic charges against Israel would mark a shift in redemptive history. He accused Israel, and as we have already seen (see chap. 1), this inaugurated a new era in the prophetic movementthat of the prophets as Gods covenant prosecutors. From this point, the prophets announced the inevitable fall of Samaria and called on the remnant of godly people not to involve themselves with the Realpolitik of their day.
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Figure 12. Samaria and Jerusalem





The narratives from 1 Kings 17:12 to 2 Kings 8:15 bear out that curses as well as blessings were associated with the prophets of God. Through the prophetic ministry of Elijah and Elisha, the Lord brought drought and famine, extended judgment on Omris dynasty and on Israel. But God also revealed his love for individuals, including Gentiles (1 Kings 17:7  24; 2 Kings 5:1  15; Luke 4:25  26).

The Dynasty of Jehu (841  753 B.C.)

Israel remained unchanged as a political body when the dynasty of Omri came to an end and was succeeded by the dynasty of Jehu. Jehu inaugurated external changes by ridding Israel of Baalism, but the policy of Realpolitik remained essentially unchanged. The Lord afflicted them with drought and war. Israel nearly succumbed to the power of Aram (2 Kings 14:26  27; see Amos 1:3  5), but God showed his compassion to them (2 Kings 13:23). Jeroboam II brought Israel to even greater political and economic achievements, which provided the aristocracy with new opportunities for enrichment.

Despite Gods goodness, patience, and compassion, the people did not repent. They devoted themselves all the more to building up treasures on earth and securing their prosperity. Everything they did was directed toward improving the structures of society, even if it meant injustice, lack of love, unrighteousness, and oppression of the socially and economically disadvantaged. In this context, a century after Elijah and Elisha, the Lord raised up two prophets, Amos and Hosea (ca. 750 B.C.). (See table 3.)

Amos and Hosea

Amos and Hosea were in continuity with the prophetic tradition established by Moses and redefined by Elijah at Mount Sinai. These two classical48 (literary) prophets entered a world aflame. The poor and the godly cried out for divine justice. The rich and powerful were complacent with the social, political, and economic structures. The century-long conflict with Aram had left them more determined to develop in the humanistic and religious ways of the nations. When Aram was preoccupied with the growing Assyrian Empire, Israel pushed aggressively forward with the newly developed expansionist policy of Jeroboam II. They sought growth, development, and opportunity, but did not realize that Assyria would soon control Aram and Israel.

With the growth of Assyria, Samaria made every effort to maintain her prosperity, even if she had to reorient herself to a shifting political scene. To this end she was busily engaged in establishing alliances with Aram, Assyria, and Egypt.49 She sought to perpetuate the structures that had propelled her to an internationally recognized power.

Amos and Hosea condemned Samarias Realpolitik. They demonstrated how foolish and rebellious Israel had become. The leaders and people had not listened to the revelation of Moses. Furthermore, they
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TABLE 3. PROPHETS IN ISRAEL



had not returned to the Lord after having been disciplined in many ways. The prophets condemned Israels corruption, apostasy, and hardness of heart and announced her imminent exile. But Israel resisted the prophets with an optimistic belief in her manifest and glorious destiny. A generation later, Samaria fell to Assyria, and part of her population went into exile.

Shortly before Israels end, God raised up two prophets in Judah: Isaiah and Micah (730 B.C.). They, too, condemned Samarias power, pride, and pragmatism. After Yahweh had vindicated his word in Samarias fall (722 B.C.), Isaiah and Micah used this tragic moment to warn the southern kingdom. Jerusalem, while more conservative, had thought herself to be secure because of the presence of Gods temple. (See figure 12.) But the prophets warned that what had happened in Israel was a foreboding sign of Jerusalems fall!

Prophets in Judah

The prophets of Judah fared little better than their northern counterparts. They, too, first spoke Gods word to kings: Iddo and Shemaiah (during the reign of Rehoboam), Hanani (during the reign of Asa; 2 Chron. 16:7), Jahaziel and Eliezer (during Jehoshaphat; 2 Chron. 20:14, 35-37), and Zechariah (during Joash; 2 Chron. 24:20  22). The treatment of the prophets mirrored the shifting political scene of Judah, which unlike her northern neighbor was ruled by both godly and wicked kings. The godly kings responded to the prophetic word, even as their forefather David had, but the ungodly kings disregardedand even despisedthe prophetic word, the temple, and their theocratic mission (2 Chron. 25:19).50

Realpolitik and Vox Populi

The Judean leaders and people were entrenched in the religion of Realpolitik and vox populi. Judah, too, was rooted in the wisdom of the kingdoms of this world; her structures were intimately tied to the economic, political, cultural, and military structures of the nations. Judah, too, looked to Assyria, Egypt, Babylon, and the smaller nations to solve her problems.

Judah, like Israel, was in decline, but it took longer for Judah to come to the anguish of exile. Isaiah and Micah bridged the era between the fall of Samaria and the political vicissitudes of Jerusalem under Hezekiah (729  686 B.C.). Both prophets challenged Judah and her leadership to reject the immediate gratification of Realpolitik, to look to Yahwehs kingdom, and to practice righteousness, justice, and fidelity.

Popular expectations (vox populi) encouraged an optimistic and pragmatic way of life. The people selectively listened to the oracles of Isaiah and Micah as they warmly greeted the promise of Gods presence with Judah and his abandonment of Israel (Isa. 8:6  10). However, they did not go as far as to respond to the prophetic call of absolute submission to Yahweh (vv. 19  21; Mic. 6:8). The people believed that they, their king, and the temple were invulnerable. Had not God promised to be with them, to protect and bless them? Popular expectations held on to the promises of Gods presence, the inviolability of Jerusalem, and the perpetuity of Gods promises to David, that is, the theology of Zion.51

Manasseh and the Last Days of Judah

Judahs pragmatic way of life was significantly advanced by Hezekiahs son, Manasseh (696-642 B.C.).52 His practice of Realpolitik had made Judah a nation like the other nations. After his despicable regime of fifty-five years, Judah was left with very few distinctive marks of the Sinai or Zion traditions. Zephaniah and Jeremiah witnessed, initially with joy, the changes under Josiah, the grandson of Manasseh. But the reforms (622 B.C.) of Josiah (640-609 B.C.) were short-lived and external. After Josiahs death (609 B.C.), Judahs course followed a more definite commitment to Realpolitik.

The fall of Assyria changed the face of the ancient Near East. Nineveh was destroyed in 612 B.C. and the Assyrian Empire fell in 605 B.C., as Nahum had announced. For the following seventy years Babylon controlled the power structures (Jer. 29:10). The Babylonian success was first interpreted as Gods judgment on Assyria (Isa. 10:5  19). But Gods prophets proclaimed that Babylon was also Gods instrument of judging Judah! (See table 4.)

Prophetic Responses

Habakkuk, at first, stood aghast at the prospect of the Babylonian invasion of Jerusalem. He asked how the Lord could use a wicked nation to punish Judah. The Lord assured him that everything was according to his purposes and that the righteous had to persevere in waiting for his judgment on evil and for the glorious establishment of his kingdom.

Jeremiah and Ezekiel also announced Gods judgment on Judah. Jeremiah was Yahwehs spokesman during the crisis in Jerusalem. He declared that the city, the temple, and the Davidic king would fall to Babylon. He proclaimed that after Babylons rule of seventy years (Jer. 29:10), the Lord would usher in a new era of restoration, covenant, forgiveness, temple, and the righteous rule of his Messiah (30:5  33:26).

Ezekiel was Yahwehs servant in Babylon. He explained to a small group of exiles that Yahweh was determined to bring Jerusalem down. He also pointed to the era of restoration: the consecration of everything to the Lord, the transformation of a new people by the Spirit, and the beneficent presence of Yahweh in the midst of his people.

The prophets expanded the boundaries of traditional theology when they spoke of the great acts of Yahweh in judgment and restoration. Traditional theology had confined Yahweh and his promises to their interpretation of Moses. But the prophets exploded the traditional concept of the promises and displayed them as being more magnificent and wonderful. They proclaimed that Yahweh would be faithful to the covenants and the promises and that the Spirit would inaugurate a new era: the era of the new covenant and of spiritual transformation.

The Exilic Era

The Exile was an era of desolation and at the same time, an era of restoration.53 The fall of Jerusalem meant the desolation of the temple, alienation from the Lord, the break of the people from the Land of Promise, and the removal of the Davidic monarch. The Exile also had a positive impact in bringing about the unity of a godly remnant from both Israel and Judah. It opened up an era of spiritual transformation by the Spirit of restoration, evidenced by a renewed loyalty to Yahweh, to the canonical revelation, to his wisdom in judgment, and by a renewed hope in the full restoration.

In this transition period God had his special servant. Daniel, Gods man in high office, had been exiled approximately twenty years before Jerusalems fall and served God until after Babylons fall! He gave inspired counsel to foreign kings, witnessed to the kingdom of the Lord, prayed for the restoration of Jerusalem, and received a revelation of the victorious progress of Gods kingdom.

Daniels kingdom vision gave him a broad perspective on his place in redemptive history. He was not entrapped by Realpolitik or by the vox populi, nor was he complacent with the Babylonian system of morality. Daniel stood head and shoulders above his contemporaries and distinguished himself by his radical love for God. This faithful servant was a man of integrity and zealous for the kingdom of God.

The Postexilic Era

The good news of the postexilic era (from 538 B.C. onward) lies in the greatness of Yahwehs love in renewing his covenants and fulfilling his promises. He had forgiven his people, restored them to the land, dwelt among them, blessed and protected them. The offerings and sacrifices, the temple service, the priesthood, and the Davidic dynasty in token form (Zerubbabel) were restored in the postexilic era.54

The context of the postexilic ministry of Haggai and Zechariah differed significantly from that of the preexilic prophets. Following Gods judgment, they encouraged Gods people with the good news that God was again present with them. They challenged Gods people with the promise of an even greater era of fulfillment of the promises if they would only respond with zeal in seeking his kingdom.

Era of Fulfillment

Clearly, the era of the new covenant was already present after the Exile. God was with his people, the Spirit was present in power, the temple was restored, and Zerubbabel (of Davidic descent) was Gods token of the messianic kingdom. Though the postexilic prophets confirmed the continuity of the theocratic place of king (Zerubbabel) and priest (Joshua), they also called on individuals to serve the Lord in the power of the Spirit.

The postexilic prophets together with the reforms of Ezra and Nehemiah laid a solid foundation for the renewal of theocracy. The theocracy was demonstrably present in the temple, the law of God, the work of Gods Spirit, and the purification of Gods people from the ways of the world. The postexilic people were no saints, but they did respond to the challenges of the prophets and the theocratic leaders. The prophetic works (Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, and Joel) together with Chronicles and EzraNehemiah attest to the radical transformation of Gods people after the Exile.

Era of Hope

Even though the postexilic community experienced some realization of the promises, the reality of fulfillment was delayed. The people were disappointed with the slowness of the progress in fulfillment. The postexilic prophets encouraged them to believe that Yahweh was true to his promises of the grand restoration. The prophets also exhorted them to hasten the fulfillment. They spurred the remnant on to an even greater love and devotion to the Lord and to the establishment of a counterculture.

They also urged the godly to develop a realistic hope. The postexilic prophets were the first to deal with the dissonance between prophetic utterance and fulfillment.55 They helped Gods people understand that the fulfillment of the promises of restoration is progressive, that God is free, and that humans are responsible. They confirm that God is true to his word, but he is also free in how he fulfills his promises! The postexilic prophets gave a realistic portrayal of the progress of redemption by indicating that deliverance will come, but not without persecution, resistance by the kingdoms of this world, and apostasy from within.

They confirmed the veracity of Gods promises. They encouraged the godly to persevere in fidelity to the Lord with the hope that the Lord will reward his saints with the joys of his kingdom, the messianic era, and the new creation.

Religion of Vox Populi

The prophets and the godly remnant cannot be held responsible for the subsequent degeneration of revelation to religion. The postexilic community continued to suffer from the same problems as the preexilic community. They, too, fixed Gods Word by interpretation and traditions. They, too, became complacent, when their expectations of fulfillment were frustrated by subsequent happenings.56 The gradual shift from revelation to vox populi also explains the rejection of our Lord by the leadership of the Jews.57 Further, it accounts for what has happened over and over again in the history of Christianity. Christians, too, restricted the revelation of God with myopic vision and tradition. Christians, too, reduced the eternal into temporal and spatial categories. Christians, too, walked in the way of Realpolitik and vox populi, instead of keeping in step with the Spirit. Christians, too, failed in keeping alive the hope in Christs coming and in the salvation-to-come.

TRUE AND FALSE PROPHETS

Who is a prophet of God and who is not? The above discussion of the prophetic office, role, and message began with the Mosaic criteria. Though the revealed criteria for discerning the prophets of God are clear, Israel had difficulty in distinguishing the true from the false.58 Prophets were false when they misled people (Deut. 13:2; 18:20; Jer. 2:8; 23:27), when their morals were loose (Jer. 23:14), or when they practiced magic and divination (Isa. 8:19; Jer. 14:14).59 But how did Israel and Judah know that someone who claimed to come with a message from God was indeed sent by the Spirit?

The false prophets belonged to the socially and religiously acceptable institution of professional prophets who responded to the needs of their time. They operated from within the limited perspectives of their contemporaries: Realpolitik and vox populi. These prophets encouraged the people by giving concrete solutions in crises and by speaking comforting words based on their understanding of the Word of God.

The false prophets did not realize that they posed a threat to the prophets of God and that they deceived the people of God. We know these prophets as false, but how could Gods people discern between the true and the false, between the old revelation and the new, and between claim and counterclaim?

The Problem of Validation

The true prophet had a relevant message in a crisis situation. His words were all too often unpopular with his contemporaries60 and were opposed by false prophets who tickled the peoples ears with their message of hope (Ezek. 13:10). Ezekiel likens these prophets to whitewash because they did not portray the situation as it was but merely tried to make it look better (vv. 10-12, 14-15; 22:28).

Jeremiah and the False Prophets

The study of Jeremiahs interaction with the false prophets illustrates how difficult it was to identify the true prophet. Jeremiah faced many such prophets in Jerusalem. These false prophets were ideologists who operated from the belief that their interpretation of Gods revelation through Moses was true and would always be true.

Theology of the False Prophets

The false prophets were zealous for the preservation of the old way but were closed to new revelation. They could find prooftexts for their theology and were thus able to bind God to Judah and her institutions. But they were unresponsive to any interpretation or new revelation that might alter their understanding of the Mosaic revelation.

They further believed that the people of Judahas the legitimate heirs of the covenant, temple, theocracy, and Davidic monarchywere the children of God. Their hope was fixed on institutions (Gods law, the temple, the Davidic monarchy, and the privileged covenant status of Judah) rather than the living God. They considered Jerusalem, the city of God, to be invincible.61

For example, Hananiah predicted in the name of the Lord Almighty (!) the restoration of the exiles, Jehoiachin, and the temple vessels (Jer. 28:2  4). A dispute arose when Hananiah affirmed his trust in the ancient oracles of salvation and Jeremiah spoke of Gods freedom.62 Jeremiah insisted that Jerusalem would fall.

No wonder that they treated Jeremiahs radical message concerning the destruction of the Temple and the cessation of the Davidic monarchy with contempt. Jeremiah proclaimed that Yahweh is free, and in his freedom he may even destroy his own temple, as he had done at Shiloh (Jer. 26:6). The priests and the prophets angrily challenged him, Why do you prophesy in the LORDs name that this house will be like Shiloh and this city will be desolate and deserted? (v. 9). Jeremiah was a threat to their theology of the temple and ultimately to their view of God.63

Jeremiah challenged his contemporaries to study the prophetic word of the past and to interpret Gods revelation afresh. Some of the elders did remember Micahs oracles of judgment against Jerusalem (Jer. 26:18  19). But that failed to convince the people. They resisted Jeremiahs announcement that Yahweh had ordained the fall of Judah (27:1  11) and that no diviner or prophet could avert Gods judgment (vv. 9  10, 14  15). The false prophets of Judah were no better than those of Samaria (23:13  14).

Jeremiah had no sympathy for the false prophets. He declared that the Lord would show no regard for the false messengers of peace (Jer. 8:10  17). Their message was rooted in their underlying desire for comfort, security, and prosperity.


Greedy for gain; prophets and priests alike, all practice deceit.

(v. 10)



The people were too easily taken in by these preachers of hope, tradition, and a popular view of God (vox populi). The false prophets did not completely reject Yahweh and his way, but they were blind to Gods greatness. They all had one goal: self. Power, greed, and self-justification characterized the false prophets whose self-centered words filled the people with false hopes (23:16). They did not prepare Gods people for the future day of accountability (vv. 20, 33  40). They deluded the people by keeping God small, restricting him to their understanding of his revelation. Jeremiah declared, They are prophesying to you false visions, divinations, idolatries and the delusions of their own minds (14:14).64

Jeremiahs Suffering

The prophet Jeremiah suffered greatly because of the false prophets opposition.65 He expressed his innermost feelings when he said:


Concerning the prophets:

My heart is broken within me; all my bones tremble.

I am like a drunken man, like a man overcome by wine,

because of the Lord and his holy words.

(Jer. 23:9).



But Jeremiah encouraged the true prophets of God to speak clearly, without fear (vv. 28  29).

Criteria of Validation

It appears from Jeremiahs interaction with the prophets of his time that the prophetic movement was a complex phenomenon. The complexity was due to the place of the prophets within the structures of society. Judean society recognized Hananiah as the prophet (Jer. 28:1, 15) who spoke in the name of the Lord (v. 2). Hananiah, like other false prophets, enjoyed popular support (v. 1), representing the theological perspective of his contemporaries (vox populi). The false prophets depended on the vox populi for credibility and vindication, whereas Jeremiah trusted in the Lord to vindicate him and his message.

The message of the false prophet seriously challenged the credibility of the true prophet of God.66 The oracles of the prophets exhorted the godly to discern and submit themselves to Gods revelation and prepare themselves for the new era. This they do by receiving, treasuring, and submitting themselves to the revelation of God, which shatters human visions, structures, and ways. The prophetic word afflicts the comfortable but comforts the afflicted! The true prophet proclaimed a historically verifiable message, which would be vindicated by subsequent events.67 However, a prophet generally did not live to see the fulfillment. He was rejected by his contemporaries and suffered for his witness to Gods work.

False prophets depended on traditional values and operated from a closed theological system.68 They were in continuity with Gods word to Moses (Sinai theology) and David (Zion theology). But they did not share in the fresh interpretation of Gods revelation or in the development of the prophetic tradition. Further, they restricted their interpretation and application so that they could not readily adapt and apply the revelation of God to a new and concrete situation.

The rise of false prophets was inevitable because of the expectations of popular theology (vox populi) that defined what the prophet could or could not say.69 It was also inevitable that the monarchy would develop a group of professional counselors.70 The false prophets gained status by promoting the interests of the monarch and by speaking to the desires of the people. Thus when a true prophet of God spoke, his audience might misinterpret his message as being false when it contradicted their expectations.71

In retrospect, seven criteria may be applied to sift out the false prophets from the prophetic movement. These criteria apply equally to the preexilic, exilic, and postexilic prophets and to our Lord and his apostles. (See figure 13.)


The proposed solutions to the phenomenon of false prophets and its impact on the prophetic institution have been many and diverse. Von Rad assumes that false prophets always spoke a message of salvation and were connected with Israels cult.72 R. P. Carroll explains it psychologically by the criterion of lack of fulfillment (or cognitive dissonance),73 according to which the gap between prophecy and fulfillment created a problem for the godly who had to await fulfillment before they could discern the true prophet from a false one. Crenshaw concludes that the prophets could not and did not find adequate ways of self-validation or authentication.74 Blenkinsopp modifies Crenshaws radical thesis by explaining that the sociopolitical conditions of the late seventh century were so complex that the criterion of historical falsification does not do justice to the complex nature of prophecy.75 He further concludes that this explains the failure of prophetism to keep itself alive in the postexilic era.76 Both Crenshaw and Blenkinsopp explain the phenomenon of prophetism concretely and realistically, as prophet faced people and as prophet faced prophet.77 Wilson correctly observes that it is likely that the problem is even more complex than even the most perceptive interpreters have realized.78
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Figure 13. True and False Prophets





First, the false prophets brought together revelation and religion. This syncretistic way of life helped them gain popular recognition. In contrast, the true prophets operated solely from the framework of revelation; they were guardians of the Mosaic revelation.

Second, the false prophets selected themes from the revelation of God that would comfort the people of God. They believed in Gods promises (the election of Israel, the covenant, the inviolability of the temple, the promises regarding David, the election of Zion), but did not apply Gods warnings and threats to themselves.79 They bound God to Judah by their interpretation, but they were closed to his revelation in the form of either reinterpretation or new revelation. Neither did they recognize God, the Creator of everything, as free in his rule over creation.80


Sanders asks whether the true and false prophets invoked the same theological traditions, or operated from different theological positions.81 He concludes that while the prophets, true and false, operated from the same theological framework, the false prophets operated from a different hermeneutical framework. They had divorced redemption from creation and thereby formed a definite understanding of what God could and could not do, based on their interpretation of Gods covenant promises and the place of the theocratic institutions in Israel. The true prophets presented God as the great King over all creation, who sovereignly rules over the nations and uses them in accordance with his free will. Fixation (of canonical interpretation) results from an impulse to monotheize, that is, to affirm Yahwehs ontological and ethical integrity with little regard for a theological reflection on God the Creator. The Old Testament prophets were overwhelmed by the splendor and freedom of God, who may freely judge and destroy, but who may also freely create a new thing, a new heart, a new spirit in his people,transforming his people, by wounding and healing, into a new Israel.82





The true prophets affirmed the whole counsel of God. They opposed any human restriction on the freedom of God, whether in the temple, law, or monarchy. The heart of the prophetic heritage lies in the concern for the true freedom of God, as Zimmerli writes, Prophetic proclamation thus shatters and transforms tradition in order to announce the approach of the Living One.83

Third, the false prophets fostered illusions by advocating Realpolitik. They provided solutions for the problems at hand, whether they were social, political, or economic. The true prophets maintained a relative independence from social structures. They became the objects of ridicule, hatred, and plots. More often than not the prophet of the Lord was a lonely individual whose behavior, clothing, and speech marked him as different from his contemporaries. He often did not enjoy simple human comforts as he suffered for the sake of Christ (Luke 20:9  15; Acts 7:52).

Fourth, the false prophets lived and worked for a human ideal, dream, vision, or institution.84 They promoted programs and techniques, sought to eternalize the present and to institutionalize the Spirit in space and time. This conflict in ideology explains the threats made against Jeremiah: Come, lets make plans against Jeremiah; for the teaching of the law by the priest will not be lost, nor will counsel from the wise, nor the word from the prophets. So come, lets attack him with our tongues and pay no attention to anything he says (Jer. 18:18).

True prophets functioned as intermediaries between God and man. The prophetic institution was, by definition, both divine and social. It was a divine institution because the Lord commissioned his prophets with a word from above; it was a social institution because prophets spoke Gods word to a people whose expectations were all too often determined by Realpolitik, social pressures, popular beliefs, and practices.

Fifth, the false prophets were guardians of the status quo. The covenant, the Davidic monarch, the temple, and the priesthood were sacred symbols of Gods kingdom. Their vision of the kingdom, based on the past acts of God, provided them with a myopic vision for reconstruction.

The true prophets operated from the conviction that, while God is King, Yahweh will fully establish his kingdom by his Spirit. They rejected any human attempt at reconstructing or establishing the kingdom by Realpolitik, economic, social, power, cultural, and military structures.

Sixth, the false prophets taught a man-centered morality. They embraced the revelation of Moses as it was popularly interpreted (vox populi) and practiced forms of piety (prayer, sacrifices, and fasting).

True prophetic ethics were both theocentric and eschatological. Theocentric ethics provided a system of interpreting the law of God in the larger framework of who God is. An act was good only when done for the love of God rather than for immediate reward and recognition. Further, an act was good when it corresponded with the vision of the transformed world of righteousness, justice, love, fidelity, and peace. This is the essence of eschatological and theocentric ethics.85


Koch defines this prophetic contribution by the term monanthropology. Monanthropology is that manner of life whereby society (and the individual) operates from an absolute faith in Yahweh (monotheism) so that mans way (anthropology) is in harmony with the ways of God. Koch considers mans activity as two levels of concentric circles. At the inner level, man shows concern for society, family, animals, and land. At the outer level, the believing community, while closest to the blessings of God, is the center of humanity and shares a responsibility for humanity at large.86





Seventh, false prophets gained popularity and power through a syncretistic, optimistic program of Realpolitik. But true prophets suffered, waiting for the fulfillment of Gods word. During their suffering the prophets awaited Yahwehs vindication of their message (Heb. 11:32).87 Generally, another generation would see the fulfillment of their announcements. Yet, even when the people witnessed fulfillment, they continued to view the prophets as the objects of human manipulation and suspicion.


Childs insists that the biblical books vindicate Gods prophets. Micaiah was vindicated by the death of Ahab, and Jeremiah was vindicated in the fall of Jerusalem.88 The acts of God in the history of his people bear out the veracity of his word and justify his prophets as his spokesmen. More than that, the historical pattern of proclamation and fulfillment extends the canonical significance of the prophetic word to subsequent generations. They are also responsible for hearing Gods word, heeding it, and discerning the true from the false. The community at large rejected the radical message of the prophet, but the remnant listened and treasured his words as the word of God. The remnant witnessed the veracity of the true prophets in the near fulfillment and believed that the eschatological message of the true prophets would also be fulfilled.



The Prophetic Mission and Vision

The true prophets lived by the transforming power of the coming kingdom of God. The Lord called them to announce the coming kingdom and to prepare for his coming. Since Gods kingdom will come by the work of the Spirit and not by human power or might,89 the prophetic vision of Gods freedom in his rule shattered human dreams and ambitions. Zimmerli wisely states,


We must not, however, think that the prophets were simply interpreters of historyBehind the word of the prophets was not the river of history, rushing with invincible force, and by its rigid laws forcing its way on and breaking down all opposition. Behind their preaching stood the Lord of freedom, in whose hands all history remains a tool which can be wielded freely by him.90



The true prophets were also intercessors for Gods people. Moses and Samuel were remembered for their intercessory role on behalf of Gods people (Jer. 15:1; see also Ex. 32:11  14, 30  34; Num. 14:13  23; Deut. 9:18  20, 25  29; 1 Sam. 7:5  9; 12:19  25; Ps. 99:6  8). This aspect helps us balance the otherwise forensic (legal) expressions of the prophetic word.

Since the prophet was both intermediary and intercessor, his role placed him in a tension-filled life.91 The prophets belonged to the people of God and loved Gods people. As members of the divine council, they listened in to what God had planned, but as human beings, they empathized with Gods people (Isa. 22:4; Jer. 8:21  9:11).

The true prophet had a theocentric mission. First, Yahwehs prophet was receptive to instruction.


The Sovereign LORD has given me an instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the weary.

He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being taught.

(Isa. 50:4)



He was an obedient servant to his Lord.


The sovereign LORD has opened my ears, and I have not been rebellious; I have not drawn back.

(v. 5)



Second, the true prophet of God might suffer hardship:


I offered my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard;

I did not hide my face from mocking and spitting.

(v. 6)



The prophet looked forward to Yahwehs vindication of him and his message (vv. 7  9). Third, the prophet invited the godly to respond to Gods grace and to walk in the way of the Lord.


Who among you fears the LORD and obeys the word of his servant?

Let him who walks in the dark, who has no light,

trust in the name of the LORD and rely on his God.

(v. 10).



The prophets of God were members of Gods council and received a vision of the kingdom of God (the coming of God in salvation) that transformed them into instruments for the Masters use. The word of God through his servants remains Gods witness to himself; it is the spiritual force in a material world. Walther Zimmerli shows a fine appreciation for the abiding power inherent in this word.


The word of Yahweh is the real power that shapes history, remaining constant in the midst of changeIn its own history Israel learned by experience that it was not the policies of its kings and their armies that made history, but the word of Yahweh proclaimed by the preexilic prophets.92



REVIEW

The prophetic tradition developed during Israels long history in the land, in exile, and in the postexilic era. The preexilic prophets gradually were pushed away from the structures of society in both Israel and Judah. They critically stood up against the temple, the king, the programs, and the structures of their time.93 Although they loved the covenant, the temple, and the pure worship of God, they opposed the perversion of worship, the stagnation of Gods people, and the misinterpretation of the covenant. They did not ask Gods people to adopt new religious values but explained the magnificence of the older revelation in the light of the new revelation.

The prophets spoke Gods word to people in crisis. During war, siege, famine, or other adverse times, they addressed living people and applied Gods message to the issues at hand. Each prophet had a distinct vocabulary, individual gifts, and a unique personality. But the Spirit of God transcended the human temporal perspective.94 In spite of the diversity in personalities, literary modes, and historical circumstances, the Spirit of God used and transformed the variety in the prophetic messages into a revelation for Gods people in any age.

The prophetic tradition reveals variety and unity.95 The tradition was comprised of various emphases, distinct contributions, and watershed-like developments. Each prophet was an individual with a distinctive call and message from God. However, this concern for distinctive characteristics should not mislead us to pay exclusive attention to the differences. R. E. Clements rightly rejects the Wellhausian assumption that the prophets were individualists.96 The true prophets formed a tradition that was founded on the covenantal structure. Clements states, For the prophets and the psalmists the covenant tradition formed the heart of their religion.97 But the false prophets never developed a lasting tradition. Their false hopes were shattered in the fall of Samaria and of Jerusalem. Their interpretations proved wrong.

The prophets announced Gods judgment and salvation. They declared that Israel and Judah would have to experience the Exile, through which process God would gather a remnant and constitute a new community. This new community would need continual purification in preparation for the Day of Judgment (the Day of the Lord).98

The postexilic events foreshadow the coming kingdom of God and of his Messiah. The messages of the postexilic prophets have much in common with the preaching of our Lord and his disciples. First, they preached the reality of judgment on the Day of the Lord. Second, they made an offer of grace, salvation, and full participation in the righteous kingdom of Yahweh and of his Messiah. Third, they called for a lifestyle of discipleship, purification, and preparation for the kingdom-to-come. Fourth, they announced the presence of Yahweh, the covenant, and his kingdom. Fifth, they also called for perseverance to live godly lives and to hasten the day of the establishment of the kingdom. Yahweh will bring in the new heaven and new earth. His kingdom is secure! This is the message of the classical prophets.

QUESTIONS AND ISSUES


	Define court prophet, eschatological ethics, Sinai theology, theocentric ethics, theocentric message, Zion theology.

	Discuss the office, role, and message of the prophets.

	How is the prophetic message theocentric, progressive, and organic?

	How did the Lord demonstrate his grace and patience in Israel?

	What was the cultural context of the ministry of Elijah and Elisha, and how did they minister in this context?

	How did Gods prophets announce the end of Israel, and how did Israel respond?

	What should Judah have learned from Israels fall in 722 B.C.?

	How did Judah compare with Israel in her response to Gods revelation?

	Why was the vox populi the great danger to Judahs spiritual health?

	Briefly describe the context of the ministry of Isaiah, Micah, Habakkuk, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel. How was their message conditioned by the historical context?

	How was the postexilic era a fulfillment of the prophetic word? How did the message of the postexilic prophets differ from that of the preexilic prophets?

	What are the seven criteria for validating the prophet, according to the Mosaic revelation? Why did the phenomenon of false prophets confound many?

	By what seven criteria could the godly distinguish between true and false prophets? Relate these criteria to the ministry of our Lord and the apostles. How do the criteria still apply to the faithful preaching and teaching of Gods Word?

	What was the mission of the prophet and what was his vision?
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