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A Land in Need of Prophets 
 
When we join the biblical Storyline today, the greatest kings of the Hebrew people, 
David and Solomon, are now dead.  The once united expanse they controlled has now 
divided and shrunk into two separate Kingdoms at bitter enmity with one another.  A 
northern kingdom, known hereafter as Israel, is being ruled from its capitol city of 
Samaria.  A smaller southern kingdom, referred to as Judah, is still ruled from 
Jerusalem.  But, in both regions, things are not well and getting worse. 
 
Following the reign of Jeroboam, a succession of weak or corrupt kings occupy the 
throne of Israel, frequently knocking their predecessor off or mortgaging their kingdom 
to foreign banks or brides in order to gain and hold power.  The kings of Israel line their 
own pockets and those of their panderers, while the poor get poorer.  Widows and 
orphans, once protected by God’s laws, are now routinely used and abused.  The 
worship of Yahweh, the Lord God, is still superficially observed; but the real devotion of 
Israel is to bowing down to the gods of sex, violence, and personal prosperity, glorified 
in the Canaanite Baal religions.  This pattern of decay reaches an almost Zimbabwean 
height during the mid-to-late 800’s, under the reign of King Ahab and his Phoenician 
Queen Jezebel.   
 
It is this national crisis and others that follow that prompts the rise of a famous group 
of Old Testament Prophets whose names many of us know. You may have heard them 
referred to as Major or Minor Prophets, but those designations simply describe the 
length of the books attributed to them or describing their ministry.  All of these people 
are very significant figures from whose ministry we have much to learn. 
 

The Prophets Were Sometimes Foretellers 
 
I’m guessing that when most of us hear the word “prophet” today, we think of a 
“foreteller” – as in someone who can “tell the future.”  People today still seek prophets 
like that who can tell them which stock or athletic team to pick so that they can make a 
“profit” of a different kind.  Nowadays, a person can claim to be a prophet and get 
away with being wrong most of the time.  Maybe you’ve noticed that.  We call them 
Meteorologists!   
 
The Old Testament prophets are, however, in a different category altogether.  As I 
shared this past Christmas Eve, the accuracy with which these servants foretold the 
circumstances of Jesus’ birth, life, and death defies mathematical probability.  Their 
reliability in predicting the rise and fall of particular political regimes dramatically 
surpasses contemporary pundits and pollsters.  The consistency with which biblical 
prophecies were fulfilled in actual, historical events remains one of the most convincing 
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empirical arguments for the supernatural inspiration of the Bible and the authority of 
what we read here.   
 

The Prophets Were Always Forth-Tellers 
 
But what I want to underline today is that, while the biblical prophets are today 
renowned for their “foretelling” role, their most crucial contribution in their time was 
their role as “forth-tellers.”  The prophets of Israel were, above all, people who brought 
forth the Truth about God and man that few people wanted to face.  Even when the 
prophets predicted the future, it was only as a means of trying to get people to pay 
attention to the Truth they were desperately hoping people would wake up to Today.  
The consistent message of the prophets is that the future is determined by the choices 
you make in response to the character of God and the condition of your own character 
today. They say: This is the Truth. Turn your heart in response to that Truth.  Turn 
toward the Truth Today!   
 
No prophet exemplifies this ministry more vividly than the towering figure, Elijah, whom 
we meet in 1 & 2 Kings.  Elijah demanded that the leaders and people of ninth century 
Israel face the appalling contradiction between their claim to be all for God and the 
reality that they were actually sold out to Baal.  “Elijah went before the people and 
said, ‘How long will you waver between two opinions?  If the Lord is God, 
follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.’"1  In other words, be people of Truth.  
Get some kind of integrity in your life.  Don’t try to straddle the fence and cover your 
bets.  The real God expects to really BE God in your life.  And then Elijah proceeds to 
stage a dramatic trial by fire on Mount Carmel to prove that it is the Lord and not Baal 
who is actually God. 
 
When I was in Seminary, the student body put on an annual Easter Vigil in which they 
retold the entire Bible story in dramatic ways.  The pageant involved walking from place 
to place around the campus over many hours, visiting different events in biblical history.  
At various moments you would suddenly be confronted by someone who bellowed from 
the rooftops, or sprang out shouting from a doorway.  You always knew who these 
people were because in their hand was a flaming torch – the torch of Truth that bid you 
Turn your course Today. 
 

The Heat of Truth 
 
The prophets of the Old Testament, of course, did not literally carry torches.  They 
didn’t have to because they were torches.  The prophets were about as close to human 
flamethrowers as people can get.  They threw their flame with words so hot and images 
so searing that they left smoke and burn marks almost everywhere they went.   The 
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prophet Hosea, for example, repeatedly told the people of Israel that they were whores 
in the sight of God – unfaithful, loveless, and guilty of wantonly breaking every one of 
the Ten Commandments, not to mention ruining the Creation.  Hosea tells the Israelites 
that for all their prideful piety, they’d become specialists only in erecting “altars for 
sinning.”2  You think you are a model of civilization and a most-favored nation, but 
you “have sunk deep into corruption” and become as “vile as the things you 
love.”3  Hosea goes on to declare that God will judge Israel in a great day of reckoning 
soon to come. He will be like a consuming moth, a withering rot, a devouring lion to 
them, “until they admit their guilt.”  The flame of judgment in Hosea is hot and 
high. 
 
But if you think this is intense, you should meet the prophet Amos.  Talk about the 
Human Torch.  Most of the first chapter of the Book of Amos is a litany about how God 
will send fire down upon all the nations with whom Israel has been in bed.  Amos then 
goes on to charbroil the well-padded women of Israel with these words:  Hear this 
word, you cows… you who oppress the poor and crush the needy and say to 
your husbands, "Bring us some drinks!"  The Sovereign Lord has sworn by his 
holiness: "The time will surely come when you will be taken away with 
hooks, the last of you with fishhooks.”4   
 
To the Israelites who were so proud of the way they kept their religious traditions, God 
says through Amos: "I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your 
assemblies… Away with the noise of your songs!  Stop pouring on words and 
ceremonies when what I want is life-change flowing.  “Let justice roll on like a river, 
righteousness like a never-failing stream!5  In the end, however, the prophets 
declare that God is not going to put up with this vanity forever.  He’s going to fire his 
people in every sense.  He’s going to stop protecting them, start punishing them, and 
send them into exile until they repent. 
 

The Flame of Holiness 
 
Do you see why the prophets did not get invited to too many cocktail parties?  Very few 
people added Elijah, Elisha, Hosea or Amos to their friends list on Facebook.  On the 
contrary, Queen Jezebel dedicated her life to trying to dismember Elijah. The King of 
Aram wanted to behead Elisha.  Being a prophet was a terribly lonely and terrifying 
calling.  If you’ve read the Book of Kings then you know how Elijah eventually wanted 
out from this job altogether, saying: “I’ve had enough.” 
 
But being socially unpopular wasn’t the hardest thing about being a prophet.  It was 
also spiritually undoing.  You see, for all their inflammatory rhetoric the prophets 
weren’t terrorists.  They didn’t hurl fire at other people, thinking themselves righteous 
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and bound for heaven.  You see, in order to reach other people, the fire of God first 
had to burn in them.  The prophets were people upon whom the white hot Holiness of 
God had settled in an unusually present and personal way.  That holiness completely 
illuminated their own sin in a way that most of us never feel.  It seared their own souls.  
It left them agonized by the knowledge that they too were under the just judgment of 
God for their own hypocrisy, selfishness, and vanity.  
 
But that still wasn’t the hardest part about being a prophet.  The hardest part was 
knowing at a level that few of us do that at the heart of God’s holiness is not so much a 
burning anger as a bleeding love that would not be returned in kind. Time and again, 
prophets’ preaching is punctuated by this spurt of passion that rises even higher than 
the fire of judgment on sin.  We hear God pleading through Hosea for Israel to return 
to him, so that he can forgive and restore them.  
 
But it was not to be so for the Kingdom of Israel.  They would ignore the torch of the 
prophets and venture further into the darkness.  Rejecting the Spirit, they would 
eventually reap the whirlwind, as Assyria finally became God’s rod of judgment upon 
them in 722 B.C.  And yet, even then, the love of God for his people didn’t stop 
burning.  Through Amos, God promised that after this discipline had turned the heart of 
his people back toward him, he would repair and restore a remnant of them.  14 I will 
bring back my exiled people Israel; they will rebuild the ruined cities and live 
in them,” and this prophecy would also come true. 
 

Seeing Ourselves by the Prophets’ Fire 
 
The question I want to leave you with today is what does all of this have to do with us?  
Is there any sense in which the shadow that benighted the self-perception of Israel, 
lingers now over our land?  To quote the prophets, have any of our priests 
“exchanged their Glory for something shameful” and fed on people who should 
have been able to trust them?6 Have any of our “rulers dearly loved shameful 
ways?”7  Is there any evidence that “with their silver and gold [people have 
bought] idols for themselves to their own destruction”?8  We are desperate 
today to restore our banking system and credit, but should there be more attention to 
urging “faithfulness… love… and acknowledgement of God in the land”?9   
 
Hosea said that his time was marked by “cursing, lying and murder, stealing and 
adultery.”  People seemed to “break all bounds, and bloodshed follows 
bloodshed.”10  He suggested that the avarice and carelessness of his people were so 
great that it was damaging the physical creation itself: “The land mourns… the 
beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the fish of the sea are dying.”11  
Is there any sense in which we see anything like these phenomena anywhere today?  
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Do we ever take more pride in our “religious feasts” and “assemblies” than in 
pursuing the cause of justice for the downtrodden and modeling righteousness in the 
crass culture around us?12  When somebody tries to confronts us with these realities, do 
we embrace it as an act of love or dismiss it as the ramblings of a fool, the rantings of a 
maniac, the religion of someone we had better crucify? 
 
The message of the prophets is that the holy God intends for the quality of our lives to 
be a light to the nations.  He wants to fill us with the fire of his holy compassion and 
goodness.  When his people, however, not only fail to fulfill that calling, but actually 
become consumed with darkness themselves, then God’s holiness becomes a 
consuming fire.  The bottom line is that God’s holiness will make his people either a 
light for the nations or a bonfire of the vanities.  As we move into the future, the 
question of Elijah remains a crucial one: ‘How long will you waver between two 
opinions?  If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him” – but 
pray for more rain or snow, because it is going to get hot. 
 
                                                            
1 1 Kings 18:21 
2 Hosea 8:11 
3 Hosea 9:9-10 
4 Amos 4:1-2 
5 Amos 5:21-24 
6 Hosea 4:7-8 
7 Hosea 4:18 
8 Hosea 8:4 
9 Hosea 4:1 
10 Hosea 4:2 
11 Hosea 4:3 
12 Amos 5:21-24 


