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Bible 101   
Introduction to the Prophets 

May 4, 2022 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts 
 
Introduction 
 
We are now moving to the last group of books in our Old Testament,  
as “The Prophets”.  The Protestant Bible places the books in this order:  Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, 
Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. 
 
The other sections of this document are:  Important sections to read, The Prophets in the 
context of the Old Testament, The Prophets in their historical contest, roles of the prophets, 
and oracles. 
 
Important sections to read 
 
The following selections provide a sample of some of the literature found in The Prophets: 
 

• 1 Kings 18:20-40 – Elijah defeats the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel 
 

• 2 Kings 2:1-18  – Elijah ascends to heaven and was succeeded by Elisha 
 

• Isaiah 40:1-11 – Announcement of God’s forgiveness; used by Handel to open “Messiah” 
 

• Amos 5: 11-24 – Amos calls for repentance and justice 
 
The Prophets in the context of the Bible 
 
The term “The Prophets” is misleading as prophets appear in the other books of the Old 
Testament.  Three  examples are: 
 

• Samuel:  Samuel anointed Saul and David as Kings of Israel.  The stories of Samuel, Saul, 
David, and Solomon are in 1 and 2 Samuel. 
 

• Nathan:  Nathan was prophet and advisor to David and Solomon.  He is best known for 
confronting David for his sins of committing adultery with Bathsheba and arranging the 
death of her husband Uriah (II Samuel 11 and 12). 

 

• Elijah:  Elijah was the greatest prophet in the Old Testament.  His ministry is told in 1 
Kings 17 through 2 Kings 2.  He confronted King Ahab and Queen Jezebel for their 
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idolatry and sins.  He performed miracles and defeated the prophets of Baal on Mount 
Carmel (1 Kings 18:20-40).  Instead of a natural death, Elijah was taken up to heaven in a 
chariot and passed his ministry to his assistant Elisha (2 Kings 2). The term “passing the 
mantle” comes from the story of Elijah and Elisha. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Graphics of Elijah from Shutterstock subscription) 
 
He is cited in Malachi 4:5:  “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and 
terrible day of the Lord comes.  As John the Baptizer preached using similar language, he 
compared to seen as the second coming of Elijah, but he denied it (Matthew 11:7-15 
and John 1:19-23).  He appeared with Moses and talked to Jesus during the 
Transfiguration (Matthew 17:1-8 and similar accounts in the other Gospels).  Elijah 
continues to be remembered today as a place is set for him at the Passover Seder meal. 

 
Another clarification involves the book of Lamentations.  The NRSV places it after the book of 
Jeremiah as he is traditionally seen as its author.  The book is a series of poems that describe 
the anguish over the fall of Jerusalem.  Stylistically, Lamentations has more in common with 
Psalms and Job than the other books in The Prophets, which are named after their subject 
prophet. 
 
The Prophets in their historical context  
 
The books of The Prophets cover the time of the Assyrian empire around 845 BCE to the return 

from the exile in Babylon in the 5th Century BCE.  However, the books are presented by length.  

In the Protestant Bible the first four books are the largest and are approximately in their 

historical order—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel.  The smaller books also are in a rough 

chronological order. 

Another characteristic of the books of The Prophets is geography.  Different prophets spoke to 

people and leaders of the Northern Kingdom of Israel before its conquest by the Assyrians, the 

Southern Kingdom of Judah before the Babylonian captivity, the people living in Babylonian 



Bible 101: Introduction to the Prophets (DWS) –4May2022 3 
 

captivity, and the community that emerged from captivity.  The map below shows the two 

kingdoms and surrounding territories. 

 

 

A reader unfamiliar with the time and place of each of the books of The Prophets may find 

them confusing.  The table below from Pastor Kessinger identifies the historical and geographic 

contexts of each book of The Prophets:   
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Role of the Prophets 
 
In modern usage, prophet or prophetic typically refers to someone who makes a correct 
prediction on events such as movement in the stock market, prices of crypto-currencies, or 
upsets in sports events.  In the Bible, prophets have a much more important assignment—to 
serve as the authentic representative of God.  The classic description of the roles of a prophet 
is: 
 

•  Interpret the past, 
 

• Explain the present; and 
 

• Foretell the future. 
 
The great writer Anonymous states that a prophet comforts the afflicted and afflicts the 
comfortable.  One of the over-arching themes of the Old Testament is obedience.  The 
summaries of the books of The Prophets will show that these prophets repeatedly issued 
warnings that the people had strayed from their responsibilities under their covenantal 
relationship with God, issued calls for repentance, gave warnings of what would happen if they 
failed to repent, and reminded them of the blessings God would give them if they returned to 
Him. 
 
Oracles 
 
The texts of the books of The Prophets contain narratives on the lives of the prophets and the 
kings they advised, prose descriptions of the words of the prophets, and oracles—words of the 
prophets delivered in a poetic style.   
 
Oracles are presented in a format like the Psalms, Song of Solomon, and the dialogs of Job.  
Typically, an oracle or group of oracles, have an introduction in the text like “These are the 
words …” or the editors insert a heading (e.g., “Judgment on Israel” before Amos 2:6) , and then 
the text is presented using indents and spaces to set off topics.  Stylistically, they use 
techniques of Hebrew poetry:  exaggerated language; emotional appeals; and familiar scenes or 
objects from life such as farming, pottery, and animals.  The topics of oracles range from dire 
warnings of natural or political catastrophes, scenes of peace, and messianic prophecies.  Here 
are examples of each: 
 

• Amos 5:14-15 and 24. A warning on the failure to repent and return to the Lord.  Note 
the contrast of good and evil, which is common in the Wisdom literature.  The 
reference to the gate is the practice where the elders of a town would meet at the gate 
to hear complaints and render judgments. 
 
“Seek good and not evil, 
that you may live; 
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and the Lord, the God of hosts will be with you, 
just as you have said. 
Hate evil and love good, 
and establish justice in the gate;  
it may be that the Lord God of hosts, 
will be generous to the remnant of Joseph. 
 
But let justice roll down like rivers, 
and righteousness like an ever-flowing steam.” 
 

• Isaiah 40: 1-2. The King James text is the opening tenor recitative of Handel’s 
“Messiah”: 
“Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,  
and cry to her, 
that she has served her term, 
that her penalty has been paid, 
and that she has received from the Lord’s hand 
double for all her sins.” 
 

• Micah 5:2, the prophecy that Bethlehem will be the birthplace of the Messiah.  We will 
see this fulfilled in the Infancy narratives of Matthew (Chapter 1:18-2:12) and Luke 
(Chapter 2:1-20).. 
“But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, 
who is one of the little clans of Judah, 
from you shall come forth for me 
one who is to rule in Israel, 
who is from of old, from ancient days.” 

 
 
In summary, the books of The Prophets use narratives and the poetic oracles to describe the 
ministry and messages of these messengers of God. 
 
 
 

Figure 1  Graphic from Shutterstock subscription 


