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Prophets



What is a prophet?

• In Hebrew, the word איִבָנ nāvî, "spokesperson", traditionally translates as 
"prophet”

• The meaning of navi is perhaps described in Deuteronomy 18:18,  
where God said, "...and I will put My words in his mouth, and he shall speak 
unto them all that I shall command him." 

• Thus, the navi was thought to be the "mouth" of  God. The word is based on 
the two-letter root nun-bet which denotes hollowness or openness; to receive 
transcendental wisdom, one must make oneself  "open"



Importance of  the Prophets in the Bible

• Last month we studied the Torah, the first five books of  the Bible. The 
Torah is the heart of  Jewish faith and life and constitutes the first major 
section of  the Hebrew Bible.

• The section major section is the Prophets.

• If  the Torah establishes the covenant relationship with God, the prophets 
are those who hold the people accountable for their end of  it.

• Walter Brueggemann calls the Prophets the “Uncredentialed Purveyors of  
Covenant”



Pre-Classical Prophets

• There are many lists and examples of  prophets in the early history and pre-history of  Israel
• Noah, Abraham, and Moses are all seen as prophets, as is Balaam, a non-Israelite in 

Numbers
• The Talmud lists the following women as prophets: 

Sarah, Miriam, Deborah, Hannah (mother of  the prophet Samuel), Abigail (a wife of King 
David), Huldah (from the time of  Jeremiah), and Esther

• In the historical books, Samuel is instrumental in establishing the monarchy, anointing Saul 
and David.

• In Kings Elijah stands alone against the evil King Ahab and Queen Jezebel with her false 
prophets of  Baal.



Historical Context for the Classical Prophets

• Prophets preached and wrote before, during and after the great turning point 
events of  Israel’s history
• The establishment of  the monarchy ca 1000 BCE

• The division of  the kingdoms of  Israel (North) and Judah (South) 922 BCE

• The conquest of  Israel by Assyria in 722 BCE

• The conquest of  Judah by Babylon in 587 BCE

• The Edict of  Cyrus and restoration to Jerusalem 539 BCE



Classical Prophets

• These are generally considered the later prophets whose words were written 
down in scrolls

• Major prophets each took up one whole scroll: Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel

• The 12 Minor prophets were all shorter, including Obadiah which is just one 
chapter long.

• They range in time from Hosea and Amos, (8th century B.C.E.), to Zechariah 
and Malachi, (4th century B.C.E.)



Minor Prophets

• Hosea
• Joel
• Amos
• Obadiah
• Jonah
• Micah

• Nahum
• Habakkuk
• Zephaniah
• Haggai
• Zechariah
• Malachi



Amos

• From Tekoa in Judah, but prophesied in the North in Israel during its heyday in the mid-8th

century BCE
• Distinguishes himself  from the so-called professional prophets who tell the king what he 

wants to hear: 7:10ff
• Starts off  by prophesying against the foreign nations: For three transgressions of  Damascus, 

and for four, I will not revoke the punishment
• But then turns the tables and utters the same judgment against Judah and then Israel 1:6ff
• Concern is that Israel has forsaken the covenant especially by dealing harshly and unjustly 

with the poor and vulnerable 8:1ff
• Amos also makes the connection between worship and justice 5:21ff



Hosea

• Hosea also prophesied in the Northern kingdom in the 8th century
• Notable for another theme of  prophets – symbolic prophetic actions

• Chapter 1:2 When the Lord first spoke through Hosea, the Lord said to Hosea, “Go, take 
for yourself  a wife of  whoredom and have children of  whoredom, for the land commits 
great whoredom by forsaking the Lord”

• And symbolic names: Lo-ammi (“not my people”)
• Like Amos, Hosea makes the connection between worship and faithful, ethical 

behavior
• 6:6 “For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of  God rather than burnt 

offerings.”



Isaiah

• So often quoted in the New Testament, it is often called the 5th Gospel

• Traditionally seen as the work of  three different prophets
• First Isaiah (chapters 1–39), containing the words of  Isaiah from the 8th century BCE;

• Second Isaiah (chapters 40–55), the work of  an anonymous 6th-century BCE author 
writing during the Exile; 

• Third Isaiah (chapters 56–66), composed after the return from Exile



First Isaiah

Isaiah 6:1-8
6:1 In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem of  
his robe filled the temple. 2Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six wings: with two they 
covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. 3And one called to 
another and said:
‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of  hosts; the whole earth is full of  his glory.’ 4The pivots* on the thresholds 
shook at the voices of  those who called, and the house filled with smoke. 5And I said: ‘Woe is me! I am 
lost, for I am a man of  unclean lips, and I live among a people of  unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the 
King, the Lord of  hosts!’

6 Then one of  the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been taken from the altar with a pair of  
tongs. 7The seraph* touched my mouth with it and said: ‘Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt 
has departed and your sin is blotted out.’ 8Then I heard the voice of  the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send, 
and who will go for us?’ And I said, ‘Here am I; send me!’



Second Isaiah

Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.
2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her
that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid,
that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.
A voice cries out:
‘In the wilderness prepare the way of  the Lord,

make straight in the desert a highway for our God.
4 Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be 
made low;
the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.
5 Then the glory of  the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall 
see it together,

for the mouth of  the Lord has spoken.’



Second Isaiah and Monotheism

• God will make Jerusalem the center of  his worldwide rule through a royal savior 
(a messiah) who will destroy her oppressor (Babylon); this messiah is the Persian 
king Cyrus the Great, who is merely the agent who brings about Yahweh's kingship.

• Isaiah speaks out against corrupt leaders and for the disadvantaged, and roots 
righteousness in God's holiness rather than in Israel's covenant.

• Isaiah 44:6 contains the first clear statement of monotheism: "I am the first and I 
am the last; besides me there is no God". This model of  monotheism became the 
defining characteristic of  post-Exilic Judaism, and the basis for Christianity and 
Islam. 



Jeremiah

• Jeremiah was the son of Hilkiah, a priest from the Benjamite village 
of Anathoth. The difficulties he encountered, as described in the books of  Jeremiah 
and Lamentations, have prompted scholars to refer to him as "the weeping 
prophet".

• Jeremiah was called as a young man to prophetic ministry c. 626 BCE by YHWH to 
give prophecy of  Jerusalem's destruction that would occur by invaders from the 
north.

• Prophet of  the New Covenant 31:31, and quoted forty times in the New Testament
• Lived through the conquest of  Jerusalem by the Babylonians and died in exile in 

Egypt



Calling of  Jeremiah

The words of  Jeremiah son of  Hilkiah, of  the priests who were in Anathoth in the land of  Benjamin, 2to 
whom the word of  the Lord came in the days of  King Josiah son of  Amon of  Judah, in the thirteenth 
year of  his reign. 3It came also in the days of  King Jehoiakim son of  Josiah of  Judah, and until the end of  
the eleventh year of  King Zedekiah son of  Josiah of  Judah, until the captivity of  Jerusalem in the fifth 
month. 4 Now the word of  the Lord came to me saying,
5 ‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed 
you a prophet to the nations.’ 6Then I said, ‘Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am 
only a boy.’ 7But the Lord said to me, ‘Do not say, “I am only a boy”; for you shall go to all to whom I 
send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. 8 Do not be afraid of  them, for I am with you to 
deliver you, says the Lord.’
9Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the Lord said to me, ‘Now I have put my 
words in your mouth. 10 See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull 
down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.’



Jeremiah 31:31-34

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the 
house of  Israel and the house of  Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I made 
with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of  the land of  
Egypt—a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord. But 
this is the covenant that I will make with the house of  Israel after those days, says 
the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be 
their God, and they shall be my people. No longer shall they teach one another, or say 
to each other, ‘Know the Lord’, for they shall all know me, from the least of  them to 
the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no 
more.



Ezekiel

1:4 As I looked, a stormy wind came out of  the north: a great cloud with brightness around it and fire flashing 
forth continually, and in the middle of  the fire, something like gleaming amber. 5In the middle of  it was 
something like four living creatures. This was their appearance: they were of  human form. 6Each had four faces, 
and each of  them had four wings.7Their legs were straight, and the soles of  their feet were like the sole of  a 
calf ’s foot; and they sparkled like burnished bronze. 8Under their wings on their four sides they had human 
hands. And the four had their faces and their wings thus: 9their wings touched one another; each of  them moved 
straight ahead, without turning as they moved. 10As for the appearance of  their faces: the four had the face of  a 
human being, the face of  a lion on the right side, the face of  an ox on the left side, and the face of  an 
eagle; 11such were their faces. Their wings were spread out above; each creature had two wings, each of  which 
touched the wing of  another, while two covered their bodies. 12Each moved straight ahead; wherever the spirit 
would go, they went, without turning as they went.13In the middle of* the living creatures there was something 
that looked like burning coals of  fire, like torches moving to and fro among the living creatures; the fire was 
bright, and lightning issued from the fire. 14The living creatures darted to and fro, like a flash of  lightning.



Prophetic Symbolic Actions

• Often the prophet performed some symbolic action to illustrate God’s 
message
• Isaiah walked “naked and barefoot three years” (Isaiah 20:3–4)

• Jeremiah breaking the clay vessel (see Jeremiah 19)

• Ahijah tore a new garment into twelve pieces (1 Kings 11:29–31)

• Hosea married Gomer (see Hosea 1; 3:1–5)



Key Takeaways

• Prophets are called by God, often from their youth
• They are called to speak God’s word, often a word of  judgment
• They are called to enact God’s word, often in prophetic and symbolic actions
• They are not fortune-tellers, but they tell the consequences of  faithlessness
• They represent the “self-critique of  the covenant community.”
• They are the voice of  accountability to the covenant with God

• Particularly the concern for the poor and the oppressed, the widow and orphan, the stranger and the 
vulnerable

• They are often scorned by the leaders of  their day


