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 Hello again and welcome to Literature and World of the Hebrew Bible.  Again, 

my name is John Strong and this is session 25.  This is entitled Overview of Prophecy 

in Israel and this will be our introduction to prophecy and the prophetic books.  We’ve 

moved out of our discussion of the big blocks of material, Deuteronomistic literature and 

the priestly literature, and we are now into looking at some prophetic literature and 

prophetic books.  They span a wide variety of different historical periods.  They don’t fit 

into just one little notch or, relatively speaking, one little notch like we had earlier.   

 So let’s look at the corpus of literature, the collection of literature that we define 

as prophecy and that are marked off for us as prophecy.  Again, we have major 

prophets -- Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel — but then we have what is increasingly 

being referred to as the book of the 12.  It used to be referred to as the minor prophets, 

the 12 smaller books of prophecy.  They appear to have been collected together and 

through some editorial work have some linkages and some bindings.  There seems to 

be some reasons for some of the ordering of this material. 

 The minor prophets or the book of the 12 consists of Hosea, Joel, Amos, 

Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zachariah and 

Malachi.  Notice that — at least if you’ve been writing this down and paying close 

attention — Daniel is not considered to be a prophetic book and does not show up as a 

part of — particularly in the Jewish versions of the Hebrew Bible and the Hebrew 

Hebrew Bible — doesn’t show up as a part of the prophetic corpus or the prophetic 

books.  It doesn’t show up within the Nevieem.  You might want to go back and review 

your notes from the first and second sessions when we talked about the Nevieem and 

the Ketuveem. 

 Daniel is understood to be apocalyptic literature and let’s talk about that for just a 

minute.  First of all, we want to have a working definition of what prophets are.  

Scholars, when they’ve looked at these books and they’ve examined them and they’ve 
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looked at the phenomenon of prophecy in ancient Israel, tried to understand it and come 

to grips with what it was, how the Israelites understood it.  They’ve come to understand 

the prophets and intermediaries between God and humans.  In a theocracy, then, 

where God is a divine king, then in a theocracy the prophets were messengers or 

intermediaries or consultants, political advisors, economic advisors, to the king as to 

what God’s plans were and therefore what the right course of action was.  And you see 

prophets then — they’re not just giving political opinions.  They are saying this is the 

advice that I’ve received from God and as a theocracy you, oh king, ought to listen to it 

and obey it. 

 Now, this is important as people understand and as scholars therefore have 

come to understand prophecy and understand it as being different from apocalypticism.  

Prophecy or consultations to words from God to a particular king in a particular time 

about historical situation, and they are within history.  And in a nutshell, I think, what 

you need to be thinking about and remembering is prophecy takes place and talks 

about things within history, within that ancient history, the prophets’ and the kings’ own 

day. 

 Apocalypticism is something a little bit different.  Apocalypticism is a later 

phenomenon.  It grew up — took rise in post-exilic times and at a time where Israel did 

not have an independent, autonomous, political life.  And therefore salvation started to 

be pushed off to the end of time and apocalypticism then starts to deal with mythical 

images and concepts and imagery, talking about the end of time, and salvation and 

events were taking place outside this world.  In a nutshell, then, the key phrase here, I 

think, key term is outside of the earthly realm.  Prophecy happens within history, within 

the earthly realm.  Apocalypticism envisions things outside of history and outside of the 

earthly realm. 

 In apocalypticism, then, it is a heavenly battle and heavenly struggle that takes 
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place and human beings — their job is not to really affect or make policy decisions that 

are going to somehow sway the course of outcome.  It is getting on board with the 

winning side.  That’s what apocalypticism really has in mind.  With prophecy, things 

are going on within history and within this realm, and therefore the kind of policy 

decisions that a king makes is going to sway and change and affect the outcome.  And 

there are right decisions and wrong decisions, and that’s what a prophet is trying to 

convince the king to do — or the people or whoever he happens to be talking to. 

 All right.  Prophets or intermediaries were found all over the ancient Near East 

and they were basically functioning in the same way that prophets in ancient Israel 

functioned.  They advised kings and armies and officials and foreign nations on policy 

issues and how to manage a situation within history and within their sphere of influence.  

There were many different methods or means of being an intermediary or go-between 

or bringing this message from God to the king.  One way that was prominent in other 

Mesopotamian and ancient Near Eastern nations was divination.  

 Divination dealt with looking at stars or looking at certain signs to try to divine 

what the god was thinking and going to do and what God’s message was.  One of the 

interesting ways and prominent ways that that happened is to look at livers of animals 

as a way of examining or divining what the deity’s will was in a particular situation.  And 

there were even -- apparently they had preserved livers through creating molds and 

they would train prophets and intermediaries or advisors.  When a liver looks like this or 

has these kinds of features, this is what happened later in the past and therefore what 

we envision is happening again.  And so how these different livers looked — they were 

catalogued to a certain extent and we’ve seen some evidence of this. 

 In Israel you don’t see that kind of divination.  What you really see in Israel is 

what’s referred to as ecstatic or ecstasy, ecstatic prophecy.  And that is divining the will 

of God through other means, more through intuition.  And we’ll talk a little bit about how 
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the language of Hebrew prophets implies a certain behavior or manner in which a 

prophet intuits the will of God and then how a prophet claims to have received the will of 

God, the manner in which that was done, and then before the process of handing over 

that word to a king. 

 Now, with that being said, it’s worth talking about prophets and their role.  

Prophets fundamentally become advisors or spokespersons for particular perspectives.  

They are not independent out there in the sense that they are just all alone and 

suddenly they show up and they deliver a word and everybody says, “Whoa, I’m 

impressed.”  And then they go away.  That’s not the picture that you get from looking 

at the Hebrew Bible.  It’s not the kind of picture you get from any kind of study of 

prophecy in any culture. 

 In about the year 1980 there was a — I have not done as good of a job as I 

would have liked, talking about some bibliography in this course — but there was, I 

think, one of the best books on prophecy written by a fellow named Robert Wilson of 

Yale, called Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel.  It was a great work in that he 

examined intermediaries in a lot of different cultures, and he did a sociological study of 

how intermediaries functioned in different societies.  He identified certain patterns that 

they all sort of fit in.  Then he went to the Hebrew Bible and he looked at prophecy and 

how it worked, and he found that it fell into these same kinds of patterns.  Here’s just 

sort of a selection or a distillation of the kinds of conclusions that he drew and some of 

the sorts of patterns that he identified. 

 Basically, again, he thinks of prophets as being tied to and linked with support 

groups and that’s number one.  They had — every prophet has some sort of a support 

group, some group that thinks, “Yeah, that prophet’s right on the money.”  And if a 

prophet gets too far out there with his or her message and loses all support, and no one 

will listen to the prophet or has any confidence in the prophet, then at that point you will 
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see prophets fade away.  They just disappear from the pages of history.  They no 

longer are giving prophetic messages because there is no one to either listen to or 

encourage or affirm the message that the prophet is giving. 

 Number two, prophets are associated with either, generally speaking, peripheral 

or central support groups.  The support group has to have some size to it.  It can’t be 

so far out — the message can’t be so far out that no one in society believes them.  

There has to be some sort of a support group.  But the support group could be fairly 

small and fairly marginal in terms of society.  If you think about society in terms of 

circles of influence, as you get toward the center of power and the concentration of 

power, in our society who would that be?  Well, it’d be government officials, senators, 

U.S. House of Representatives, the President, Supreme Court judges even.  But it 

would also include C.E.O.’s and other prominent people in the private sector.  Those 

are the power brokers in our society and they were the same in ancient Israelite society.  

It was the king and his royal court and his priests and his scribes and maybe some 

wealthy landowners that were very influential.  They would be the power brokers of 

ancient Israelite society.  And they would form something of a support group — or 

within those powers there might be varying support groups, numbers of groups, and 

they would have certain prophets that they would turn to as consultants, as 

spokespersons, who understood their fundamental perspective and spoke from that 

perspective. 

 On the other hand, in our society, there are folks who live more toward the 

margins, who have less power.  A professor at Missouri State University in Springfield, 

Missouri, has a certain amount of influence.  But, you know, if I call up the President at 

the White House I’m not gonna get through.  If I call up our U.S. Representative, might 

get some polite smiles, a polite piece of mail returned, something like that.  Might get 

listened to a little bit.  But how much power do I really have? 
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 On the other hand, particularly if I did not give this person any kind of a campaign 

donation.  On the other hand, if I was a big C.E.O. and I gave a large campaign 

donation, you can imagine I’d get a lot more time and have a lot more attention.  And 

then as you move out toward more of the margins, how powerful are the homeless in 

our society?  They don’t have an address, they don’t have a bank account.  Do they 

have much of an identity?  Does anyone, even a professor at Missouri State University, 

really want to stop and have a long conversation, hear what they think about the world 

on the way to work?  Well, you know, I’m busy.  I’ve gotta grade papers and things like 

that.  How much power do they really have?  How much influence do they really have?

 And so you can see as you move from the margins toward the center, people 

have varying amounts of power. 

 The support groups — getting back to ancient Israel — the support groups also 

had varying amounts of powers.  There were some support groups that were well 

situated, well tied into the sources of power in ancient Israelite society.  There were 

others that were more marginal and had a smaller support group and had a smaller 

perspective and a narrower focus on issues.  They might be a peripheral support group 

or a peripheral party. 

 Number three, support groups and therefore there were spokespersons.  The 

prophets were their advisors.  These folks tended to have varying degrees of how 

radical they got.  If a support group was peripheral, they had a totally different kind of a 

picture of society and what society ought to be, and what direction society ought to be 

headed, and things like that.  They’re gonna be talking more about — the prophets 

would be — about revolution and radical reform as a support group and perspective 

moved more in line with the power groups and those in the center.  They may talk 

about reform or changes or new directions but it’s going to be slower, more orderly.  

Not going to want to upset the applecart or bring in a whole new government or a whole 
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new system.  It’s going to be more in line with the central powers. 

 Number four, prophets are going to exhibit a certain definable behavior pattern 

that their support group understands.  In other words, support groups understood you 

exhibit this kind of behavior, you’re receiving a message from God.  If you receive a 

different kind of behavior, you’re working for the other side maybe or maybe you’re just 

plain nuts.  In ancient Israel, then, we see, for example, some prophets who 

understand themselves as being seers.  They see visions of God.  Isaiah saw a vision 

of God in the temple.  Ezekiel saw a vision of God’s glory or the cavode of Yahweh in 

Mesopotamia.   Jeremiah heard the word of the Lord and seemed to receive oral 

pronouncements, oral messages, from God.  Those are different types of behavior.  

The biblical scholars understand that that would represent different support groups that 

recognized and understood those different types of behavior. 

 Fifth.  Prophets inevitably — advocates, advisors, consultants inevitably are 

gonna come into conflict with one another.  They’re gonna have differing messages 

and therefore there’s going to be accusations from varying prophets.  Why do you 

believe that person and that prophet?  They are not speaking the word of God.  They 

are a false prophet.  They’re giving a false message.  If that prophet persists or if the 

conflict gets more tense, they may actually be identified as a witch.  And so, for 

example, or to try and illustrate the difference, if I say I’m prophesying in the name of 

Yahweh and then I give a word and another prophet of Yahweh’s says, “Well, that’s not 

what I understand,” they might say I’m a false prophet.  Okay.  I’m working on the side 

of Yahweh but I’m a false prophet.  If, on the other hand, my message continues to be 

radical, continues to be counterculture, continues to call for revolution, maybe my 

opposing prophet would say, “This guy is not just a false prophet.  He’s not just wrong.  

He is a witch.  He’s giving a message from a different deity or a different side from the 

opposing side.  He’s a witch.”  And so there are those sorts of accusations and then 
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that causes all sorts of conflict.  It can serve to stymie and shut up and stifle an 

opposing prophet. 

 The other thing is that if a support group — and this is point number six — if a 

support group gets too far out there so that it no longer — it’s not just at the fringes of 

society or the margins of society; it’s left society altogether.  It becomes a millenary end 

movement.  And by that we mean the group starts to look for salvation to come from 

outside of society, outside of history, outside of this realm, outside of this world.  And 

that’s essentially what you start to see with apocalypticism. 

 If you just think about it, even if you’re in the margins of society, if nevertheless 

you’re within this society and you understand that this society — this realm, that there 

are possibilities of salvation, possibilities of good and progress to be made in this 

society, in this realm, sure, maybe society needs to be revolutionized.  Maybe radical 

reform is in order and needed.  But nevertheless, if it’s within this realm, within this 

world, within this society -- we’re talking still about working in this period of time— it’s a 

prophetic movement.  But if the support group says, “We have no part in this world.  

We’re going to go off, we’re gonna form our own little commune and we’re going to wait 

upon God to bring the world to a close, do away with everything and start all over 

again,” that’s a millenary end movement. 

 When we’re taping this program it’s 2006 in January.  It has been over, I think, 

10 years since David Koresh and the tragedy at Waco.  The Branch Davidians in 

Waco, Texas — they had a compound not in Waco, Texas; literally outside of Waco, 

Texas — and they had a compound there.  They collected all sorts of weapons and 

they had a few followers.  Well, you know, who all were joining their church or their 

cult?  It probably wasn’t the rich and well-to-do.  It probably wasn’t the powerful within 

society.  It was the people who had given up on society.  “For whatever reason, this 

world has no place for me.  I have no hope for salvation within this realm and within this 
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world.  There’s no hope for betterment.  I’m going to go elsewhere.  I’m going to go to 

this commune.  It’s not even within Waco but is outside of Waco.  I’ll live on this 

commune and follow this guy’s teaching and this guy’s perspective of hope,” which was 

let’s wait till the end of the world and we’ll collect weapons to make sure that we’re 

fighting on the right side when the time comes, and that sort of thing.  And they were 

totally opposed by the powers that be, the Federal government.  They were a millenary 

end movement and David Koresh was their prophet.  He had a small but very loyal 

support group.  That’s a modern picture of what we’re talking about and the same sort 

of thing took place in ancient Israel. 

 Now, when we look at prophetic literature in this class, we’re going to basically 

divide prophets into a couple of groups.  There are going to be the Ephraimite or the 

Israelite prophets and then the Judean or the southern prophets.  Let’s look at 

Ephraimite prophets first. 

 The Ephraimite prophets seemed to take on a name for themselves of Nabi, 

N-a-b-i, with a little mark for an alif.  An alif is in Hebrew a glottal stop.  It’s the way you 

kind of close up your throat at the end of the word.  The Nabi.  They spent most of 

their life and their work in the northern kingdom.  They seemed to tie and associate 

themselves with religious traditions that came from the north.  They always seemed to 

be peripheral.  Not in the sense that they were small or no one ever paid any attention 

to them, or they were marginal, highly marginal, way out there, but rather they did not 

have the ear of the king.  They did not have the access to power that the central 

prophets in the north would’ve had. 

 Their behavior seems to indicate they understood messages from God to be 

heard and they were the spokespersons.  Therefore, Jeremiah is understood as a 

Nabi, as an Ephraimite prophet, even though he prophesied in the south, that sort of 

thing.  The Ephraimites are associated with the Deuteronomistic literature.  If you go 



REL 101 Lecture 25 10 

back and you look at your notes, you’ll see that we associated Jeremiah with the 

Deuteronomistic literature as being a Deuteronomistic prophet. 

 Then another group that we’re gonna focus on are the Judean prophets and they 

are from the south. They — Jerusalem and the royal court.  They refer to themselves 

as Cloze.  Cloze means to see or seers. They were seers and they apparently saw 

visions.  They received their messages through visions.  Isaiah is a good example.  

Isaiah has access — I’m getting ahead of myself, but Isaiah saw a vision of God. 

Ezekiel saw a vision of the glory of God.  They were seers.  They’re associated with 

the south, with Jerusalem.  They appear to have access to the central powers of 

Jerusalem and Jerusalem society.  

 Isaiah, then, was in the temple and had access to the temple in Jerusalem.  

Ezekiel, we’re going to see later, was among the first deportees exiled to go to 

Mesopotamia.  If you go back and you look at your notes from lessons 3 and 4 about 

the history of Israel, who were the first deportees or exiles to go?  Members who were 

well situated in places of authority in Judean society?  That was Ezekiel.  He was well 

situated.  He may have been the high priest or in line to become the high priest of the 

Jerusalem temple, some people think. 

 The Judean prophets, the [inaudible], they saw visions and that was their means 

of seeing and they’re associated with the priestly literature.  And so when in the past 

lesson I wanted an example of how the priests understood the presence of God in the 

temple, I went to the Book of Ezekiel, one of their prophets who had a vision of the glory 

of God moving into the temple.  Those are the two circles that we’re gonna kind of look 

at briefly as we look at this literature and try to get a picture of who these prophets are.  

We’re not always going to be successful or 100% certain that we’ve identified what 

party.  We’re looking at this material from 2500, 3000 years away.  It’s kind of difficult 

to be precise.  But it starts to make — to bring some clarity to understanding and 
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reading the prophets. 

 Let’s look quickly at prophecy through Israel’s history.  Prophecy through Israel’s 

history follows Israel’s political history rather closely and remarkably.  We saw the 

same thing with how Israel understood the presence of Yahweh in the temple.  That 

changed with Israel’s political fortunes as well.  And so we’re starting hopefully — you 

as a student are starting to see and pull some of this material together, some of these 

concepts together, because they’re starting to weave themselves back together. 

 Let’s start with David’s empire.  David united the kingdom underneath his 

personality.  He inherited sort of a failed attempt at uniting the kingdom by Saul.  And 

so David is wanting to unite all sorts of traditions.  At that point, what you see David 

doing is you see David appointing two different priests, one from the north and one from 

the south, and you see him appointing two different prophets.  You see two different 

prophets playing prominent roles under David.  One would be Nathan.  He appears to 

be acting as though and acting according with Ephraimite prophets.  He makes the 

king, in Second Samuel 5, and he assures and he seems to be loyal to the temple in 

Jerusalem that David built and that was an important part of the Ephraimite prophets 

again. 

 Ephraimite prophets are associated with the Deuteronomistic literature.  

Deuteronomistic literature has as one of its central concepts the centralization of all 

worship in a temple in Jerusalem.  When the north broke away and built Bethel and 

Dan and did not focus their worship on Jerusalem, it was the Deuteronomistic 

literature’s judgment that Jeroboam the First was a failure and led the nation astray.  

Nathan is loyal to — and all the Ephraimite prophets are loyal to the temple.  So is 

Nathan.  He says to David when David says “It’s in my mind to build Yahweh a temple,” 

he said “Well, that’s great.  We congratulate you.  Let’s hold off until Solomon.”  

Second Samuel 12, he also though is judgmental of David and of the king.  When 
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David sins with Bathsheba and murders her first husband, Uriah the Hittite, Nathan 

condemns David at that point. 

 Alongside Nathan, though, we read about another prophet named Gad.  Gad 

seems to have been acting as Judean prophet.  Along with Nathan, he was loyal to the 

temple.  And in First Chronicles 21, particularly verses 18 through 27, after David has 

sinned — and this is in regard to the census — Gad provides a way that David can be 

forgiven by offering sacrifices on the threshing floor of Ornan where the temple one day 

would be built.  And so some scholars have identified Gad as a Judean prophet in 

support of the king and working for a way for the kingdom to be forgiven and to move 

on. 

 The divided kingdom comes.  The nation is split into Israel north and Judah in 

the south, and the Ephraimites are associated largely with the northern kingdom.  

That’s their home territory and that’s where they serve, but of course they appear to be 

peripheral because their loyalties are to the Jerusalem sanctuary, to the Jerusalem 

temple.  That’s where their loyalties are.  The north built its houses of worship in Dan 

in the north and Bethel in the south.  And they were contrary to and opposing sites, and 

therefore the Ephraimite prophets were peripheral and they were out of power.  They 

were judgmental of Jeroboam and all the kings of the north that followed.  They are the 

ones, it seems, who collected and preserved many of the Deuteronomistic traditions.  

When the northern kingdom fell, the Ephraimite prophets brought these traditions — 

pledged to the south, brought these traditions to them, and suddenly for a period of time 

they were central prophets with influence upon Josiah as Josiah tried to unite the nation 

again underneath his personality, and worked with the Ephraimite prophets in terms of 

building these Deuteronomistic traditions together. 

 A good example of an Ephraimite prophet in the northern kingdom is Elijah.  

What do we see Elijah doing?  Elijah lives in the wilderness.  He comes to the king, 
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Ahab.  Ahab has brought in prophets of Baal.  He’s married a foreign wife, Jezebel.  

He’s brought in foreign traditions.  Elijah goes to Ahab and then has to flee because 

Ahab wants to kill him. 

 And so he’s off on his own.  He does have a support group and there are 

discussions and in the text it talks about circles of prophets.  And both Elijah and Elisha 

stay at people’s homes and people take care of both of these prophets.  So they have 

support groups but they’re peripheral.  They’re not in vogue, they’re not in power, 

because they are loyal to the temple in Jerusalem and the Deuteronomistic traditions 

that are loyal to David and the Davidic dynasty. 

 But up in the north, they are in the wrong geographical area to have influence.  It 

is only when Hezekiah and Josiah, under the Deuteronomistic reform — when those 

two kings are needing to bring the northern kingdom, the northern refugees, and the 

southern citizens together as a nation, and that Deuteronomistic theology and ideas and 

concepts and traditions become important, that the northern prophets, the Ephraimite 

prophets, prophets such as Elijah and Elisha, that they move in for a time, a period of 

time, to play a central as central power brokers in Josiah’s reign and in the 

Deuteronomistic literature. 

 In the south you had Judean prophets and these two seemed to be — just a 

couple of examples — Isaiah, and we’ve talked about Isaiah, but Nahum is another 

good example.  We’re not gonna look at the Book of Nahum but I find the Book of 

Nahum to be just a fascinating book.  It is an oracle against the Assyrian government.  

It celebrates the fall of the Assyrian government, talks about the wonderful victory of the 

nation over the Assyrians and how wonderful that is, and it seems to be a book that 

represents the central theology and thought and viewpoints of the Jerusalem monarchy 

and of the royal court there in Jerusalem. 

 We move from the divided kingdom period to then exile and post-exilic period.  
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At that time these two traditions lose their distinctiveness and come together, and it only 

makes sense.  If we were to be invaded by another nation and taken over and lose our 

autonomy to another nation — if we lost the Cold War, for example — well, how 

important would being a Republican or a Democrat be?  Would those political parties 

be maintained?  Would those distinctions be maintained?  Well, probably not.  And so 

with the exile and the post-exilic period, the distinctions between the Ephraimite and the 

Judean prophets and their traditions — they lose their distinctiveness.   

 There becomes at that point in time a loss of confidence in the prophets because 

of the fall of the nation.  There were so many conflicting prophetic voices at the time of 

the fall, then the nation fall, and how do you trust those folks?  Well, if you lose 

confidence in prophets of that time who are making oracular statements and declaring 

the will of God and say “I’m an intermediary,” and you can’t tell and you lose confidence 

in your ability to understand or to believe them, what do you do?  Well, why don’t you 

go back.  You have written prophecy at that time, additions of the Books of Ezekiel, 

Jeremiah, Isaiah, some of the minor prophets — those folks — we not only know what 

they said but we also know how it came out.  We knew that they were right.  They 

were obviously prophets of God.  Why don’t we study those works?  And so written 

prophecy takes on a whole new authority and oral prophecy falls away.  At that point 

the prophetic movement is in its waning years.  Because prophets who are giving oral 

declarations — people have lost confidence in them, but people start to study the 

written prophetic word. 

 Well, as time goes on, then, you start to see a rise in apocalypticism as the 

nation fails to become autonomous, to escape the yoke of Persia and other nations and 

powers, as it becomes clear that the nation is going to continue as a small province 

within the bigger world scheme.  Israelites start to look outside of history for their 

salvation.  It’s not going to happen here, but the Messiah will come someday in the 
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distant future.  The Messiah will come and when that takes place, there’ll be a cosmic 

battle.  Time will come to a close.  This realm will come to a close.  And a new era 

and a new space, new location, the garden of God, will be reinvented and brought back 

to life once again.  That is when apocalypticism comes into play and that is the tradition 

in which to understand and read the Book of Daniel. 

 Well, that summarizes what we’re working on today, introduction to the prophetic 

books.  We’ll come back next time and we’ll look at some chronologically early 

prophets, Amos and Hosea.  Look at the oracles against the nations and Amos, a 

fascinating block of oracles.  It’ll be a lot of fun.  Thank you for your attention. 


