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I. THE NATURE OF PROPHECY

1/ The Phenomenon of Prophecy. 
+ Most religions, if not all, have produced the phenomenon of prophecy either continuously or at some stage in their development. This observation holds good not only for the so-called primitive religions but also for highly sophis​ticated ones.
DEFINITION: By prophecy we understand not specifically or even principally the forecasting of the future—a fairly late conception of what is essential to prophecy—but rather the mediation and interpretation of the divine mind and will. 
+ It was in this sense that prophetes (lit., "one who speaks for another" or "interpreter") was used, from about the 5th cent. BC, to designate those who interpreted the divine mind as made known in various ways to themselves or to others. 
+ The function of the prophetes was considered to be pre-eminently one of public religion.

+ Other terms were used to refer to private soothsayers or diviners. 
+ Mantis: is the recipient of a revelation that might require interpretation. The prophetes and the mantis could, of course, be one and the same person. 
+ The means of prophetic communication were, in general, the same that are presupposed in OT prophecy: dreams, visions, ecstatic or mystical experiences, and various divinatory practices. 
+ The oracles of Balaam in Nm 22-24 were regarded as true prophecies from Yahweh, although biblical tradition classified Balaam with the enemies of God and his people (Nm 31:8, 16; Jos 13:22; 2 Pt 2:15; Jude 11; Ap 2:14). As Thomas explained, because prophecy is a transient motion rather than a habit, the same person might prophesy both truth and falsehood, depending on whether or not he had been touched by the Spirit of God.
+ True and false prophets happened not only in antiquity, in the OT and NT, within and without the people of God, but also in later times. Although the Church has never officially applied the term "prophet" to anyone not so named in Scripture, it is nevertheless plain that God spoke to his people through such instruments as Francis of Assisi, Vincent Ferrer, Catherine of Siena, Bridget of Sweden, and others, often through experiences like those of the biblical prophets.

2/ Prophecy in the Near East. 
+ The most important analogies to OT prophecy are to be sought, of course, in the ancient Near East, of which Israel was a tiny part. 
+ A concomitant consideration that naturally arises here is the degree, to which Israelite proph​ecy was dependent on the analogous institutions of culturally superior peoples, chiefly of Mesopotamia and Egypt, and also of the aboriginal civilization of Canaan.

+ From the earliest recorded time, a common pattern of seers and diviners existed throughout the Near East who were employed in ascertaining the mind of the protective divinity. 
"I lifted up my hand to Be'elshamayn, and Be'elshamayn heard me. Be'elshamayn [spoke] to me through seers and through diviners. Be'elshamayn [said to me]: Do not fear, for I made you king, and I shall standby you and deliver you..." (ANET 501). 
+ While Amos was prophesying in Israel, an Aramean king was having these words inscribed on a stone in Syria. The explicit reference to seers and diviners clarifies the state​ments of Mesha, the king of Moab, made on the 9th cent. Moabite Stone: 
"Chemosh said to me, 'Go, take Nebo from Israel!'... Chemosh said to me, 'Go down, fight against Haurolien'..." (ANET 320-21).
+ The biblical parallel is in such passages as: 

- "David inquired of Yah​weh, 'Shall I go and attack these Philistines?' And Yahweh said to David, 'Go and attack the Philistines and save Keilah'" (1 Sm 23:2). 
- David was accompanied by his prophet Gad (1 Sm 22:5), whose duty it was to make such inquiries of Yahweh. 

- Even more explicitly 1 Sm 23:6-12 exemplifies the pattern: Abiathar, the priest of Nob who had joined David's hand, brought with him the ephod, a divining instrument, by which David obtained yes-or-no answers to such questions as "Will Saul come down?" and "Will the men of Keilah surrender me to Saul?

- An ephod was an object in ancient Israelite culture, and was closely connected with oracular practices. In the Books of Samuel, David is described as wearing one when dancing in the presence of the Ark of the Covenant. In the book of Exodus and in Leviticus one is described as being created for the High Priest to wear as part of his official vestments; in the Book of Judges, Gideon and Micah each cast one from a metal, and Gideon's was worshipped. 

- Urim and Thummim: Meaning lights and perfections. The article "the" before each shows their distinctness. In Deut. 33:8 the order is reversed "thy Thummim and thy Urim." Urim is alone in Num. 27:21; 1 Sam. 28:6 Saul is answered neither by dreams nor by Urim. Thummim is never by itself. Inside the high priest's breastplate were placed the Urim and Thummim when he went in before the Lord (Exo. 28:15-30; Lev. 8:8). Mentioned as already familiar to Moses and the people. More probably are stones with Jehovah's name and attributes, "lights" and "perfections," engraven on them were folded within the ephod. By gazing at them the high priest with ephod on, before the Lord, was absorbed in heavenly ecstatic contemplation and by God was enabled to declare the divine will.  
ECTASTIC PROPHECY:

+ Phoenicia is attested by the experiences of Wen-Amon, an Egyptian emissary (spy) at the port of Byblos (ANET 25​29). The harried Wen-Amon took the inconveniences caused him by the "possessed" boy fairly laconically: it was a routine occupational hazard to encounter the effects of ecstatic prophecy, just as they continued to be an embarrassment to Paul over a millennium later (Acts 16:16-18). 
+ The graphic story told in 1 Kgs 18:19-40 is witness to the character of ecstatic prophecy among the Canaanites in the time of Elijah. 
+ With few, if any, modifications, the external manifestations must have been hardly distinguishable from those of the bands of ecstatic Yahwistic prophets mentioned in 1 Sm 10:5-7, 10-13; 19:18-24 in the time of Saul. 
+ We are even better informed about the Near Eastern pattern of prophecy from the Babylonian evidence. Prophecy was no exception to the rule of rigid organiza​tion in Babylonian society. 

- In the Babylonian temples baru priests delivered a tertu, "message," to their clients chiefly through liver divination. The word tertu is doubtless cognate with the Hebr torah, used to designate prophetic instruction in Is 1:10 and elsewhere. 

- Another type of Babylonian priest-prophet were the mahhu, "ecstatics"; their oracles were given in the throes of divine "possession," like those of the youth who plagued Wen-Amon. Neither must it be thought that these Babylonian prophets merely pandered to the magical conception of religion that perverted so much of Mesopotamian piety; the mahhu also served as judges and physicians. Their incantation formulas, although ad​mittedly magical, nevertheless sometimes showed an awareness of that connection between religion and moral​ity that is so much insisted upon by the prophets of Israel.
+ The Near Eastern pattern, as we may already surmise, makes little or no distinction between prophet and priest. In Israel, the pattern seems to have been broken, for the difference between the two was well defined. The Israelite priesthood was hereditary and hierarchical whereas prophecy was charismatic; prophets like Ezekiel and Jeremiah might also be priests, but there is no indica​tion that such a man as Amos was a priest—indeed, many indications are against it. Still, the deviation is not as absolute as might first appear, at least as regards Israelite prophecy in the whole. 

- It is difficult to separate the priestly from prophetical functions of Samuel in the story of 1 Sm 9:11-26. Throughout he is called "the seer," and in 1 Sm 19:18-24 we see that he heads a band of ecstatic prophets; yet some of his main duties are to bless the sacrifice on the "high place" and to preside at the sacrificial meal. Prophets are repeatedly encountered at the sanctuaries of Israel, at Shiloh (1 Kgs 14:1-2), at Bethel (2 Kgs 2:3), at Gilgal (2 Kgs 4:38), in the Temple of Jerusalem (Jer 23:11; 35:4), etc. 

- Prophets and priests are frequently mentioned in the same breath and, often enough, they are both associated with the sanctuary (cf. Lam 2:20). 

- The divinatory devices used by priest, (cf. 1 Sm 14:3) are also used by prophets (cf. 1 Sm 28:6). 
+ Among the Arabs, the inspired man, the prophet, is known as the kahin, a word cognate with the Hebr kohen, "priest." In this respect, too, therefore, prophecy in Israel continues to have analogies with that of the re​mainder of the Near East.

3/ Prophecy in Israel. The very prev​alence of the prophetic pattern through the Near East precludes the necessity of seeking the origins of Israelite prophecy outside the religion of Israel itself. To the extent that Israelite religion had traits in common with the religions of the other, mainly Semitic, peoples of the ancient Near East, it expressed itself in kindred institu​tions, one of which was prophetism. To the extent, however, that Israel's religion was something quite apart in this same Near Eastern world, its prophetism also be​came something unlike that of any other people.


(A) A History of Israelite Prophecy. What did the Hebrew mean when he spoke of a nabi', the word we translate, through the LXX, as "prophet"? This question, apparently so elementary, probably cannot be answered precisely on the basis of our present knowl​edge. 

- The prevailing scholarly view, which, however, has not been universally accepted, is that nabi' is an Akkadian loanword meaning "one sent" or "one made to speak" (therefore, "spokesman"). 

- The Hebr verbal forms derived from the noun and translated "prophesy" merely mean, of course, "to act the part of a nabi'." 

- All that we can do to define the meaning of the term is to examine its use in OT literature as it is found in the history of prophecy. This examination will help to answer other questions, including one that arises from the paradoxical fact that the term seems to have been avoided by some of those who come first to mind when we think of the word "prophet."


(a) EARLY PROPHECY. Biblical tradition traces the origins of Israelite prophecy to Moses, and, at least in the sense that this means prophecy began with Israel itself, there is no reason not to accept the tradition. 
+ The scene described in Nm 11:24-30 (E) is doubtless modeled on assemblies of ecstatic prophets known from later times, but it is to this same kind of prophet that Am 2:11 refers when ascribing the beginning of the nebi'im to the Mosaic age. It was doubtless this kind of prophet that was first meant by the term nabi'. 
+ Admittedly, in later texts the term has become much broader in its signification, where it is applied to any kind of inspired person or, indeed, simply to anyone who was recognized as under special divine protection (as in the case of Abraham, Gn 20:7 [E]). Thus, Moses is commonly called a nabi' in the Pentateuch, as are Aaron (not only in Ex 7:1 [P], but also in Nm 12:2-8 [E], where Moses is related to Aaron and Miriam as a prophet greater than they) and Miriam (also in Ex 15:20 [P]). 
+ In the deuteronomic Jgs 4:4 (although not in the older parallel in Jgs 5), Deborah is called a nebi'a. These texts do not tell us much about the early significance of the word; as 1 Sm 9:9 shows, nabi' was by this time no longer restricted to any single category of "holy man."

+ The prophets in this period usually prophesied in groups whose communal experiences are described in such passages as 1 Sm 10:6-8, 10-13. Hence, they are often given the generic name "sons of the prophets," which has been variously interpreted "mem​bers of prophetic guilds," "professional prophets," and "prophetic disciples" (cf. 1 Kgs 20:35; 2 Kgs 2:3ff; 5:22; 6:1, etc.). 
+ The ecstatic experience that served as the cli​mate for prophecy was often induced by mutual contagion through dance and music. These prophets, too, are often seen to have served as disciples or apprentices under sonic noted prophet; however, they could also live apart as private individuals (cf. 2 Kgs 4:1).
+ In either capacity, they call be found attached to the sanctuaries as "cult prophets" (cf. 1 Kgs 14:1ff; 2 Kgs 22:14-17; Am 7:10ff) or serving the king as "court prophets" (cf. 2 Sm 7:1ff; 12:lff; 24:11; 1 Kgs 1:8; 22:6ff; 2 Kgs 3:11ff; Neh 6:7). 
+ They wore a distinctive garb of haircloth (2 Kgs 1:8; Zech 13:4; cf. Mt 3:4 par.) and often bore

other distinguishing marks (cf. 1 Kgs 20:38, 41; Zech 13:6), possibly at times a tonsure (cf. 2 Kgs 2:23).
+ The ecstatic experience transformed the prophet, made him "another man" (1 Sm 10:6), In such a state, his antics could become grotesque, so that he could be called with rough familiarity "a madman" (2 Kgs 9:11), while his profession was regarded as hardly in keeping with re​sponsible, respectable citizenship (1 Sm 10:11). 
+ In ancient times little distinction was made among psychic abnor​malities, whether they originated in inspiration, frenzy, or insanity. Certainly this condition was the medium of genuine religious experience in which true contact was achieved with God. There is no doubt, too, that it could as easily be a source of delusion and superstition, as the later polemics of the classical prophets against the nebiim show.

+ Ecstaticism continued to some degree throughout the entire period of Israelite prophecy. Samuel is represented on one occasion as leading a band in ecstatic prophecy (1 Sm 19:20ff). 
+ Both Elijah and Elisha are habitually associated with the "sons of the prophets" as masters and leaders, and in 2 Kgs 3:15 Elisha makes use of a customary device to induce ecstatic seizure. 
+ In 1 Kgs 22:5-28, the false prophet Zedekiah points to the possession of "the spirit of Yahweh" by himself and his fellow ecstatics as proof against the prophecy of Micaiah, who apparently lacks this "spirit." Micaiah simply contents himself with ascribing his prophecy to his vision, by which he also knows Zedekian's experience to be that of a "lying spirit." 
+ Similarly, Jer 29:26 shows that ecstatic prophecy was common in Jeremiah's time, but Jeremiah himself never appeals to any possession of a prophetic "spirit." On the other hand, however, Micah (3:8) does claim "the spirit of Yahweh" as testifying against the false prophets of his time, and Hosea (9:7) defines the prophet as "the man of the spirit." Ezekiel certainly received many of his proph​ecies in ecstatic trance and testifies on any number of occasions to his having been seized by "spirit" and by "the hand of Yahweh."

+ The ancient relation of the "seer" (rô'eh or hôzeh) to the nabi’ is uncertain. Etymologically, the seer would have been a visionary rather than an ecstatic, but it is not precluded that his visions would have been received as the result of ecstatic experience. Gad, a nabi’ is also called David's hôzeh in 2 Sm 24:11. 
+ Although it is the seer's role to prophesy (i.e., "act the part of a nabi’" cf. Am 7:12), still the seer is distinguished from the prophet in 2 Kgs 17:13; Is 29:10; 30:10; Mi 3:6-7, etc. Dt 13:2-6 speaks of "prophets and dreamers of dreams," in which case it is doubtless with the latter that the seer is to be identified.
+ In looking to dreams as a source of divine revelation, ancient Israel continued to share the Near Eastern pattern of inspired men. Divinatory usages may also have played a part in the seer's visions; in general, however, Israelitic religion tended to look on divination as superstition. The term "diviner" is never used in the Bible of an authentic spokesman for God.


With the sophistication of religious language, the words honored by non-Israelite religions ("diviners," "dreamers," etc.) became pejorative in connotation, and every kind of inspiration was subsumed in the concept of nabi'. 


(b) CLASSICAL PROPHECY. By "classical proph​ecy" we mean the prophecy of those whom the OT has taught us to regard as exemplifying what is distinctive about Israelite prophets—all that separates them from the Near Eastern pattern.
+ These prophets are those whose teaching has been preserved in the OT and especially those whose names appear at the head of the prophetic books. The OT also called them nebi'im, as part of the standardization of terminology, and, with some reserva​tions, they doubtless would have referred to themselves in the same way. 
+ As a matter of fact, it is not impossible that some of the classical prophets were also nebi'im in the sense of which we have been speaking. The professional prophet might also become a prophet through Yahweh's special call, although such was not the normal event.
RIGHT AND FALSE PROPHET: This consideration introduces a question that we may as well treat now—namely, that of the so-called "false prophets." 
+ It is not a biblical term: the Hebr Bible knows only of nebi'im (although they may be qualified as prophets who tell lies or who have a lying spirit), although the LXX translators have in a few places introduced the paraphrase pseudoprophitis. Because of the ambiguity of the word nabi’ the paradox arises that some of the most bitter denunciations to be found in the words of the lit​erary prophets are addressed to, or concern, "the proph​ets." These literally countless passages accuse "the prophets," or, frequently enough, prophets and priests together, of every kind of moral and social crime against Yahweh and his people and of co-operating with the worst elements in Israelite rule and practice to frustrate Yahweh's will.

+ In the eyes of Israel and of the classical prophets themselves, of course, the false prophets were members of the nebi'im class as much as were the classical prophets. Although among them may have been those who simply simulated prophecy, we must not think that first and foremost they were "false" in the sense that they willfully and knowingly pretended to be what they were not. 
+ They were, rather, prophets deluded by their own prophetic devices, erring in judgment, confusing their own hopes and aspirations with the authentic word of Yahweh (cf. Is 28:7; Jer 23:5ff.). It was not precluded that the same prophet might alternately prophesy truth and falsehood, for a true prophetic word was in every case a distinct gift received from God (cf. Dt 13:2-6, restricting the some​what unsophisticated criterion of true and false prophecy in Dt 18:21-22). 
+ In OT eyes, the activity of the false prophets was also willed by Yahweh as a means of testing his faithful followers (Jer 4:10; 1 Kgs 22:19-23, etc.).

+ The false prophets were often court prophets in whose interest it was to tell the king and his officials what they wanted to hear; just as often they were those who derived monetary benefits from favorable prophecies that assured their clients of divine blessings and troubled no consciences. 
+ Mainly, however, it is probably true that they were men caught up in the common tragedy of their people—i.e., those who had become so convinced that "the Israelite way of life" represented all that was godly that it had become second nature to measure Yahweh's will according to Israel's performance rather than the reverse. This oft-repeated tragedy has by no means been confined to ancient Israel. 
+ It should be obvious that the distinction between false and true prophecy in the days of the classical prophets was not always clear. Possession of the ecstatic prophetical "spirit" was no sure criterion: prophets might be touched by the spirit and still prophesy falsehood, and most of the classical prophets give no certain signs of having been ecstatics. 
+ The fulfillment of prophecy, even if it had been always evident to the prophet's contemporaries, was not an infallible sign, as Dt 13:2ff. shows; moreover, true prophecy apparently often went unfulfilled, discouraging even the prophet himself (cf. Jer 20:7ff.).
+ If the classical prophets could offer their contempo​raries only the testimony of the prophetic word itself, they did nothing more or less than any true prophet could be expected to do: it is the word itself that must find a response in the heart attuned to the reception of God's grace. 
+ Their own conviction of the truth of their prophecy rests on the same foundations; therefore, the narrative of the prophetic call, the experience of the divine presence, plays a prominent role in the records of the literary prophets. This testimony constitutes their credentials, both for themselves and for those to whom they have been sent.

+ Recognition of the unique purpose to which Yahweh had dedicated prophecy in its classical age is already found in the OT in the story of Samuel. Samuel was a nabi', at the head of a band of the benê hanebi'im, the existence of such bands on a wide scale being pre​supposed it, the biblical chronicle; yet when Samuel is first introduced (1 Sm 3:1), we read that "the word of Yahweh was rare in those days—visions were not fre​quent." 
+ In other words, with Samuel, Israelite prophecy was to achieve a new dimension. What that new dimen​sion was, at least in the eves of the same biblical author, is made plain in Samuel's apologia (1 Sm 12:1-5), an anthology of the language of Amos, Micah, Hosea, and Malachi. The same may be said of the prophetic speech attributed to the nabi' Nathan in 2 Sm 12:1ff The fearless revelation of the moral will of Yahweh, the God of Israel's covenant, that is to be the characteristic of classical prophecy setting it apart from all the other prophecy, both of Israel and its neighbors, has already begun with these representatives of the ancient nabi' class.

+ In like manner, Elijah denounces Ahab's sin in 1 Kgs 21:17-24, in language worthy of all Amos or a Jeremiah. 1 Kgs 19:4ff describes, as a new call to prophecy and as the beginning of a new prophetic line (cf. v. 14), Elijah's experience of the "gentle breeze," in which he heard the voice of Yahweh as he had not heard it before. 
+ Immedi​ately afterward, Elisha was called to be Elijah's disciple and, ultimately, his successor as "father of Israel." While the author of the Elisha narrative has been mainly inter​ested in this prophet as a wonder-worker, he still found time to represent his teaching, too, in terms that would find their echo in the later "social" prophets (cf. 2 Kgs 5 :26).

+ Thus it is not hard to see why Amos, although he knew himself to be something more than a nabi' as this tradi​tional institution continued into his days and beyond, did not repudiate the ancient institution but rather acknowl​edged his descent from it. However, he attributed what was distinctive in his prophecy to his special vocation from Yahweh (Am 7:15), as Elijah would have done and as so many of the other literary prophets do (cf. Hos 1-3; Is 6; Jer 1; Ez i, etc.). 
+ In the same spirit, the classical prophets tend to give themselves names other than nabi’— names that more clearly define their significance as Yahweh's special designates. They are "messengers of Yahweh" (Is 44:26; Hag 1:13; Mal 3:1), "servants of God" (Is 20:3; Am 3:7; Jer 7:25; 24:4), "shepherds" (Jer 17:16; Zech 11:4), "guardians" (Is 62:6; Heb 2:1), "watchmen" (Am 3:4; Is 56:10; Jer 6:17; Ez 3:17), etc. 
+ The classical prophets best known to us are the so-called literary prophets of the 8th, 7th, and 6th cents. BC. In a roughly chronological order, these are Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, Nahum, Zephaniah, Habakkuk, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. All, with the exception of Hosea, were apparently Judahites, although Amos is also, for all practical purposes, a prophet who continues the northern Israelite tradition of classical prophecy begun by Samuel and Elijah. 
+ Classical prophecy should not be limited to these great names, however; there are other literary prophets whose names we do not know. One of them, indeed one of the greatest, is the exilic prophet whom we call the Second Isaiah; in addition, numerous anonymous prophets are responsible for supplements to other of the prophetic books, for many of the psalms, and for other prophetical writings found elsewhere in the OT. 
+ Their similarities derive from their devotion to common ideals and from their dependence on common traditions and institutions. Their mediation of the prophetic word, however, is quite personal. They rarely cite one another or even acknowledge one another's existence. The authority with which they spoke came, in other words, from their individual serene confidence of having the mind of Yahweh.




(c) POST—EXILIC PROPHECY. Through the Exile, Israel was granted a new vision of the divine economy—that of the great exilic prophets, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Second Isaiah. The particulars of this new vision will be treated, of course, in the commentaries on these prophets. Here, we wish only to note their influence on the final stage of Israelite prophetism—the period of Palestinian Judaism following the Exile.
+ Post-exilic prophecy lacks much of the vigor and spontaneity of pre-exilic prophecy; at all events, it forms a category apart that invites its separation from the age of classical prophecy. "To a great extent the prophets of this period lived on the ideas of the earlier prophets, and in particular those of the exilic prophets. Their special characteristics are seen less in original ideas of their own than in certain marked tendencies and in the ways in which they modified the ideas they borrowed". 
+ The prophets who pertain to this category, listed in chronological order, are the prophet or prophets responsible for the final section of Is (the so-called Trito-Isaiah), Haggai, Zechariah (chs. 1-8), Malachi, Obadiah, Joel, and the anonymous prophets who produced Zech 9-11, 12-14. 
+ In general, the post-exilic prophets could take a more "optimistic" view of Israel's destiny than could the pre-exilic prophets, for the doom that the latter had foretold had now come and gone, and a new hope could be found in the figure of the Servant of the Lord revealed by the exilic Isaiah. Zechariah and Malachi show a concern for the Temple, the Law, and matters of cult that cannot be discovered in a pre-exilic prophet. 
+ This concern, however, is a continuation of Ezekiel's, an authentic prophet of Israelite doom who at the same time had seen the vision of a new covenant that Yahweh would effect on Palestinian soil when changed conditions would require new religious unities and stresses. Trito-Isaiah also has been greatly influenced by Ezekiel and the Second Isaiah. The bold apocalyptic imagery of Zechariah, Joel, and the Isaiah supplements (chs. 24-27, 34-35) was fore​shadowed in Ezekiel, whom many regard as the father of apocalyptic.

+ The diversity of post-exilic prophecy, it seems, is mainly one of styles, which are often frankly derivative and lacking in the freshness of the earlier prophetic oracles. The themes are fairly common, proper to a people now living under Judaism, when Temple and Torah had become the enduring realities that would continue as Israel's unity after the voice of prophecy had been stilled. 
+ Prophecy itself helped in the transition to conditions under which the people of God could survive for many genera​tions (although its lack would be continually felt, cf. 1 Mc 4:46; 14:41). It did so by responding to needs that Jeremiah and Ezekiel had already foreseen before the Exile, by insisting on individual responsibility and fidelity to the Law, speaking to an Israel with which God would no longer deal simply as a people good or bad, for better or for worse, but as a religion in which each member must follow the rule of life set before him until the dawn of an even better hope (cf. Ez 3:16-21; 33:1-20). 
+ After a brief interest in a Davidic restoration (Zech 6:9-15), it reverted to other soteriological themes, the variety of which had already been enriched in exilic prophecy, and in this way continued the prophetic testimony to Yah​weh's universal domination (cf. Mal 1:11; Is 19:9-10, etc.). It finally promised that prophecy would return (cf. Mal 3:22-24) and that, in fact, in some fashion it would become the gift of all God's people Jl 2:28-29).
+ The disappearance of prophecy in Israel was as unob​trusive as its beginning; it would be impossible to deter​mine who was the last OT prophet. In the last 200 years BC, the wisdom writers consciously carried on the tradi​tion inherited from prophecy (cf. Sir 24:3 1; Wis 7:27), without, however, claiming to possess the prophetic spirit.


(B) Its Distinctive Character. 
+ To the extent that Israel possessed cult and court proph​ets, or prophets whose gifts were at the disposal of the nation or of individual clients in public or private con​sultation, Israelite prophecy was part of the aforemen​tioned Near Eastern pattern. Even in such cases, the conformity to the pattern was not exact, for the content of this prophecy was distinctively Israelite. 
+ It would be impossible to find a non-Israelite court prophet who would speak to his king as Nathan did to David, or even one who would speak of the king as the royal psalmists do. No true parallel to such literature has yet been found outside Israel, for it was the expression of a religion without true parallel in its contemporary world.

+ Israelite prophecy broke with the ancient pattern when it began to produce men who not only spoke from the Israelite institutions but who also judged them and became their conscience. We thus have the distinctive literary forms that found no genuine echo in the other literature of antiquity.

II. PROPHECY AND ISRAEL'S INSTITUTIONS


As we have already mentioned, prophecy, at least in the classical sense of the word, was a charismatic phenomenon. Therefore, if we are to understand its historical signifi​cance in Israelite religion, it is relevant to see the relation of this phenomenon to the noncharismatic Israelite institutions.


1/ The Law and the Priesthood. 
+ Despite the fact that some prophets (e.g., Jeremiah, Ezekiel) were certainly priests, there has long been a persuasion in critical circles that the prophetic and the priestly offices were somehow opposed, at least in the pre-exilic period. 
+ The functions of priest and prophet were always care​fully distinguished in Israel; however, these functions coincided in part. Jer 18:18 speaks of the "law" (tôrah) of the priest, the "counsel" ('êsa) of the wise man, and the "word" (dabar) of the prophet. While these three con​veyed their teachings in different ways—the priest by an institutional tradition, the wise man by a professional tradition, the prophet by a charismatic prompting—they doubtlessly felt that they were contributing each in his own way to a common objective.
+ When the prophets condemned the priesthood, as they often did, it was not for what the priests were teaching but rather for what they were not: They had rejected knowledge and had ignored the law (tôrah) of God (Hos 4:6). In the same spirit, the "false" prophets were condemned, not to reject the idea of prophecy but rather a travesty of it.

+ The opposition between priesthood and prophecy was exaggerated because of several factors. One was the persuasion, now considerably corrected, that law was a relatively late development in Israel, representing the triumph of formal over spiritual religion. Another was the distorted perspective in which the religion of the prophets was viewed in respect to the "official" religion of Israel. It is quite true, of course, that some difference in​variably existed between the attitudes and interests of priestly and prophetic religion, but they were attitudes and not different religions. At its best, the priesthood did the same work, or part of the same work, that prophecy did, i.e., it transmitted the revealed moral will of the God of Israel. The priesthood did so by the tradition of religious law preserved in the sanctuaries; prophecy accomplished the task by the communication of the living word. In principle, the latter was not intended to oppose the former.

+ The teaching of prophecy is, in any case, always consistent with the Law, even if it is expressed in its own way and with its own stresses.

+ The OT has been transmitted through various streams of tradition that have often mutually influenced one another without, however, becoming assimilated. The prophetic tradition requires no glorification at the ex​pense of minimizing other traditions that served their own truths in their own way, supplementing without necessarily contradicting the truths of prophecy.

2/ The Cult (worship). 
+ There are various assertions of the pre-exilic prophets that have been interpreted as expressing opposition to animal sacrifice in principle, as a less worthy or an un​worthy way of worshiping Yahweh, possibly because it was imported from Canaan and certainly because it embodied all inferior conception of religion against the constant prophetic call for the spiritual sacrifice of service and personal integrity. Some of the chief passages in​volved are: Am 5:21-27; Hos 6:6; Jer 7:21-23; Is 1:12​-17; these are perhaps the strongest assertions of their kind, and they are typical of the rest.

+ When these passages are read in context and not as part of a preconceived theory of the origin of Israelite religion or of what the prophetic ideal of religion must have been, they make very good sense and are completely consistent with the rest of prophetic doctrine. The prophets are altogether existentialist in their approach to this aspect of Israelite life as to any other. They were not concerned with the issue of animal sacrifice or other forms of ex​ternal sacrifice as an ideal or an abstraction. What was at issue were the sacrifices then being carried out in con​temporary sanctuaries by men who were perpetrating a sacramentalism devoid of meaning. These sacrifices, say Amos and Jeremiah, Yahweh did not command. Love, not sacrifice, is the will of God, says Hosea; or, as we might rephrase it, there can be no true sacrifice without love. 
+ Absolutes of this kind are a commonplace of biblical language, in the NT as well as in the OT (cf. Lk 14:26 [note Mt 14:26]; 1 Cor 1:17 [note vv. 14-16], etc.); ordinarily they cause no trouble, as long as we are attentive to the context at hand. Isaiah's denunciation, perhaps the strongest of the lot, if interpreted out of its existential situation, would lead to the conclusion that Yahweh rejected prayer itself (cf. 1:15) along with sacrifices, incense, festivals, and feast days.

+ One does well not to avoid an extreme by embracing another. We can frankly admit that, on their own read​ing, certain of the prophets would have had at best a minimal interest in the Israelite liturgy, which does not necessarily mean that they made a fetish of opposing rites the observance of which had become a fetish for others. Jeremiah frequented the Temple that he denounced, as did Isaiah before him. On the other hand, Ezekiel, who certainly left no doubt that for him the restoration of Jerusalem's Temple was a condition without which Yahweh could not be properly worshiped by the people he had made his own, nevertheless knew full well that Yahweh himself was the true sanctuary who alone could give any meaning to the Temple built with hands (cf. 11:16). 
+ The prophetic attitude to the cult was like the prophetic attitude to everything—one in which forms were always secondary to the realities they signified. It was only when forms no longer signified anything that they demanded condemnation.

3/ The Monarchy. 
+ Temporally, prophecy and the monarchy coincided almost exactly: The age of kingship in Israelite history was also the age of classical prophecy. In a history of salvation, the fact alone suggests even more intimate connections between the two.

+ The monarchy served partly as a stimulus to prophecy, for with it there entered into Israelite life a new concep​tion of the relation of Israel to Yahweh, one that had to be under constant review by prophecy. 
+ Paradoxically, therefore, prophecy was instrumental in an establishing an institution for which its enthusiasm was always at best lukewarm and which it probably would have preferred never to have taken place.

+ Nevertheless, prophecy never headed any movement in Israel to replace the monarchy with another form of government that it might have been thought to prefer. That this is true is also singularly fortunate, for there is no indication that the prophetic tradition ever possessed either the taste or the talent for practical politics. 
+ When​ever prophecy intervened in these matters, it was as apt to be ill-advised as to succeed in its high purposes. Na​than's approval of Solomon over Adonijah (1 Kgs 1:8) was perhaps the blessing of legal processes and the indica​tions of Yahweh's will (1 Chr 28:5) in opposition to an arrogant assumption that a man should rule simply because he was his father's son; however, from the stand​point of prophecy it could hardly be said that Solomon proved to be a wise choice. It is surely not by accident that nowhere in the biblical traditions is it recorded that Solomon either sought the advice of prophecy or received a prophetic oracle. 
+ Of course, this was as it should have been. The func​tion of prophecy was to form the conscience of a people, not to dictate its politics. It did not necessarily desire the coming of the monarchy, but it assured that its coming would be in accordance with Yahweh's will. 
+ Once it had come, it played the role that destiny had now allotted it—to insist on obedience to the old covenant precepts relegated to the status of private law through the institu​tion of the law of the king. It is in this role that Elijah is cast by 1 Kgs 21:17-24, where the prophet must denounce the crime that Ahab had committed against Israelite law and custom by submitting to the guidance of his Phoeni​cian wife who had tried to show him how to be a real king as the non-Israelite Near East understood kingship. 
+ We must, emphasize, of course, that the prophets never denied the relevance of Davidic messianism to the divine economy. It is only that it was never one of their overriding ideas; they recognized that it had a proper place in Yahweh's salvific plan to the extent that they had been permitted to see it, but its place remained in the back​ground of their thoughts.
+ Amos and Hosea, who proph​esied in northern Israel where there was a different, non-Davidic kingly tradition, characteristically prophesy nothing of royal messianism, (although such prophecies were later inserted into their works). By disposition the prophets were not royalists, but they had to acknowledge that God had spoken through ancient prophecy regarding the destiny of the Davidic line. It was to honor this proph​ecy that they could await a king who would reverse the sad performance of most of the kings of Israel and Judah by being the true son of Yahweh that he was proclaimed to be.

4/ The Religion of Israel.

(A) Eschatology. 
+ Messianism is one aspect of eschatology; therefore, we have already noted one prophetic emphasis by which the prophets were both connected with, and separated from, other Israelites. By eschatology in this context we mean Israel's conviction that it was a people of election, that it had a part to play in the work of judgment and power exercised by God over the universe. 
+ Israelite tradition had expressed the conception of election in various metaphors and analogies, one of the most important of which was that of covenant. This conception, too, is to be found in the prophets, although again with their own proper reservations. 
+ The figure of Yahweh summoning his people before the bar of justice, which is so common in the prophets (cf. the technical term rib, "litigation," in Hos 4:1; Mi 6:2, etc., and other equiv​alents elsewhere), was, we now recognize, borrowed from primitive covenant terminology. 
+ The prophets also usually insist on the tradition of the Mosaic covenant, which was conditioned, rather than on the patriarchal or Davidic covenants, which were unconditioned. In the Mosaic covenant, the moral character of election was most apparent. It is unusual for a pre-exilic prophet to dwell on the patriarchal traditions, although these are mentioned more frequently in exilic and post-exilic prophecy 
+ An idea that assisted the prophets in spiritualiz​ing the conception of election was that of the "remnant." In the preach​ing of Hosea, Isaiah, and Jeremiah, the notion of a saved remnant that would survive Yahweh's judgment and become a restored Israel gave to the doctrine of election a theological depth in which the designs of a beneficent God could be envisioned better and laid the groundwork for post-exilic prophecy.
+ There seems to be no doubt that popular eschatology looked toward a future in which Yahweh would have a settling of accounts with his enemies, from which his people would emerge trium​phant. Prophecy accepted the eschatology but made it clear, apart from all nationalistic considerations and in the light of moral law alone, just who this people would be. It would not be the Israel of the flesh, but the Israel of the spirit—the remnant, the truly chosen. This prophetic interpretation continues into the post-exilic prophecy, where it becomes even plainer that Yahweh's judgment lies not between Israel and non-Israel but between the just and the wicked (cf. Mal 3:13-21).

(B) Prophetic Social and Moral Teaching. 
+ The stress on social morality apparent among the pre-exilic classical prophets has sometimes earned for them the designation "social prophets," specially Amos. 
+ The social message was admittedly a major emphasis, but its explanation is to be found in the function of an Israelite prophet—serving as a conscience for his people in precisely those matters where conscience was needed. 
+ From this prophetic emphasis, however, there emerges an OT theme that becomes a major assertion and extends into the NT doctrine of the kingdom of God (cf. Mt 5:3). This theme is that of Yahweh's poor (‘anawim) —i.e., of the socially oppressed whose redress could only come from Yahweh, and who, therefore, became virtually synonymous with the just, the faithful remnant with the right to call upon the Lord. 
+ Poverty was never sentimentalized by the prophets of Israel; in keeping with the rest of the OT, they regarded it as all undesirable thing. The poor man was not just because he was poor, but the existential fact could not be ignored that poverty and injustice were frequent companions. It was the evil of other men that had created this situation, and the whole of prophetic effort was directed against the evil.


(C) Ethical Monotheism. "Ethical mono​theism" was the term once used to denote what was considered the most important of all the prophetic discoveries—i.e., the God of Israel had a moral will, and that only by a moral life could he be worshiped accord​ing to that will.
+ This monotheism is the same kind found in Israel's most ancient traditions, deriving even from the patriarchal narratives. 
+ The transmission of the prophetic writings makes sense only when we recognize the obvious fact that they depended for their continued existence on their acceptance by a people who acknowledged in them the Word of a God who was also the God of their faith, however reluctant they may have been to act on the Word as delivered to them. 
+ It all must be faced, but not to denigrate the role of prophecy. The prophets were not moralists, statesmen, or politicians; they were prophets. Their function was to reveal the mind of God, which they had as others did not. In this function they had their raison d'être, and it was the function of others to translate the prophetic word into plans of action whether for personal or public life. The tragedy of Israel was not that it received from prophecy anything less than what prophecy was supposed to give, but that it had priests who would not know God and his Law, rulers who made their laws a part from God, and a people who would not heed the prophetic word.

IV. THE PROPHETIC LITERATURE


1/ Literary and Nonliterary Prophets. 
+ In one sense, the distinction between literary and non​literary prophets is based on a misconception of the history of literary prophecy, and, in any case, is incidental. Amos differs from Elijah, to the extent that we know of the latter at all, in little that is more significant than that we can read Amos' own words while we call only read about Elijah's. 
+ The distinction, therefore, says less about the prophets concerned than it does about the subsequent fate of their prophecies. On the other hand, the dis​tinction is not entirely accidental. As seems to be the case, it was the disciples of a great prophet to whom we are usually indebted for his prophetic writings—the same benê hannebi’im who otherwise play such a mixed role in the history of prophetism. That a prophet attracted to himself such disciples as would guarantee the preservation of his prophecies can, at least sometimes, tell us something about the prophet himself.


2/ Prophetic Literary Forms. 
+ The most characteristically prophetic of the material found in the prophetical books is the oracle—i.e., the revelation of Yahweh. The oracle is ordinarily a brief poetic utterance, although in the prophetic literature oracles of a similar kind have often been joined into a larger unity, sometimes by the prophet himself but usually by an editor. 

- To underline the divine origin of the oracle, the prophet has often prefaced concluded, or interlarded it with appropriate reminders: "So says Yahweh"; "Yahweh speaks"; etc. However, the prophet may just as easily speak in his own name as the accredited spokesman for God.


- Authors are accustomed to distinguish various types of oracle, depending on the precise nature of the Word of God being communicated. It may be distinguished as a woe or a weal prophecy, the revelation of a coming evil or a coming good. 

- Pre-exilic prophecy is predominantly of the woe variety (cf. Jer 28:8), which does not necessarily mean that all or most of the weal prophecies in the books of the pre-exilic prophets result from subsequent sup​plementation from post-exilic prophecy; even Amos, the most pessimistic of the pre-exilic prophets, could utter a qualified salvation prophecy (5:15). 

- It is true, however, that salvation prophecy is characteristically post-exilic, just as prophecy of doom is characteristically pre-exilic. Prophecies of doom for the Gentile peoples who oppose the reign of Yahweh are proper to pre- and post-exilic prophecy alike.


- Obscurity is frequently the characteristic of prophecy: the ambiguity of the Delphic oracle was proverbial in classical antiquity. To this day, it is difficult to determine the precise significance of some of the elements in the mysterious prophecy of Is 7:13ff, and the same oracular quality is apparent in the language of prophecies like Am 3:3ff; Mi 5:2; Jer 31:22, etc. Sometimes it is even doubtful whether weal or woe was intended, or which was predominant.


- The word of God mediated through prophecy is not exclusively or even pre-eminently predictive. A prophetic oracle of woe may be, and far more frequently is, a divine denunciation of sin (cf. Is 1:2-3; 3:12-15, etc.) or a summons to repentance (cf. Am 5:4-5a; Zeph 2:3), which reductively may mean the same thing. It is in such prophecies as these that we find our chief source of the social and moral doctrine revealed through prophecy. As is evident, the oracle can often be at one and the same time a denunciation, all exhortation, and a prophecy of doom or salvation.


- The exact circumstances under which the prophet uttered most of these oracles are not described for us, and we can only hypothesize. In some cases, however, the prophet has recounted his prophetic experience, recasting the oracle as part of the narrative; from such descriptions we gain a better idea of the prophetic process. 
+ The recasting of the prophetic word by the prophet takes on many forms other than the vision narrative. Am 1:3-2:8 makes use of an ancient poetic form also found in some of the sapiential literature (cf. Prv 30:15ff.). Ez 19:2-14; 27:3-9, etc., and many other prophetic passages have been put into the form of a "dirge song" (qina), while Is 5:1-7 begins as a love song like those sung by minstrels in the city streets. 
+ The "covenant lawsuit," a form borrowed from ancient covenant ritual well known to the people. An extended form of this in Mi 6:1-8 looks very much as though it has been modeled on a temple liturgy of which we have other examples in various Pss. Many other prophetic passages have been ascribed to liturgical influence with varying degrees of plausibility. 
+ The prophetic sermon (tôrâ), either in prose or poetry, an instruction corresponding to the priestly tôrâ of the sanctuaries. It is particularly from examples of tôrâ as found in the various prophetic books that we call extract typically prophetic doctrine and phraseology, for in time it built up its own literary tradition just as the priestly tôrâ did.

+ What are called the symbolic acts of the prophets may also be classed among the prophetic literary forms, for these acts were also prophecies. The symbolic act is found more frequently in Ezekiel than in any other prophet, but it is by no means confined to him. Hosea's marriage (Hos 1-3), Isaiah's nakedness (20:1-6), the name Shear-jashub that he gave to his son (7:3), Jeremiah's celibacy (16:1-4), and his purchase of Hanameel's field (32:6ff.) were all symbolic acts. We call them symbolic because we think of them as signs of some other reality. 

3/ Formation of the Prophetic Books. There is not space, nor is this the place, to enter into the history of composition of the individual prophetic books. 
+ The prophets' disciples are doubtless responsible for the initial work of gathering together and also, in large part, writing down their oracles, sermons, and other prose and poetic material, some of which was preserved in the prophets' own words and some of which the disciples remembered and paraphased. 
+ To this material the disciples added biographical recollections and sometimes other related material (e.g., the creation hymn that has been used to form doxologies in Am 4:13; 5:8-9; 9:5-6). 
+ The editorial work of the prophets' disciples doubtless entailed redactional retouching as well as collecting the prophets' words. Other retouching took place through the subsequent use made of these collections once they had left the disciples' hands. 
+ The post-exilic editors who had seen the fulfillment of the pre-exilic prophecy of doom, and who also had the continuing experience of exilic and post-exilic prophecy, followed a fairly standard outline in distributing the prophetic collections. They tended to gather the woe oracles at the beginning of the book and the oracles of salvation at the end; in between, they placed the oracles against the Gentiles. The purpose of this arrangement was to express their faith in the restoration of a redeemed Israel through the defeat of the enemies of God and his people. At the same time they took advantage of the opportunity to supplement especially the second and third of these sections with other similar prophetic passages, updating the oracles against the nations. 
IV. THE PROPHETIC WORD
+ Our concern with the prophetic literature is not, it need hardly be said, merely the interest we have in an ancient religious phenomenon. Prophecy not only was, but still is, the Word of God. If all Scripture is, in its own measure, the Word of God, it is pre-eminently true of the prophecy in which God chose to speak directly with his people. It is, furthermore, not an archival record, but the living Word of a living God.

+ This concept, at least, is the biblical view. We have stated that the symbolic acts of the prophets were not signs only but efficacious works. The same is no less true of the prophetic utterances. Ahab's reproach of Elijah as the "troubler of Israel" (1 Kgs 18:17) and the king of Israel's complaint against Micaiah's failure to prophesy good for him (1 Kgs 22:8) are not the irrational petulance they might appear at first glance. They are, rather, a recognition that the prophetic word is power from God and that the prophet is the instrument through whom this power is transmitted. The prophetic word lives a life of its own once it has emanated from the prophet, and the prophet is very much identified with the word that he has uttered.

+ If we share this biblical view, we must recognize two things. 

- First, the prophetic word is greater than the prophet, which the prophets themselves would have been the first to acknowledge. We know of this greatness from the NT fulfillment, which, in turn, is not an occurrence of the dead past but a continually living and growing reality. 

- Second, the prophetic word is the word of Isaiah, or Amos, or Jeremiah, or perhaps a man whose name we do not know—a man, in any case, who was personally involved in the word, who lived for it and was prepared to die for it. If we are to take in this message as God has delivered it to us, we must take it in as it has come through the prophets of Israel. Anything less is not the prophetic word.
1

