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STUDIES IN THE PROPHETS  July—September 2022 


Thursdays at 10am and 7pm Online via ZOOM 


The study will encourage participants to read texts from the prophets of Israel, explore their historical context, understand their literary forms, 


delve into the theology of each prophet, and consider how these passages speak to us today.  


The series is hosted by Tuggeranong Uniting Church, open to all comers 


Date Session Topic Lectionary 
Sunday 


Lectionary  
Reading 


July 07 1 From Judges to Justice: Prophets and Kings in Israel Pentecost 5 Amos 7 


July 14 2 Amos (740s, northern) Pentecost 6 Amos 8 


July 21 3 Hosea (740s, northern) Pentecost 7 Hosea 1 


July 28 4 Minor Prophets before the Exile (all southern):  Micah (720s); 
Zephaniah (620s), Nahum (612), Habakkuk (605), Obadiah (586) 


Pentecost 8 Hosea 11 


Aug 04 5 Isaiah 1—39 (742—700) Pentecost 9 Isaiah 1 


Aug 11 6 Isaiah 40—55 (540s) Pentecost 10 Isaiah 5 


Aug 18 7 Jeremiah  (626—586)  Pentecost 11 Jeremiah 1 


Aug 25 8 Jeremiah, Lamentations (626—586) Pentecost 12  Jeremiah 2 


Sept 01 9 Ezekiel (593—573) Pentecost 13 Jeremiah 18 


Sept 08 10 Daniel (later) Pentecost 14 Jeremiah 4 


Sept 15 11 Isaiah 56—66  (515—500) Pentecost 15 Jeremiah 8 


Sept 22 12 Minor Prophets after the Exile: Haggai and Zechariah (520—515), 
Malachi (500—450), Jonah (450—400), Joel (500—300 ?) 


Pentecost 16 Jeremiah 32 


The lectionary continues through October and November with further readings from the prophets:  
Lamentations 1, 3; Jeremiah 29, 31; Joel 2; Habakkuk 1; Daniel 7; Haggai 1; Isaiah 65; and Jeremiah 23 


As always, to connect each Thursday (at 10am or 7pm)    


go to https://tuc.org.au and scroll down to these buttons:  


then click the left button,  


Connect to Thursday Bible Study via Zoom 


For details, please contact Elizabeth Raine   


0400 245 006  or elizraine@bigpond.com 
 



https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/CJNKCXLK16h2k2lumchA-?domain=tuc.org.au
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 12 Other Minor Prophets (Malachi, Jonah, Joel) 


Our young people offer prophecies  
of challenge and judgement; 
yet we nod politely  
with clenched teeth and closed eyes. 
We are invited to dream dreams, 
yet we prefer the familiarity of the past. 
Winds of vision swirl around us; 
yet we close the windows and bolt the doors. 


So come, Spirit of God— 
even on us, 
even here, 
pour forth your Spirit. 
Hear us as we pray: 
come, Holy Spirit, come. 


(based on Joel 2:28—29)


adapted from a prayer written by Katherine Hawker, posted on Liturgies Outside http://liturgyoutside.net/ 


 
A new order of righteousness and love 


The Uniting Church Basis of Union declares that we are followers of Jesus, and that in Jesus, God 
made a representative beginning of a new order of righteousness and love. It is righteousness and 
love which is at the heart of God, and it is righteousness and love which is at the centre of the work 
that Jesus undertakes. That is the perpetual dynamic that expresses the essential nature of God—
and, indeed, that describes the demands and requirements of living with others in society. 


We have considered prophets from Miriam in the story of the Exodus, through Deborah in the 
prime of the judges, through the time of the divided kingdoms (Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, and 
others), after the conquest of the northern kingdom, as the southern kingdom continues (Huldah 
and Jeremiah) into the time of exile in Babylon (Jeremiah, still, as well as Ezekiel and Second 
Isaiah), and on into the return to the land after exile (Third Isaiah, Haggai, and Zechariah). Today 
we move beyond those periods into the ongoing life of post-exiled Israel. 


Each of these prophets wrestles with this dynamic; how does God express deep seated covenant 
love to show his mercy, whilst holding the covenant people to the terms of their agreement, living 
in a just and righteous manner, and executing punishment for their failure to uphold what that 
covenant requires. Righteousness and mercy, judgement and grace, belong together in an unbroken 
whole within God. That is the dynamic that each prophet is aware of, and that each prophet 
articulates in the oracles the speak to their people. 


As the later Jewish writer Ben Sirach, a scribe and sage in the 2nd century BCE, wrote: “Do not say, 
‘His mercy is great, he will forgive the multitude of my sins,’ for both mercy and wrath are with him, 
and his anger will rest on sinners” (Sir 5:6). That phrase, both mercy and wrath are with him, 
articulates the tensions inherent in the developing Jewish understanding of God. 


The final group of prophets that we consider now are also grappling with that same dynamic. The 
tension between mercy and anger, between gracious forgiveness and fierce punishment, between 
righteousness and love, runs through these books. How do they deal with this? 


 



http://liturgyoutside.net/
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Malachi: to turn the hearts of the people 


The prophet Malachi was active after the Babylonian Exile, soon after 
Haggai and Zechariah had been prophesying. The city and temple had 
been fully restored and worship was now active in the temple. In this 
context, Malachi called the people to repentance, starting with the 
priests, whom he attacks for their corruption (1:6–2:9); “the lips of a 
priest should guard knowledge, and people should seek instruction 
from his mouth, for he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts; but you 
have turned aside from the way; you have caused many to stumble by 
your instruction; you have corrupted the covenant of Levi, says the 
Lord of hosts” (2:8–9). 


He then turns to the religious profanity of the people; “Judah has 
been faithless, and abomination has been committed in Israel and in 
Jerusalem; for Judah has profaned the sanctuary of the Lord, which he 
loves, and has married the daughter of a foreign god” (2:11), and 


instructs them to “take heed to yourselves and do not be faithless” (2:16). God threatens 
punishment in graphic terms: “I will rebuke your offspring, and spread dung on your faces, the dung 
of your offerings, and I will put you out of my presence” (2:3). 


Malachi then identifies a range of ways by which social inequities are practised; God threatens, “I 
will be swift to bear witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear 
falsely, against those who oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow and the orphan, 
against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the Lord of hosts” (3:5). He notes 
that people regularly shortchange the Lord with incomplete tithes (3:8–15); rectifying this will result 
in blessings from God (3:10–12). 


The prophet looks to the coming of a messenger from God (3:1) who will bring judgment “like a 
refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the 
descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the Lord in 
righteousness” (3:2–3). 


The fierce imagery continues with a description of “the day [which] is coming, burning like an oven, 
when all the arrogant and all evildoers will be stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up, says 
the Lord of hosts, so that it will leave them neither root nor branch” (4:1). The motif of “the day” 
has run through the prophets, from before the exile (Amos 5:18–20; Isa 2:12, 17; 13:6–8; 34:8; Zeph 
1:7, 14–15), during the years of exile (Jer 35:32–33; 46:10), and on into the years after the return 
from exile (Joel 2:1–3, 30–31). 


What is required of the people is clear: “remember the teaching of my servant Moses, the statutes 
and ordinances that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel” (4:4). Adherence to the covenant 
undergirds the claims of this prophet, as indeed it does with each prophet in Israel. 


This short book ends with a memorable prophecy from Malachi: “Lo, I will send you the prophet 
Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of parents to their 
children and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike the land with a 
curse.” (4:5–6). These words are picked up in the Gospel portrayals of John the Baptist as the 
returning Elijah (Matt 17:9–13; Luke 1:17), turning the hearts of people so that they might receive 
the promise offers by Jesus. Whether Malachi himself understood these words to point to John and 
Jesus, of course, is somewhat dubious. 


How do you resolve the tension between the wrathful judgement of God,  
and the compassionate mercy of God?  


What does it look like to live in the ‘new order of righteousness and love’? 
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Jonah: a reticent, then angry, prophet 


The final two “minor prophets”, Jonah and Joel, are hard to locate within the timeline of Israel. 
Whether Jonah was an actual historical figure is hotly debated; in fact, the four chapters of this 
book tell a rollicking good tale, that makes us suspect that it was, in fact, “just a story”, rather than 
actual history. 


The large city in this book is Nineveh (Jon 1:2; 3:1–10); 
it was the capital of Assyria (2 Ki 19:36; Isa 37:37) and 
we learn at the end of the story of Jonah that it had a 
huge population of more than 120,000 people. The 
story thus appears to be set during the period of 
Assyrian ascendancy, in the 8th century BCE. But many 
of the literary characteristics of this book reflect a later 
period, perhaps even a post- exilic time.  


It is true that 2 Kings 14:25 mentions that God speaks 
through “Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet” during 
the time of Jeroboam II (about 793–753 B.C.), but this 


was a time before Nineveh was the capital of Assyria. There is no other indication that this 
individual was the prophet whose story is told in the book of Jonah, for it does not provide any 
specific dating; nor does the mention of Jonah in 2 Kings indicate how he exercised his prophetic 
role. 


The charge that Jonah is given is a stock standard prophetic charge: "go to Nineveh, that great city, 
and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before me" (1:2; cf. Amos 1:3; Isa 6:9–13; 
Jer 1:9–10; Ezek 2:3–4; 3:18–21; Nah 1:2–3; Hab 2:2–5; Zeph 1:2–6). The response of Jonah is like 
some of those prophets: an initial reluctance to accept the charge (Isa 6:5; Jer 1:6; and see Moses at 
Exod 3:11, 13; 4:1, 10). 


However, whilst other prophets accede to the divine pressure to take up 
the challenge and declare the judgement of the Lord to a sinful people, 
Jonah holds fast to his reticence—when commanded to go northeast to 
Nineveh, he immediately flees in the opposite direction, boarding a ship 
that was headed west across the Mediterranean Sea, to Tarshish, “away 
from the presence of the Lord” (Jon 1:3). 


The escape of Jonah from the command of the Lord may be deeply 
troubling; but the narrative spins the story into burlesque, as “the Lord 
hurled a great wind upon the sea”, all the cargo on the ship is thrown 
overboard, and then Jonah (blissfully sleeping, apparently unaware of the 
great storm—as if!) is interrogated by the sailors, and eventually offers 
himself as a sacrifice to save the boat (1:12). 


The sailors try in vain to save the ship; realising that this is futile, they throw Jonah into the sea—
and immediately “the sea ceased from its raging” (1:15). Then, adding further incredulity to the 
unbelievable narrative, “the Lord provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah” (1:17). The three days 
and three nights that he spends “in the belly of the fish” before he is vomited onto dry land (2:10) 
add to the comic exaggeration. 


The psalm that Jonah prays from inside the fish (2:1–9) and the successful venture to Nineveh, 
where even the king “removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes” (3:1–10) 
apparently demonstrate that Jonah should have obeyed the command of the Lord in the first place. 
However, Jonah’s response continues the exaggerated response of a burlesque character; “this was 
displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry” (4:1). 
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Jonah’s resentment and his plea for God to take his life (4:2–4) and his patient waiting for God to 
act (4:5) lead to yet another comic-book scene, as a bush grows and then is eaten by a worm and 
Jonah is assaulted by “a sultry east wind” (4:6–8). The closing words of the book pose a rhetorical 
question to Jonah (4:9–11) which infers that God has every right to be concerned about the lives of 
pagans in Nineveh. The last laugh is on Jonah; indeed, he has given his readers many good laughs 
throughout the whole story! 


Is it fair to call Jonah a comedy? 
Is this a disrespectful way to describe scripture? 


Or, does this open up new insights for understanding this book? 


 


Joel: I will pour out my spirit 


The final prophet for us to consider is Joel, who speaks words of lament and calls for repentance 
amongst the people of Judah. Nothing in this book provides any clues as to the time when Joel was 
active. The identification of the prophet as “son of Pethuel” (Joel 1:1) gives no clue, as Pethuel 
appears nowhere else in the Hebrew Scriptures—indeed, the name Joel, itself appears nowhere 
else. The name appears to combine the divine names of Jah and El, suggesting that it may be a 
symbolic creation. Was Joel an historical person? 


Joel calls on the “ministers of God” to “put on sackcloth and lament” (1:13); this reminds us of the 
response of the pagans in Nineveh (Jonah 3), whilst his remonstrations that “the day of the Lord is 
near” (1:15) echoes the motif of “the day” already sounded by other prophets (Amos 5:18–20; Isa 
2:12, 17; 13:6–8; 34:8; Zeph 1:7, 14–15; Jer 35:32–33; 46:10). 


This day forms the centrepiece of Joel’s undated prophecies, as he describes that day as “a day of 
darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness!” (Joel 2:2), when “the earth quakes before 
them, the heavens tremble, the sun and the moon are darkened, and the stars withdraw their 
shining” (2:10). He describes the response of the people “in anguish, all faces grow pale” (2:6).  


However, Joel adheres to the constant thread running through Hebrew Scriptures, that the Lord is 
“gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing” 
(2:13). Because of this, he yearns for the people to “turn with all your heart, with fasting, with 
weeping, and with mourning” (2:12), sensing that there might be hope of restitution for the people. 


Joel calls for the people to gather (2:15–16); the oracle that follows paints a picture of abundance 
and blessing (2:18–27), affirming that “my people shall never again be 
put to shame” (2:27).  


The prophet then speaks words which have been given a central place 
in the later story of the Christian church, when he foreshadows that 
the blessings of God will be manifest through the outpouring of the 
spirit: “your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men 
shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions; even on 
the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour out my spirit” 
(2:28–29). This promise is specifically for “all flesh”; this universal 
vision informs the whole outward impulse of the movement of 
followers of Jesus, after the day of Pentecost, which Peter interprets 
as being a fulfilment of this prophecy (Acts 2:14–21). 


The day of the Lord that is then envisaged (2:31) will signal a significant reversal for Israel. The Lord 
laughs at other nations (3:1–8), a reversal that pivots on a turn from despair to hope, from the 
threats of judgement to a glorious future (3:9–21). Joel repeats the irenic vision of swords being 
beaten into ploughshares (3:10; see Isa 2:4; Mic 4:3); he sees a ripe harvest (3:13), the land will drip 
with sweet wine, and there will be milk and water in abundance (3:18). The voice of the Lord “roars 
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from Zion, and utters his voice from Jerusalem, and the heavens and the earth shake” (3:16; cf the 
similar pronouncement of Amos at Am 1:2; 3:8). 


The last word of this book, “the Lord dwells on Zion” (3:21), provides assurance and certainty for 
the future. These words of hope promises a peaceful future for the nation. When Joel might have 
been speaking these words cannot be definitively determined; it could have been under the 
Assyrian threat, during the Babylonian dominance, in the time of exile, or after the return to the 
land—the promise of hope holds good in each of these scenarios. 


What is the most important thing to have in mind  
as we read the prophets? 


You might like to consider: 


» historical context » literary form » inspiration of the spirit  


» calls to justice    » avoiding idolatry 


» being faithful to the covenant 


» preparing for the day of the Lord 


» acknowledging the prophets  


as the foundations of the New Testament 


 
***** 


 
Thanks for your participation in this course, and best wishes as you continue  


to read, reflect on, be challenged by, and seek to live by, the Prophets! 
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 9 Deutero–Isaiah 


O God, we gather at your waters, 
as a hot and bothered crowd  
gathers on the beach 
on a sweltering, summer day. 
O God, we drink at your fountain, 
as a parched dog laps at the fresh, 
running water of a bush creek. 
O God, we await your refreshment, as a tired 
worker watches for the change of shift. 


Quench our thirst,  
satisfy our longings. 
May we be refreshed  
and restored in you; 
and teach us where to find the bucket  
and how to carry it 
so that we might draw that water  
for those who most need it.  
Amen. 


A PRAYER the Rev. Dr Anita Monro, Principal, Grace College, University of Queensland 


http://mad-e-lena.blogspot.com/ 


A return to the land 


“Comfort, comfort all my people”, sings 
the prophetic voice which opens the 
second major section of the book of 
Isaiah (chapters 40—55). Widely 
considered to be written in a period 
later than the time when the earlier 
sections are located, this section of 
Isaiah is called Deutero–Isaiah, signalling 
that it is the second main section of the 
book. (The third main section, chapters 
56—66, is called Trito–Isaiah.) 


The comfort sung about by the prophet signifies the situation of the people: their forebears had 
been taken into exile by the Babylonians in 587 BCE, and now a new generation (perhaps four to 
five decades later) yearns to return to the land of Israel, given to the people in ancient times, as 
recounted in the foundational myth—the story of the Exodus. Other parts of the Hebrew Bible 
reflect the anguish of the people during their time of Exile (Ps 137 is the most famous instance). 
Deutero–Isaiah, however, focuses consistently on the hope of return to the land of Israel. 


Looking to the new power of Persia to permit this return, the prophet of this later period speaks 
with hope and joy, to the people living in exile, using vivid imagery and dramatic scenes of promise 
and confidence. A joyous, positive tone runs right through the oracles in this section of Isaiah. “I am 
about to do a new thing”, says the Lord; “I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the 
desert” (43:19). “I will pour water on the thirsty land and streams on the dry ground”, the Lord 
continues; “I will pour my spirit upon your descendants, and my blessing on your offspring” (44:3). 


The return to Israel is depicted in vivid scenes: “I will make of you a threshing sledge, sharp, new, 
and having teeth; you shall thresh the mountains and crush them, and you shall make the hills like 
chaff” (41:15). It is especially envisaged as a re-enacting of the Exodus through the Red Sea; “I will 


make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert, for I 
give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert” (43:19–
20); “when you pass through the waters, I will be with you; 
and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you” 
(43:2). The resonances with the Exodus story occur 
regularly in the oracles of this prophet. 



http://mad-e-lena.blogspot.com/
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The imagery reaches even further back, to the start of Genesis; “the Lord will comfort Zion; he will 
comfort all her waste places, and will make her wilderness like Eden, her desert like the garden of 
the Lord” (51:3). Indeed, the Lord as creator is emphasised a number of times (40:28; 43:7, 15; 44:2, 
24; 45:12, 18; 48:1).  


 


Cyrus II of Persia 


Key to this promised return to the land of Israel is Cyrus, the Persian ruler, who lived from about 
600 to 530 BCE. Cyrus led the Persians to dominance in the 
region from around 550 BCE onwards. The Persian Empire 
stretched around the eastern edge of the Mediterranean Sea, 
from the Hellespont (the Dardanelles) in the west to the Indus 
River in the east. 


A defining feature of Cyrus is that he respected the religious 
practices and cultural customs of the lands he conquered. The 
evidence for this policy comes from an artefact known as the 


Cyrus Cylinder, made of clay (and now broken into a number 
of pieces). The Cylinder was found in modernity in 1879 
during an expedition under the auspices of the British 
Museum, near a large shrine to the chief Babylonian god 
Marduk. 


The Cylinder articulates the policy which undergirded the 
decision of Cyrus to allow the exiles in Babylon to return to 


the land of Judah (2 Chron 36:22–23; Ezra 1:1–10). The Cylinder does not refer directly to Judah or 
Israel, but it does include the line, “the gods, who resided in them [a list of cities across the Tigris], I 
brought back to their places, and caused them to dwell in a residence for all time, and the gods of 
Sumer and Akkad … I caused them to take up their dwelling in residences that gladdened the heart”. 


It is because of this policy that Cyrus is most strikingly described by Deutero–Isaiah as the Lord’s 
anointed one (45:1), the one of whom the Lord says, “he is my shepherd and he shall carry out all 
my purpose” (45:28). The prophet affirms that the Lord says, “I have aroused Cyrus in 
righteousness, and I will make all his paths straight; he shall build my city and set my exiles free, not 
for price or reward” (45:13). (The Hebrew word translated as “anointed” is mashiach; this is the 
same word used to refer to the one anointed as Messiah at Dan 9:25–26; it is translated into Greek 
as christos, from which Jesus is known as the Christ.) 


Claiming that a foreigner, the ruler of the dominant empire of the time, has been chosen to carry 
out the will of the God of Israel, is a bold claim indeed. It is a striking development in Israel’s 
theology, especially since an intensified nationalism—indeed, xenophobia—is evidenced in 
literature from the time when people have returned (Ezra and Nehemiah, in particular). 


After the return to the land under Cyrus (2 Chron 36:22–23), the narrative books which follow 
immediately, Ezra and Nehemiah, recount the details of this return as the walls around the city of 
Jerusalem are rebuilt (Neh 2—6, 12), the Temple is rebuilt and rededicated (Ez 3, 5–6), the Law is 
read in the city and the covenant with the Lord is renewed (Neh 8—10)—and foreign wives are sent 
out of the land (Neh 13). (More on this last matter, next week.) 


 


What is the significance of the term “anointed” (mashiach) in Deutero–Isaiah? 


How does it broaden the understanding of the way that God works in and amongst 
humanity? 
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There is no other god 


Because of this word of good news about the fate of the exiles, God is regularly described as 
Redeemer (Isa 41:14; 43:14; 44:6, 24; 47:4; 48:1, 17; 49:7, 26; 54:5, 8). God is also regularly named 
as the Holy One (Isa 40:25; 41:14, 16, 20; 43:3, 14, 15; 45:11; 47:4; 49:17; 49:7; 54:5; 55:5), picking 
up a title found already in other texts (1 Sam 2:2; 2 Ki 19:22; Job 6:10; Ps 71:22; 78:41; 89:18; Prov 
9:10; Isa 1:4; 5:19, 24; 10:17, 20; Ezek 39:7; Hos 11:9, 12; Hab 1:12; 3:3). 


Later, Jesus is described in ways that use both terms: as “the one to redeem Israel” (Luke 24:21; see 
also Rom 3:24; 1 Cor 1:30; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:7, 14; Col 1:14; Tit 2:14; Heb 9:11–12), and as the “Holy 
One” (Acts 3:14; 1 John 2:20). 


Within these oracles of promise and hope, the theological understanding of monotheism is clearly 
articulated for the first time in the history of Israel. “Is there any god besides me? There is no other 
rock; I know not one” (44:8). The phrase, “there is no other (god)”, recurs a number of times in this 
section (42:8; 45:5, 14, 21, 22; 46:9). 


This is in contrast to the way that the God of Israel had previously been portrayed, as “among the 
gods” (Exod 15:11; Judg 2:12; Ps 86:8), with the commandment to have “no other gods before me” 
(Exod 20:3; Deut 5:7) distinguishing this God from those other gods whom Israel was clearly 
forbidden to worship (Deut 6:14; 7:4; 8:19; 11:16; 13:1–18; 17:2–5; 18:20). 


Time after time, the straying of Israel to worship these ”other gods” resulted in punishment sent by 
the Lord (Josh 23:16; Judg 2:11–23; 10:13; 1 Sam 8:8; 1 Ki 9:6–9; 11:9–13; 14:6–14; 2 Ki 17:7–8, 35–
40; 22:14–17; 2 Chron 7:19–22; 28:25; 34:24–25; Jer 1:16; 7:16–20; 11:9–13; 16:10–13; 19:4–9; 
22:6–9; 32:29; 35:15–17; 44:1–19; Hos 3:1—4:11). Monotheism was not in view in earlier, pre-exilic 
literature. 


As a consequence of this development, if the Lord God is the only god, then the Lord must take 
responsibility for all that takes place: “I form light and create darkness, I make weal and create woe; 
I the Lord do all these things” (45:7). This affirmation creates problems; if God causes both good and 
bad things to happen, he is accountable for all that takes place. 


Over time, this theological development would lead to the development of another theological 
milestone: the creation of an opposing force who would be held responsible for all evil. The accuser 
from the heavenly court, delegated by God to prosecute cases (Job 1:6–12; 2:2–8; 1 Chron 21:1; 
Zech 3:1–10) would become Satan, tester of Jesus (Mark 1:13), fallen heavenly being (Luke 10:18), 
and “deceiver of the whole world” (Rev 12:9; 20:2–3). 


 


How do you respond to the notion that the earlier history of Israel  
reflects a belief in many gods, and the time of exile is when the notion  
of one God, and only one God, emerges? 


 


The Four Servant Songs 


Deutero–Isaiah is fundamental, in other ways, for the theological developments that we find in the 
New Testament. Scattered through this section, we find four Songs of the Servant—three relatively 
brief (42:1–9; 49:1–7; 50:4–11); and the fourth, best-known within Christian circles, a longer 
description of the servant who “was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and 
acquainted with infirmity” (Isa 52:13–53:12). 


 


Some have suggested that the Servant might be an individual (50:4 refers to the 
speaker as “a teacher”). Others think that the Servant was Israel as a whole (41:8-9; 
44:1-2, 21; 45:4; 48:20; 49:3) Who is the servant?  Why do you think that? 
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The resonances that this longer song has with the passion narrative of Jesus are crystal clear. The 
song is explicitly linked with Jesus six times in the New Testament (Matt 8:14–17; Luke 22:35–38; 
John 12:37–41; Acts 8:26–35; Romans 10:11–21; 1 Pet 2:19–25); furthermore, so many of the 


details of the passion narrative are shaped in the light of this song, along 
with a number of psalms of the righteous sufferer.  
See https://johntsquires.com/2021/03/22/3-mark-placing-suffering-and-
death-at-the-heart-of-the-gospel/ 


The list of connections with details in the passion narrative is impressive. 
The prophet describes the marred appearance of the Servant (52:14); he is 
despised, rejected, and suffering (53:3), bearing our infirmities (53:4), and 
wounded for our transgressions (53:5). The Servant is led like a lamb to 
the slaughter (53:7), suffering “a perversion of justice” (53:8), not 
practising violence or speaking deceit (53:9), and is buried with the rich 
(53:9). 


The Servant gives his life as “an offering for sin” (53:10), carrying the 
iniquities of many (53:11), making them righteous (53:11), bearing the sin 
of many (53:12), making “intercession for the transgressors” (53:12). The 
role that the Servant plays in relation to sin, for the sake of the many, 
shapes the important saying of Jesus, that “the Son of Man came not to be 
served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). 


 


There are many similarities in this fourth song  
with the passion of Jesus.  


Is this because the prophet is foreseeing Jesus? 


Or because the story of Jesus is written  
to be “consistent” with this song? 


 


Deutero–Isaiah in the New Testament 


Deutero–Isaiah as a whole is the most-quoted part of Hebrew Scripture in New Testament texts. 
Another element in the Servant songs shapes the way that Luke envisages the story of Jesus and his 
followers. The Servant is given “as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations” (Isa 42:6), as “a 
light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (Isa 49:6). The phrase is 
cited at critical moments by Simeon (Luke 2:32), Paul and Barnabas in Antioch (Acts 13:46–47), and 
Paul alone when on trial in Caesarea (Acts 26:23). Jesus foresees that witness to the good news will 
take place “in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 


Further, the Servant is given as “a light to the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out 
the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness” (Isa 42:6–7), words 
which resonate with the later scriptural citation spoken by Jesus in Nazareth: “the Spirit … has sent 
me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 
free” (Luke 4:18). 


The author of the fourth Gospel also made much of what was spoken to the Servant, “you are my 
servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified” (Isa 49:6), a description of what happens to Jesus which 
recurs regularly in this book, when “the Son of Man has been glorified” (John 13:31; see also 7:39; 
11:4; 12:16, 23, 28; 13:32; 17:10). 


The prophet reports the decision of the Lord: “I have taken from your hand the cup of staggering; 
you shall drink no more from the bowl of my wrath, and I will put it into the hand of your 
tormentors” (51:22). Accordingly, any oracles of judgement and threat of punishment are directed 
squarely towards Babylon, (43:14; 45:20-47:15), not Israel (54:9). 



https://johntsquires.com/2021/03/22/3-mark-placing-suffering-and-death-at-the-heart-of-the-gospel/

https://johntsquires.com/2021/03/22/3-mark-placing-suffering-and-death-at-the-heart-of-the-gospel/
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The closing oracles of this section of Isaiah promise abundance and peace to the exiles, looking 
towards their return to the land. “Enlarge the site of your tent, and let the curtains of your 
habitations be stretched out … you will spread out to the right and to the left, and your descendants 
will possess the nations and will settle the desolate towns” (Isa 54:2–3).  


Israel is invited to “come, buy wine and milk without money and without price” (55:1), with the 
assurance that “as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until 
they have watered the earth, making it bring forth 
and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to 
the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from 
my mouth; it shall not return to me empty” (55:10–
11). 


Deutero–Isaiah ends with a portrayal of cosmic joy 
as the exiles prepare to return to Israel: “the 
mountains and the hills before you shall burst into 
song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their 
hands” (55:12). All will be well.  


 


 


For next week:    


We continue in the book of the prophet(s) Isaiah 
and will look at Trito–Isaiah, chapters 56—66.  


Please skim read through these chapters;  
for the historical context, read 
Ezra 1:1–11, 9:1–4, 10:6–17.  


You may wish to read especially  
Isaiah 56:1–8, 58:1–14, 


61:1–11, and 65:17–66:4 
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 4 Justice, and Micah 
 


A PRAYER for the nation      adapted slightly from a prayer 
by Bruce Prewer, Prayers for the 21st century www.bruceprewer.com/b_p21.htm


response: Though we are small among the nations, 
teach us to do justly, love mercy 
and walk humbly with our God. 


 
 


Justice in the Hebrew Bible 


Justice (tsedaqah) in the Hebrew Bible primarily has to do with conduct in 


relation to others, especially with regard to the rights of others. It is 


applied to business, where just weights and measures are demanded (Lev 


19:35-36; Dt 25:13-16; Prov 11:1; 16:11; Am 8:5). It is demanded in courts, 


where the rights of rich and poor, Israelite and sojourner, are equally to be 


regarded. Neither status nor bribes nor popular clamour should influence 


judge or witness, according to Deuteronomy 16:18-20. "Justice, and only 


justice, you shall pursue" (Dt 16:20). In particular, impartiality and fairness in the courts is close to 


the heart of God, who expects that “you shall not follow a majority in wrongdoing“. (Ex 23:1-3) or 


“subvert the cause of those in the right” Ex 23:6-9). 


In a larger or more global sense, justice is not just about giving others their rights, but involves the 


active duty of establishing those rights. So Israel waits upon God’s justice. To “seek justice” means 


to “rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow” (Isa 1:17); to decide with equity 


for the meek of the earth (Is 11:4); and to “maintain the right of the lowly and destitute” (Ps 82:2-


4).  Those in positions of power are not to shed innocent blood or enrich themselves unjustly (Jer 


22:15-17) and they are to “put away violence and oppression, and do what is just and right” (Ezek 


45:9-10).  


This conception of justice does not mean being sinless or in a state of moral perfection. The just, or 


righteous person is the one who holds to God, who trusts in God, and who is obedient to God’s 


commands (Is 58).  The words of God do good to the one who walks uprightly (Micah 2:7). Micah 


6:8 also exhorts us to “do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God”. 


God’s justice, or righteousness, is founded in the very nature of God, and is expressed in the way 


God relates to the world. This justice appears as retributive justice (Isaiah 63:1-6; 65:12; Jer 6:19-


21; Lam 3:1-18; Nahum 1:1-3). God is never indifferent to good and evil, so the prophets, including 


Isaiah, Micah, Amos, Hosea, all insist upon God’s demand for justice or righteousness. 


But this is not the only aspect of God’s justice. Just as with humanity, justice to God means the relief 


of the oppressed and needy, so justice and mercy are frequently joined together (Ps 116:5). God is 


“a just God and a Saviour” (Isa 45:21). “I bring near my righteousness (or “justice”) .... and my 


salvation shall not tarry” (Isa 46:13; also Ps 51:14; 71:15; Isa 51:5-6). The “righteous acts of God” 


also mean God’s deeds of deliverance, so Israel sings of the justice, or judgments, or righteousness 


of God (they are the same) and proclaims her trust in these (Ex 15:1-21; Ps 7:17; 35:23,24,28; 36:6; 


140:12,13; 50:5,6; 94:14,15; 103:6; 143:1). 


 


tsedaqah


       



http://www.bruceprewer.com/b_p21.htm
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What exactly does the Lord require of us? 


This is a good question, and one that lies at the heart of discipleship. We will attempt to answer this 
question by examining a few biblical texts. The first passage we have is quite a famous one from the 
Old Testament. “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8). 


What do we understand this text to mean? 


The prophet Micah is introduced in the opening chapter 


of the book bearing his name, as “Micah of Moresheth in 
the days of Kings Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah of Judah” 
(Mic 1:1). This places him in the second half of the 8th 
century BCE. As he was active in the southern kingdom, he 
does not directly experience the conquest and exile of 
people in the northern kingdom in 721 BCE, although he 
must have been aware of the disasters falling his 
countrymen to the north. His prophetic activity is thus a 
couple of decades after Amos and Hosea. 


Indeed, the southern kingdom of Judah directly 
experienced a military attack from the Assyrian king Sennacherib in 701, attacking several towns in 
Judah (see 2 Kings 18–19; Micah 1:10–16) before retreating from Jerusalem. As Micah says, “the 
sins of the house of Israel” (1:5) have reached down and infected the house of Judah; “her wound is 
incurable; it has come to Judah; it has reached to the gate of my people, to Jerusalem” (1:9, 12). 


Under Hezekiah, the economic patterns in Judah changed from a reliance on barter, to an 
international trading society. Literacy rates rose, and the size of Jerusalem grew to be a large city 
with a population of around 25,000—which is considered to be about five times larger than the 
population of Jerusalem under Solomon! 


Associated with this growth was the development of corrupt practices and the rise of hypocrisy 
amongst the people. g and all the works of the house of Ahab” (6:16)—two kings who are 
condemned for their idolatrous and evil ways (on Omri, see 1 Ki 16:25–26; on his son Ahab, see 1 Ki 
16:30, 22:37–39). Micah, like Amos before him, declares that punishment will come on the people 
in a time of deep darkness (2:6; cf. Amos 5:18–20). In this future time of anger and wrath, says the 
prophet, God will wreak vengeance (5:10–15). 


Although this is a short book (with only seven 
chapters), Micah is best known for a number of his 
oracles; first, the vision of universal peace that he 
utters (4:1–4); second, the prophecy of a coming ruler 
of Judah, who shall “come forth from Bethlehem of 
Ephrathah” (5:2–6; see Matt 2:6); and third, the 
passage cited above, climaxing in the famous rhetorical 
question: “what does the Lord require of you, but to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly 
with your God?” (6:1–8). That verse has become 
famous around the world, featuring as the slogan for 
various aid and justice organisations, as well as 
adorning multitudes of t-shirts! 
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The closing verses of this short book reiterate the central nature of God: “who is a God like you, 
pardoning iniquity and passing over the transgression of the remnant of your possession? [God] 
does not retain his anger forever, because he delights in showing clemency” (7:18). This recalls the 
recurring scriptural refrain that God is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exod 34:6; see also Num 14:18; Neh 9:17b; Ps 145:8–9; Joel 2:13; 
Jonah 4:2; as well as 2 Kings 13:23; 2 Chron 30:9). 


Many scholars consider that this more hopeful ending (7:11–20), and indeed some other parts of 
the book, come from years well after the time of the prophet Micah (indeed, some date some 
oracles to a time when the exile was ending, in the 520s BCE). Yet the way the book is presented 
conveys the message that Micah does not give up; despite his fierce words of judgement, he 
inspires the people to hold on to hope. 


 


Justice and righteousness in the Prophets 


There are many other places in the books of the prophets where the theme of justice and 
righteousness is sounded. Here are just a few, first from the book of Amos: 


21 I hate, I despise your festivals, 
and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 


22 Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, 
I will not accept them; 


      and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals 
I will not look upon. 


23 Take away from me the noise of your songs; 
I will not listen to the melody of your harps. 


24 But let justice roll down like waters, 
and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.  (Amos 5:21-24)  


This could be read as a sharp reminder to churches that focus too much on worship and not on 
justice.  The book of Isaiah raises a similar warning a number of times: 


What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?, says the LORD; 
I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts; 
I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats. (Isaiah 1:11) 


Learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed,  
defend the orphan, plead for the widow.  (Isaiah 1:17) 


Is not this the fast that I choose:  
to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, 
to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? 


Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,  
and bring the homeless poor into your house; 


when you see the naked, to cover them,  
and not to hide yourself from your own kin?  (Isaiah 58:6–7) 


How do these oracles (Amos 5, Isa 1, Isa 58) speak to our churches today?  Do we 
need to hear this message as much now as the community did in Isaiah’s day ?    


Now consider the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. It is commonly interpreted in terms of personal 
(and sexual) morality. Perhaps today many churches still tend to focus more on sin and personal 
piety (very important in their own right) but perhaps too little attention on what was the sin of city 
of Sodom, the one destroyed by God in the story.   
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“As I live, says the Lord GOD, your sister Sodom and her daughters have not done as you and your 
daughters have done. This was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, 
excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy. They were haughty, and 
did abominable things before me; therefore I removed them when I saw it.” (Ezekiel 16:48-50) 


Consider whether the accusation of “pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease,  
but did not aid the poor and needy” is a fair critique of Australian culture generally.   
How do Australian churches stack up against these verses? 


We will leave the last word to Jeremiah, where defending the cause of the poor and the needy is 
equated with what it means to know God: “He defended the cause of the poor and needy, and so 
all went well. ‘Is that not what it means to know me?’ declares the LORD” (Ezekiel 16:48-50). 


 


You are the salt of the earth 


While the New Testament is not as ‘situation specific’ as the law of the Hebrew Bible (for example, 
there are no texts about just weights and measures for commerce), nevertheless honouring the 
rights of others is considered to be part of one’s obedience to God. In Luke 3:12-14, for example, 
John the Baptist advises tax collectors and soldiers not to extort money or to take more than their 
fair share. Jesus speaks about loving one’s neighbour as one’s self (Mt 19:19; 22:39, Mark 12:31-33; 
Luke 10:27-36; James 2:8) and doing good deeds in his name to others (Matthew 25:21-42).  


As in the Old Testament, the New Testament advocates that justice also involves the active duty of 
establishing those rights. In Matthew 23:23, in a speech to the Pharisees, Jesus describes justice, 
mercy and faith as the matters of the law needing their attention. In chapter 18, Luke describes a 
God who looks to grant justice to those who cry out to him. In the letter of James, we find a God 
who warns against oppressing the poor (James 2 & 5), and who exhorts all to care for the orphans 
and widows (James 1:27).  


In the final parable of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus describes a scene in which those who offered food, 
drink, hospitality, clothes, care, and companionship, are the ones blessed and welcomed into the 
kingdom (Matt 25:31–46). In particular, the gospel of Luke talks about the usual status of society 
being turned upside down in Mary’s song (1:46-55), in a declaration of equity for all people; whilst 
in chapter four, Jesus declares: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the LORD's favour.” (Luke 
4:18–19). 


What do you think Jesus meant by these words? 


For next week:  


We are considering Isaiah 1—39; please read as much as you can,  


and focus particularly on Isaiah 1:1–20, Isaiah 5:1–7, and Isaiah 6:1–13 


For other minor prophets around the time of Micah and a little later, see  


https://johntsquires.com/2022/07/27/faithful-and-righteous-as-god-wreaks-avenging-wrath-


zephaniah-nahum-habakkuk-and-obadiah/ 



https://johntsquires.com/2022/07/27/faithful-and-righteous-as-god-wreaks-avenging-wrath-zephaniah-nahum-habakkuk-and-obadiah/

https://johntsquires.com/2022/07/27/faithful-and-righteous-as-god-wreaks-avenging-wrath-zephaniah-nahum-habakkuk-and-obadiah/
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What is Biblical Justice? 


The theology of justice flows from the heart of God. Paul Louis Metzger | posted 9/20/2010 


Biblical justice involves making individuals, communities, and the cosmos whole, by upholding both 
goodness and impartiality. It stands at the centre of true religion, according to James, who says that the 
kind of "religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and 
widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world" (James 1:27). Earlier 
Scripture says, "The righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern" 
(Prov. 29:7). 


Justice flows from God's heart and character. As true and good, God seeks to make the object of his holy 
love whole. This is what motivates God throughout the Old and New Testaments in his judgments on sin 
and injustice. These judgments are both individual and corporate in scope. 


One of the greatest injustices we succumb to individually is self-righteousness—the belief that we do 
not need Jesus but are just and good and right apart from him. We can fail to see that Jesus is the 
righteous "judge judged in our place" (Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics) for our own acts of injustice, 
including our marginalizing him by refusing to sense our need for him to remove our sin and make us 
whole. Only as we despair of ourselves and cling to Jesus can we participate in his work of restoring 
lives, the church, and the world by the Spirit of the Lord. We, the church, are to live now in light of 
Jesus' restoration of all things. 


As we experience the wholeness that Jesus offers, we are to carry his justice forward in the world. We 
sense God's heart for this in James' epistle. James, like an Old Testament prophet, denounced 
oppression toward the poor. He saw church leaders favoring the rich and looking down on those less 
fortunate (James 2:1-13). James calls for the breaking down of these divisions, as God seeks to renew 
his people, making them whole. 


The same problem still arises today, especially given the tendency in some Christian circles to downplay 
social justice while highlighting personal morality. Jesus rebuked this in the Pharisees: "Woe to you, 
teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and 
cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and 
faithfulness" (Matt. 23:23). 


Both individual transformation and community transformation are part of restoring wholeness. While 
morality and immorality are birthed in the human heart (James 3:10-18), justice is centered in God's 
heart. We are to purify our hearts (James 4:8) whose desires lead us to sin. With transformed hearts, we 
are to extend God's justice to the poor, orphans, and widows, and to show no partiality. 


These concerns are not limited to life within the Christian community. After all, how can we be salt and 
light if we practice justice among our own but do not extend it to those outside the believing 
community? And while the church is a visible manifestation of God's kingdom, the church is not all of 
God's kingdom. God is concerned with making every realm of his creation whole. 


Unlike the earliest followers of Christ, we live in a democratic society where even criminals and 
evildoers have rights, and we have the ability to influence public policies and legislation. The 
relationship between morality and legislation is complex—they are distinct but not completely 
unrelated. We should reflect on how the justice of God's kingdom influences our involvement in matters 
of government. 


In the Gospels as well as Acts, we see Christians ministering to the poor and marginalized, even 
challenging societal structures that weigh down upon them (Matt. 9:35-38; Acts 3-4, 5:12-16). Today we 
have even more opportunities to extend and advance that care in our society. 


In our post-Christian setting, many skeptics view religion as corrosive, divisive, and a source of injustice. 
But the kind of religion the Bible advocates is rooted in justice that flows from the heart of God. It seeks 
to bring all things into the wholeness of God. As those justified by faith in the God of all justice, we are 
to experience the wholeness that he brings and extend it as citizens of his kingdom. 


Paul Louis Metzger is professor of Christian theology & theology of culture at Multnomah Biblical Seminary in 
Portland, Oregon.  Copyright © 2010 by the author of Christianity Today  
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 11 Daniel 


Lord, great and awesome God, you keep  
the covenant you made with your people; 
you show steadfast love  
to those who love you,  
to those who keep your commandments. 
Yet we have sinned and done wrong. 
O God, our God,  
listen to the prayer of your servants; 
Incline your ear, O God, and hear. 


We do not present our supplication before you  
on the ground of our righteousness,  
but on the ground of your great mercies.  
O Lord, hear; O Lord, forgive;  
O Lord, listen and act and do not delay!  
For your own sake, O God,  
because your people  
bear your name!"  
(based on the prayer in Daniel 9)


The setting of Daniel 
In this series on the prophets of ancient Israel, the figure of Daniel is something of an anomaly. He 
does not say “woe is me”, as many of the priests do. He does not stand and declaim words of divine 
judgement on the people for their sinfulness. He does not deliberately use symbolic actions to 
dramatise his message, as do many other prophets, although his book is replete with many symbols 
that invite—indeed, require—interpretation. 
Whilst he does speak of the wrath of God (Dan 9:16), this to be executed “later, in the period of 
wrath” (8:19; 11:36). Like other prophets, he does affirm that “the God of heaven” exhibits mercy 
(2:18; 9:9) and prays seeking that mercy from God (4:27; 6:11). He also affirms the covenant of 
Israel with their God (11:28–35), although this is set in the context of specific timeframes: a period 
of seventy weeks (9:24), including a period for “a strong covenant with many” for one week (9:27), 
followed immediately by “an abomination that desolates, until the decreed end is poured out on 
the desecration” (9:27). 


Daniel himself is never “called to be a prophet”, as we 
have seen in other prophetic books; he is introduced as 
one of a number of “young men without physical 
defect and handsome, endowed with knowledge and 
insight”, who were chosen “to be taught the literature 
and language of the Chaldeans” (1:3–5). Indeed, the 
Israelite Daniel is given a Babylonian name, 
Belteshazzar (1:7; 4:8), and his entire story takes place 
in the Babylonian court. (The Chaldeans were part of 
the Babylonian Empire; centuries earlier they had 
settled beside the Euphrates in what became the south-eastern edge of the Babylonian Empire. 
Abraham is said to have come from Ur, a city in the region of the Chaldea; see Gen 11:31; 15:7.) 


The story of the prophet Daniel is thus set outside Israel, in the time of exile, after the conquest of 
the southern kingdom by the Babylonians in 587 BCE (Dan 1:1–2; see 2 Kings 25). Daniel had been 
chosen to serve in the court of Nebuchadnezzar, who reigned from 605 BCE to 562 BCE (Dan 1:3–7); 
when the Persians took control of the Babylonian empire in 539 BCE, Daniel continued to serve in a 
position of some power. 


Scholars believe, however, that the story is told at a much later time, after the exile—perhaps even 
during the time of Seleucid superiority in the second century BCE. Two centuries after they had 
returned to the land of Israel, rebuilt their Temple, restored their cities and towns, and living under 
Persian rule, the people of Israel were over run by the troops of Alexander the Great, King of 
Macedonia, as he swept across the eastern Mediterranean region as Far East as modern-day India. 
A new foreign power, and a new attitude towards the religion and customs of Israel. 
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Initially the interaction between Israelites and Macedonians was one of integration. Greek became 
the language of trade; syncretism marked the religious life of the people, as they adopted Greek 
customs. But when Antiochus Epiphanes came to power over the region, he introduced an altar in 
the temple to receive pagan offerings—something which, in Israelite eyes, was known a “desolating 
sacrilege” (Mark 13:14; 1 Mac 1:54). This appears to be clearly described in the final vision, 
recounting how forces “shall occupy and profane the temple and fortress, abolish the regular burnt 
offering and set up the abomination that makes desolate” (Dan 11:31). 


A clear reflection of the exile experience is that an extended section of the book (2:4b—7:28) is 
written in Aramaic, a language which evolved from Hebrew because of the influence of Babylonian 
culture and language on the exiled Israelites. The rest of the book (like all the rest of Hebrew 
Scripture) is written in Hebrew. Whereas Aramaic became the common language of Jews even 
when they were living back in Israel (and this was the case by the time of Jesus), Hebrew was 
preserved as the holy language of scripture.  


Curiously, the book has two distinct parts, which overlap this linguistic division; each part is likely to 
have originated in a different time after the exile. The first six chapters recount stories about Daniel, 
who was serving in the court and enjoyed friendly relations with the monarch; the style is one 
found in other legends about courtiers and dream interpreters. Chapters 7–12 comprise a series of 
apocalyptic visions which appear to contain some very direct references to events that took place in 
the second century BCE. These chapters come “from the mouth of Daniel”, as it were, rather than 
being stories about him (as in chapters 1–6). 


Daniel the dream-interpreter 


This first half of the book of Daniel contains a number of dramatic scenes. In these first six chapters, 
we find some striking stories about Daniel (given the Babylonian name Belteshazzar) and his 
companions, each of whom are also given Babylonian names (Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego). 
While Daniel and his companions are serving in the Babylonian court (1:3–18), a number of 
dramatic incidents are narrated. 


One striking aspect of Daniel is that he provides interpretation of the 
king’s two dreams (chapters 2 and 4). To the intense frustration of 
King Nebuchadnezzar, none of his wise men are able to explain the 
meaning of the first dream about a huge statue made of gold, silver, 
bronze, iron, and clay; he is on the brink of having them all executed 
(2:12–13) when Daniel intervenes. 


It is then that we learn that Daniel has been gifted by God to be “a 
revealer of mysteries” (2:47), and he is able to explain what each 
element in the dream signifies (2:24–45), and to assure the king that 
“the dream is certain, and it’s interpretation is trustworthy” (2:45). As 
a result, Daniel is promoted, and his three friends are installed in 
responsible and powerful positions (2:46–49). 


However, under the influence of “certain Chaldeans” (3:8), the three friends of Daniel are 
denounced and are cast into the fiery furnace by an infuriated king (3:19–21). Miraculously, the 
three men survive this ordeal; King Nebuchadnezzar “was astonished”, called the three mean out of 
the furnace, blessed them, and condemned those opposing them to be “torn limb from limb, and 
their households laid in ruin” (3:24–30). 
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The king subsequently has a second dream, and the narrative follows the same pattern: the king is 
afraid, he calls his wise men, they are unable to provide any explanation, and then Daniel is asked to 
offer an interpretation, because “you are endowed with a spirit of the holy gods” (4:18). Once 
again, Daniel’s interpretation is offered—but what he foresees for the king fails to please him; and 
just twelve months later, “the sentence was fulfilled against Nebuchadnezzar” and he becomes 
mad: “he ate grass like oxen, and his body was bathed with the dew of heaven, until his hair grew as 
long as eagles’ feathers and his nails became like birds’ claws” (4:33). 


This time of madness fortunately is soon lifted. Nebuchadnezzar prays to God: “I blessed the Most 
High, and praised and honoured the one who lives forever” (4:34–35), praising God “for all his 
works are truth, and his ways are justice” (4:37). What follows is an account of “a great festival for a 
thousand of his lords”, organised by Belshazzar, the son of Nebuchadnezzar—but during the 
festivities, those present demonstrate their pagan traditions, as they “drank the wine and praised 
the gods of gold and silver, bronze, iron, wood, and stone” (5:1–4). 


During the feast, fingers of a human hand wrote on the wall of the palace (5:5–9). The king’s 
advisors were (once again) unable to understand what was written; Daniel is brought in and offers 
an interpretation of “the writing on the wall” (5:10–31), warning the king of the end of his kingdom: 
“you have been weighed on the scales and found wanting”, so the kingdom will be divided between 
the Medes and the Persians (5:25–28). So it was that Daniel was clothed in purple and accorded a 
high ranking in the kingdom (5:29); but Belshazzar was killed that night, leading to the accession of 
Darius (5:30–31). 


What is the place of dream interpretation in Christian faith? 


Is Daniel the dream-interpreter a real prophet?  
Is it fair to say that this book is a “rogue outlier” 


 in the Bible?  Why? Or, Why not? 


Daniel’s political involvement 


Daniel was thus thrust once again into the murky arena of national politics (then, as now, a fraught 
environment!). Whilst Daniel exercised his role as a satrap under Darius the Mede, a conspiracy was 
formed against him as opponents looked to bring him down. When he is caught praying to the Lord 
God, despite the interdict of the king (6:1–15), he is thrown into the lion’s den (6:16). 


The next morning, the king hurries to the den, and finds Daniel alive; his prayers have miraculously 
saved him (6:19–22). Daniel is released from the lion’s den and rescued from danger (6:23–28); 
Darius issues an edict praising “the living God” whose “kingdom shall never be destroyed, and his 
dominion has no end; he delivers and rescues, he works signs and wonders in heaven and on earth” 
(6:26–27). 


If the story was written (as is thought by many) during the 
time of the Seleucids, its depiction of a foreign ruler who is 
positively disposed towards Israel’s God is striking. Under 
Antiochus Epiphanes (pictured on a coin of the time), the 
colonising forces of the Macedonians “built a gymnasium in 
Jerusalem, according to Gentile custom, and removed the 
marks of circumcision, and abandoned the holy covenant; 
they joined with the Gentiles and sold themselves to do evil” 
(1 Mac 1:14–15). Antiochus not only erected an image in the 
temple (the “desolation of sacrilege”), but even had the 
scrolls of Torah collected and burnt—many centuries before 
the Nazis did this (you can read the details of his rule in 1 Mac 
1:41–64). 
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The author of Daniel is writing political literature as political critique. We know that Antiochus 
provoked a political uprising led by the Maccabees, the sons of Matthias (1 Mac 2—6)—figures later 
upheld as heroes by the Zealots in the time of Jesus. The book of Daniel provides a rationale for the 
zealous ideology of the Maccabees, seeking to put in place a righteous leadership in Israel. 


Carol Newsom observes that “in several narratives in the book of Daniel, the king humbly confesses 
the sovereignty of the God of the Jews, acknowledging that he rules by the will of God” (“Political 
Theology in the Book of Daniel: An Internal Debate”, Review and Expositor, vol. 109, 2012, pp.557–
568). Prof. Newsom continues, “other parts of the book depict the gentile king as being part of 
God's plan, but a part that will ultimately be destroyed as incompatible with divine sovereignty.” 
We see this clearly in view in chapters 1—6. 


By contrast, Prof. Newsom observes that when we read on into chapters 7—12, we encounter “the 
most negative view of gentile kingship, finding it to be monstrous and utterly evil. Although one can 
understand the different perspectives based on particular historical circumstances, a more fruitful 
hermeneutical approach is to read the different perspectives in Daniel as a never-fully-resolved 
conversation about the good or evil nature of political power, a conversation that continues to this 
day.” In this way, the book of Daniel is quite timely and relevant. 


How do you respond to the claim that  
the book of Daniel is “political theology”? 


 


There is a good discussion of politics and religion in the book of Daniel in this article: 
https://spectrummagazine.org/sabbath-school/2020/daniel-and-empire-then-and-now  


 


One like a human being 


In this second half of the book (chapters 7–12) we read a series of visions seen by Daniel.  
The opening vision of the four beasts (7:1–8) 
famously contains a description of “one like a 
human being [son of man] coming with the clouds 
of heaven [who] came to the Ancient One and was 
presented before him” (7:13–14). This vision 
appears to inform the later words of Jesus, when 
he predicts that people “will see ‘the Son of Man 
coming in clouds’ with great power and glory” 
(Mark 13:26) and tells the Jerusalem Sanhedrin 
that they will see “‘the Son of Man seated at the 
right hand of the Power,’ and ‘coming with the 
clouds of heaven’” (Mark 14:62). 


When Jesus refers to the ‘Son of Man’,  
he seems to be referring to the vision of Daniel 7.  


How does this help us to understand  
what Jesus believed was his mission? 


 


The term Son of Man has received much attention from biblical scholars. You can read a short 
overview of the complex scholarly debate by one of those scholars (Benjamin E. Reynolds) at 
https://www.bibleodyssey.org/en/people/main-articles/son-of-man  



https://spectrummagazine.org/sabbath-school/2020/daniel-and-empire-then-and-now

https://www.bibleodyssey.org/en/people/main-articles/son-of-man
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Daniel’s apocalyptic visions 


The involvement of the angel Gabriel (chapters 8 and 9) brings the decree of “seventy weeks … to 
atone for iniquity” (9:20–27) and opens up a full-scale apocalyptic scenario, with battles, floods, the 
rise of a warrior king, shifting alliances amongst the various kings, more battles, the besieging of a 
city, the dominance of a “contemptible person”, the profaning of the temple and violation of the 
covenant in Israel, the disrespecting of “the God of gods” (10:1–11:39). 


It also leads to a grand vision “at the time of the end” (11:40–12:13) when “many of those who 
sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and 
everlasting contempt” (12:2), thereby providing a key Hebrew Scripture text which is used in 
discussions of the resurrection as reported in the New Testament. 


The notion of “The End” has been developing in prophetic literature, emerging from the earlier 
prophet’s declarations about “The Day of the Lord”. This theme will continue to be developed and 
expanded in apocalyptic texts both in Second Temple Judaism and in earthly Christian texts in the 
New Testament and in works of the following century or two.  
See https://wordpress.com/post/johntsquires.com/6390  


At this time, a “man in linen” declares that “when the shattering of the power of the holy people 
[namely, Israel] comes to an end, all these things would be accomplished” (12:7). The language is 
reminiscent of the extended apocalyptic response that Jesus gives when his disciples ask him, “what 
will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?” (Mark 13:4). 


Daniel, the supreme interpreter, has been able to make sense of all that has gone before; at this 
point, however, he “heard but could not understand” (12:8). The “man in linen” informs him that 
“the words are to remain secret and sealed until the time of the ends (12:9); Daniel is dismissed and 
the story ends. The ending invites readers to “make sense” for themselves of what they have read—
and so, apocalyptic speculation continues unabated to this day! (People still claim that “we are 
living in the last days” and “the end is nigh”.) 


More importantly, perhaps, is the observation that apocalyptic speaks not only into the future, but 
especially into the present time of the author; and therefore, the political edges of the narrative and 
especially of the apocalyptic visions portray what is needed to remain faithful to God in the 
challenges of those times. That dynamic translates into a challenge for us, today. 


What is the place of apocalyptic visions in Christian faith? 
What are apocalyptic visions (like we find in chapters 7 to 12) 


intended to achieve? 


 


If you’d like to think a little more about what happened with apocalyptic after the 
New Testament, there is a good, short article by Prof. Lorenzo DiTommaso at  
https://www.bibleodyssey.org/passages/related-articles/apocalyptic-thought-after-
revelation  


 


For next week:    


We conclude our series with brief considerations  
of Malachi and Jonah; 
you might like to read  


Mal 3:16–4:6 and Jonah 1—4 
After this, we will close by 


reviewing the course. 
 



https://wordpress.com/post/johntsquires.com/6390

https://www.bibleodyssey.org/passages/related-articles/apocalyptic-thought-after-revelation

https://www.bibleodyssey.org/passages/related-articles/apocalyptic-thought-after-revelation
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 3 Hosea 
 


God of steadfast love and mercy,  
you have loved us with an everlasting love, 
showing us what love truly is. 
You have shown us mercy,  
hesed, steadfast love, 
again and again in the lives of your people, 
and then, most fully in the gift of your Son. 
You have graciously invited us  
into loving relationship with you, 


in this time; in all times;  
in this place; in all places. 
Because of your hesed – 
your steadfast love, mercy, and faithfulness – 
make us people of hesed, 
living in love and loving others, 
receiving your mercy and showing mercy, 
held in your faithfulness and living faithfully, 
until the day we see you face to face. Amen. 


 


Adapted from a prayer by Matt Erickson, based on Hosea  


https://mwerickson.com/2020/01/19/hesed-prayer-inspired-by-the-prophet-hosea/  


Introduction 


In the Revised Common Lectionary, two sections of the prophet Hosea are offered (Hos 1:2–10, 


and the following Sunday Hos 11:1–11). The two passages offer quite a contrast. 


In the first selection in the lectionary, the opening chapter of the book, we hear about the 


prophet’s own situation. Hosea receives direction from God as to how he is to behave.  


The actions he undertakes provide a series of signs to the people of Israel concerning their fate 


(1:2–10). The future looks grim. In the second section offered by the lectionary (11:1–11), the 


prophet speaks on behalf of God to the people, reminding them of God’s persistent love for them.  


There is hope for the future, he tells them. 


Hosea was active as a prophet 


in the northern kingdom in the 


8th century BCE, over six 


decades, from the reign of 


Jeroboam II to the time of 


Hoshea. He seems to reflect an 


awareness of the war between 


Syria and Ephraim, a northern 


tribe (see 5:8–15), but his 


oracles do not indicate any 


knowledge of the defeat of the 


northerners by the Assyrians in 


721 BCE, and their subsequent 


exile (2 Kings 17).  


The name Hosea means “salvation”, and the oracles in this book provide occasional glimpses of 


that desired outcome (1:7; 2:24; 6:2–3; 10:12; 11:3–4, 8–9; 13:4–5) before the final oracle assures 


Israel, “I will heal their disloyalty; I will love them freely, for my anger has turned from them” 


(14:4–9). The love song of chapter 11 represents the height of this aspiration. However, the 


predominant tone of the book is a relentless condemnation of Israel for her sins. This fate is 


signalled in striking fashion in the opening chapter, through the names of Hosea's children. They 


indicate exactly what fate is in store for the people.



https://mwerickson.com/2020/01/19/hesed-prayer-inspired-by-the-prophet-hosea/
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A challenging view of God 


The opening chapter presents a challenge to orthodox views of morality and the nature of God. 


God commands Hosea to “take for yourself a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom, 


for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the Lord” (1:2). Let's note that point carefully:  


God commands behaviour that is generally regarded as immorality! 


Hosea's wife is named as Gomer, from the verb 


gamar, which means “to complete or bring to an 


end”. Is she the one to bring to completion the 


salvation to which Hosea looks? The promiscuity of 


Gomer is noted at 3:1; Hosea wins her back with 


“fifteen shekels of silver and a homer of barley and a 


measure of wine” (3:2). Her behaviour seems to signal 


the infidelity and then return to God of the Israelites 


(3:3–5). Hosea regularly pleads with Israel to “return 


to the Lord” (2:7; 4:5; 6:1; 12:6; 14:1–2). 


Not only does Gomer signify the behaviour of Israel; 


the names of her children are similarly significant. The 


first son, Jezreel (“God sows”) signals punishment 


(1:4). A daughter, Lo-ruhamah (“not pitied”) signals God's continuing refusal to forgive Israel (1:6). 


A second son, Lo-ammi (“not my people”) seals their fate, it would seem: “you are not my people, 


and I am not your [God]” (1:9). The names tell a story; a story that does not bode well for Israel. 


What do you make of the series of names of the children of Gomer and Hosea? 


What story is being told by these names?  How is God acting in this story? 


Oracles of punishment 


Wrath infuses the whole book, from the opening series of names and in the indictment set out in 


legal form, “the Lord has an indictment against the inhabitants of the land” (4:1), with the threat 


from God that “I will punish them for their ways, and repay them for their deeds” (4:1–11). It is 


present as the prophet tells of the wrath poured out on Ephraim like drowning water (5:8–11) and 


in his words about God’s smouldering anger over idol worship (8:1–6). It climaxes in the threat of 


destruction and the removal of the king (13:9–11). Paradoxically, for a book bearing the name 


“salvation” (Hosea), the message is consistently about punishment for wrongdoing. 


The metaphor of Gomer’s behaviour as a whore (1:2; 2:5; 3:1) permeates the book: the divine 


accusation is that Israel has “played the whore” (4:10–14; 5:3; 9:1), that “a spirit of whoredom has 


led them astray” (4:12; 5:5), that “they have forsaken the Lord to devote themselves to 


whoredom” (4:10–11), that because of this whoredom, the nation is defiled (6:10). 


Yet in the opening chapter, Hosea strongly affirms that all is not lost; “the number of the people of 


Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which can be neither measured nor numbered” (1:10a)—


and more than this, “in the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ it shall be 


said to them, ‘Children of the living God’” (1:10b). The new name for the people signifies the 


promise that Israel will be saved; “I will now allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and 


speak tenderly to her. From there I will give to her her vineyards, and make the Valley of Achor a 


door of hope” (3:14–15). There is still hope. 
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How do you deal with the tension, in this prophet  


(as indeed in Amos), between judgement and hope? 


This fluctuation between the threat of punishment hanging over Israel, and the alluring words of 


love that God speaks to her, takes us into a deeper level of concern, for this is precisely the kind of 


behaviour that is experienced by women caught in abusive relationships. Is the Lord nothing more 


than a manipulative, power-wielding tyrant of a husband, inflicting damage, driving his woman 


away in fear, then pleading for his woman to come back to him, offering all manner of 


blandishments and promises of transformation? “Come, let us return to the Lord, for it is he who 


has torn, and he will heal us; he has struck down, and he will bind us up” (6:1) 


How we answer that question determines how we read the second passage offered by the 


lectionary (11:1–11). Is this a truly loving, gracious, ever-forgiving God? or a violent, devious, 


never-changing tyrant?  


A God of steadfast love (heșed) 


Certainly, the larger context of the prophetic literature and of the whole sweep of the story told in 


scripture encourages us to see God in a good light. This is surely the God who is “a God merciful 


and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exod 34:6, and a 


number of other places in Hebrew Scripture). Hosea plays out in one specific time what God and 


Israel enact time and time again, over the centuries. 


These passages describe God as 


exhibiting heșed—a word that is 


difficult to render in English, 


which is variously translated as 


lovingkindness, steadfast love, 


mercy, piety, kindness, loyalty, 


covenant loyalty, or unchanging 


love. It is regularly applied to God 


(Gen 19:19; 39:21; Exod 15:13; 


Deut 7:9, 12; Ruth 1:8; 2:20; Ps 


32:10; 42:8; 59:17; 90:14; 94:18; 


107:8; Job 37:13; Dan 9:4; Micah 7:18; Joel 2:13; and many others), but can also be used to 


describe a quality of human beings (Gen 20:13; 40:14; Josh 2:12; Judg 8:35; Ps 109:16; Prov 19:22; 


20:6; 31:26; Isa 16:5; Dan 1:9; Hos 4:1; 6:6; Zech 7:9). 


Indeed, the words of promise that Hosea speaks (“after two days he will revive us; on the third 


day he will raise us up, that we may live before him”, 6:2) were even cited by church fathers and 


scholars as the place in Hebrew Scripture which provides a prediction of the gospel affirmation, 


“he was raised on the third day” (2 Cor 15:4; and see Acts 10:40; Luke 9:22; 18:33; 24:7, 21, 46).  


These words were not, of course, intended to point forward in this way in the time of Hosea; they 


are poetically non-specific (“after two days... on the third day” is typical Hebraic parallelism with a 


linguistic variation), and are spoken by Hosea into the context of his own time, as an insight into 


What do you think about the view that God in the book of Hosea  


is a violent, manipulative, devious tyrant? 
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the divine offer of hope that he senses, for the Lord “will come to us like the showers, like the 


spring rains that water the earth” (6:3). This is forthtelling, and not foretelling. 


So the “cords of human kindness ... bands of love” (11:4) depict God in an anthropomorphic 


manner, loving Israel as a child (11:1), calling to them (11:1–2), taking them up into God's arms 


(11:3), kissing them and feeding them (11:4, showing warm and tender compassion (11:8), 


withholding anger (11:9), welcoming them back as they return from their wandering (11:11). God 


is the patient, loving, caring parent. He exudes heșed. The chapter offers beautiful insights into 


how God deals with people, to set alongside our concerns about the nature of God. 


Now: how do you view God?  


Do the positives about God in the words of the prophet  


overcome the negative elements that we have discussed? 


And what does this mean, then, for the caricature of 


“the vengeful, violent God of the Old Testament” ? 


Looking beyond 


As we noted in considering the prophet Amos, the 


king of Assyria began to deport Israelites to Assyria 


(2 Kings 15:29; 1 Chron 5:26), perhaps in the 730s, 


while Hosea was still alive. Two decades later, after 


Hosea’s death, a new Assyrian king captured the 


northern capital, Samaria (2 Kings 17:3–6). The 


northern kingdom had come to an end; the people 


taken into exile would never return to their land. 


They became known as “the lost tribes of Israel” 


(see https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ten-Lost-


Tribes-of-Israel).  


From the point of view of the southerners in Judah, 


the descendants of these people were the hated 


Samaritans—although they claimed to be following 


the Torah as given to Moses, they were seen to be 


deviants and immoral people. 


See https://johntsquires.com/2020/11/02/the-


samaritans/  


 


***** 


 


For next week:  


please read quickly through the whole book of Micah  


in one sitting—it takes half an hour or less.  



https://johntsquires.com/2020/11/02/the-samaritans/

https://johntsquires.com/2020/11/02/the-samaritans/
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 7 Jeremiah and Lamentations 


God of power and justice, 
like Jeremiah you weep over those 


who wander from you, 
turn aside to other gods, 
and enter into chaos and destruction. 


By your tears and through your mercy, 
teach us your ways 


and write them on our hearts 


so that we may follow faithfully 


the path you show us. Amen. 


A PRAYER from Revised Common Lectionary Prayers (2002, Consultation on Common Texts)


The prophet Jeremiah 


To recap: Jeremiah lived at a turning point in the history of 
Israel. The northern kingdom had been conquered by the 
Assyrians in 721 BCE; the prophet Isaiah warned that the 
nation would eventually fall to the Babylonians (2 Kings 
20:12–19).  


Babylon conquered Assyria in 607 BCE and pressed hard to 
the south; the southern kingdom eventually fell in 587 BCE 
(2 Kings 24–25) and “Judah went into exile out of its land” 
(2 Ki 25:21). Jeremiah was sent into exile in Egypt (43:1–7), 
even though most of his fellow Judahites were taken to 
Babylon (Jer 27:20; 52:15, 24–30).  


Centuries later, Tertullian claimed that, exasperated by 
Jeremiah, his countrymen in Egypt stoned him to death 
around 570 BCE (Scorpiace ch.8). 


As the book moves on from the poetic oracles of chapters 1–25, to a series of prose narratives in 
chapters 26–45, some key events in the life of Jeremiah are reported. First, we learn that Jeremiah 
is called to “stand in the court of the Lord’s house and speak to all the cities of Judah that come to 
worship in the house of the Lord; speak to them all the words that I command you; do not hold 
back a word” (Jer 26:2). The response from the ruling class is not positive—in fact, Jeremiah is 
threatened with death (26:7–11). He argues his way out of this sentence (26:12–24), but the threat 
of death will return in a later chapter. 


To dramatise the judgement placed on Israel, as well the surrounding nations of Edom, Moab, 
Ammon, Tyre, and Sidon, Jeremiah wears a yoke (27:1–22), telling the people of Judah to “bring 
your necks under the yoke of the king of Babylon, and serve him and his people, and live” (27:12). 
Rather than seeing the foreign power as an enemy, Jeremiah exhorts the people to submit them, in 
what will be a hard, but not permanent, arrangement. This marks a change in theology that we will 
see also in Deutero-Isaiah, where the foreign power is seen to be an agent of God. 


Accordingly, Jeremiah sends a letter “from Jerusalem to the remaining elders among the exiles, and 
to the priests, the prophets, and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from 
Jerusalem to Babylon” (29:1). Jeremiah reminds the people that life goes on in exile; they are to 
build and plant, to marry and reproduce; God has not abandoned the people. 


Read Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles (29:4–14). Notice the positive commands he gives. 


How might the words of Jeremiah inform the pastoral care that we offer  
to others in their times of difficulty?   How might they inform the way  


that the church undertakes mission in today’s society? 
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The hope of a renewed covenant 


In the midst of his despair, Jeremiah sees hope: “the days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I 
will restore the fortunes of my people, Israel and Judah, says the Lord, and I will bring them back to 
the land that I gave to their ancestors, and they shall take possession of it” (30:3). In this context, 
Jeremiah indicates that the Lord “will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house 
of Judah … 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” (31:31–34). 


The renewal of the covenant was not a new idea in the story of Israel. God had entered into covenants with 
Abraham, the father of the nation (Gen 15:1–21) and before that, in the story of Noah, with “you and your 
descendants after you, and with every living creature that is with you … that never again shall all flesh be cut 
off by the waters of the flood” (Gen 9:8–11).  


The covenant given to Moses on Mount Sinai (Exod 19:1–6), accompanied by the giving of the law (Exod 
20:1–23:33), is sealed in a ceremony by “the blood of the covenant” (Exod 24:1–8). The covenant with the 
people that Moses brokered is renewed after the infamous incident of the golden bull (Exod 34:10–28), then 
under Joshua at Gilgal, as the people enter the land of Canaan after their decades of wilderness wandering 
(Josh 4:1–24).  


It is renewed again in the time of King Josiah, after the discovery of “a book of the law” and his consultation 
with the prophet Huldah (2 Chron 34:29–33), and it will be renewed yet again after the exiled people of 
Judah return to the land under Nehemiah, when Ezra read from “the book of the law” for a full day (Neh 
7:73b—8:12) and the leaders of the people signed “a sealed document” (Neh 9:38–10:39). 


However, the particular expression of renewal that Jeremiah articulates will prove to be critical for 
the way that later writers portray the covenant renewal undertaken by Jesus of Nazareth (1 Cor 
11:25; Luke 22:20; 2 Cor 3:6–18; Heb 8:8–12). Especially significant is the claim that this renewed 
covenant “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” (Jer 31:32), for God “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” (31:33). It is a covenant which has “the forgiveness of sins” at its heart (31:34)— 
precisely what is said of the “new covenant” effected by Jesus (Matt 26:28; and see Acts 5:31; 
10:43; 13:38; 26:18).  


To signal his confidence in this promised return, 
Jeremiah buys a field in his hometown of Anathoth 
from his cousin Hanamel (32:1–15). Although 
Jeremiah was confined in the court of the King (32:2–
3), nevertheless, the purchase serves to provide 
assurance that the exiled people will indeed return to 
the land of Israel; “houses and fields and vineyards 
shall again be bought in this land” (32:15). 


Jeremiah exhorts the people to “give thanks to the 
Lord of hosts, for the Lord is good, for his steadfast love endures forever!” (33:11), because in the 
places laid waste by the Babylonians, “in all its towns there shall again be pasture for shepherds 
resting their flocks … flocks shall again pass under the hands of the one who counts them, says the 
Lord” (33:12–13). As the people return to the land, the Lord “will cause a righteous Branch to spring 
up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land” (33:15). The title “Son of 
David” is later applied to Jesus in three Gospels (Mark 10:47–48; Matt 1:1; 21:9, 15; Luke 18:38–39). 


Read Jer 31:31–34. What does “a new covenant” mean for the people of Israel? 
Should we see this as “brand new” or as “renewing the old”? 


How should we understand the words of Jeremiah as applying to us as Christians? 
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Subsequent chapters tell of Jeremiah dictating his prophecies to a scribe named Baruch (36:4), then 
how he was imprisoned in the court of the guard (37:11–21) and then in a cistern (38:1–6), before 
being rescued from the cistern, on the king’s orders, by Ebed-melech the Ethiopian (38:7–13). 


The imminent capture of Jerusalem is predicted (38:14–28) and then narrated (39:1–10); Jeremiah 
is set free by King Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon (39:11–18) but then is sent into exile in Egypt (43:1–
7), where he continues to berate the exiles for their idolatry (44:24–30). 


The final chapter in this narrative sequence reports God’s anguish: “Woe is me! The Lord has added 
sorrow to my pain; I am weary with my groaning, and I find no rest”; and then the judgement of the 
Lord: “I am going to break down what I have built, and pluck up what I have planted—that is, the 
whole land … I am going to bring disaster upon all flesh, says the Lord” (45:1–5). 


The book concludes with a series of prophecies against foreign nations in chapters 46–51 (the 
Egyptians, Philistines, Moabites, Ammonites, and Edomites, then Damascus, Kedor, Hazor, Elam, 
and Babylon itself), before ending with an historical appendix telling of the capture of Jerusalem 
(chapter 52), which is drawn largely from 2 Kings 24:18—25:30.” (1:6). 


 


The book of Lamentations 


In one of his oracles, Jeremiah 
expresses the deep anguish of God for 
the people: “my joy is gone, grief is 
upon me, my heart is sick … for the 
hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I 
mourn, and dismay has taken hold of 
me” (Jer 8:18–22). The Lord echoes 
this attitude: “oh that my head were a 
spring of water, and my eyes a 
fountain of tears, so that I might weep 
day and night for the slain of my poor 
people” (9:1). 


Above: part of the oldest scroll containing Lamentations, from the Dead Sea Scrolls 


This weeping recurs in later chapters: in an oracle over Judah, “if you will not listen, my soul will 
weep in secret for your pride; my eyes will weep bitterly and run down with tears, because the 
Lord’s flock has been taken captive” (13:17); and in an oracle over Moab, “more than for Jazer I 
weep for you, O vine of Sibmah” (48:32). Weeping appears also in the book of Lamentations; “for 
these things I weep; my eyes flow with tears”, the author mourns; “for a comforter is far from me, 
one to revive my courage; my children are desolate, for the enemy has prevailed” (Lam 1:16).  


Tradition presumes that the author, who is never identified, is the prophet Jeremiah; many 
scholars, however, believe that there were a number of authors whose work has been collected 
into this single short book. 


The five chapters of Lamentations express a forlorn hope that the punishment being experienced 
might come to an end. However, that hope remains unfulfilled, from the opening lament, “how 
lonely sits the city that once was full of people! how like a widow she has become, she that was 
great among the nations!” (1:1); to the final disconsolate prayer, “restore us to yourself, O Lord, 
that we may be restored; renew our days as of old—unless you have utterly rejected us, and are 
angry with us beyond measure”(3:22). 
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There is a tight numerical and 
alphabetical arrangement throughout 
this book. The first four chapters are 
acrostics—each new verse begins with 
a letter of the Hebrew alphabet, in 
alphabetical order. As there are 22 
letters in the Hebrew alphabet, there 
are 22 verses in chapters 1, 2, and 4. 
Chapter 3 has 66 verses; each letter 
commences three verses before moving 
on to the next letter. The final chapter 
also has 22 verses, but they are not 
arranged in any alphabetical order. 


In these five chapters, the author 
laments the situation of the people in 
the aftermath of the savage destruction 
of Jerusalem and its temple in 587/586 


BCE. Chapter one paints a picture of the deserted, desolate city: “the roads to Zion mourn, for no one 
comes to the festivals; all her gates are desolate, her priests groan; her young girls grieve, and her lot is 
bitter” (1:4). Chapter four provides a detailed portrayal of the destruction of the temple: “how the gold 
has grown dim, how the pure gold is changed! the sacred stones lie scattered at the head of every 
street” (4:1). 


The poems describe the traumatised state of the people; they suffer affliction (1:7, 9; 3:1, 19) and 
captivity (1:18), grief (3:32, 51) and suffering (1:3, 5, 18), hunger (2:19; 4:4, 9) and thirst (4:4). They 
express lamentation (2:5, 8) and mourning (1:4; 2:5; 5:15), with tears (1:2, 16; 2:18; 3:48), crying (2:12, 
16, 18, 19; 3:8, 56), and weeping (1:2, 16; 2:11). Since the city lies in ruins (2:5, 8), people put on 
sackcloth and throw dust on their heads (2:10); they hear songs of taunting (3:14, 61) and their enemies 
wag their heads and clap their hand at them, as they hiss and gnash their teeth (2:15–16). We might 
notice the allusion to this verse in the passion narrative (Mark 15:29–30; Matt 27:39–40) and the 


gnashing of teeth at the judgement in parables of Jesus (Matt 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30). 


The people are rejected (1:15; 5:22) and filled with bitterness (3:5, 15) and wormwood (3:15, 19); their 
flesh and skin waste away (3:4). Permeating all is the anger of the Lord (2:3, 21, 22; 3:43, 66; 4:1); his 
wrath is intense (2:2; 3:1; 4:11) and he sends his fire to consume (1:13; 2:3, 4; 4:11). The fiery God of 


vengeance that we see in Jeremiah and other prophets is alive and well in the book of Lamentations. 


And yet, despite this dominance of divine wrath 
and fury, a beautiful fragment which praises God 
sits in the middle of the book: “the steadfast 
love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never 
come to an end; they are new every morning; 
great is your faithfulness” (3:22). This poetic 
expression introduces a brief oasis of hope 
(3:22–33) in the midst of many lines of anguish, 
grief, and anger; God is praised for showing 
mercy, faithfulness, and compassion. 


Sadly, this mood does not hold; the poems lapse back into questioning God and lamenting God’s 
inaction in the face of the people’s suffering. To be sure, God has been right to act in this way: “the Lord 
is in the right, for I have rebelled against his word” (1:18); “as he ordained long ago, he has demolished 
without pity” (2:17); what took place was “ for the sins of her prophets and the iniquities of her priests, 
who shed the blood of the righteous in the midst of her” (4:13). 


We have seen that many prophets see both wrath and love in God’s actions. Does 


Lamentations offer us a way of reconciling these two aspects of the character of God?  
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Lament, trauma, and hope 


In the middle poem, there is a call to repent: “let us test and examine our ways, and return to the 
Lord” (3:40); but then, a plea for God to intervene and change his mind: “you have taken up my 
cause, O Lord, you have redeemed my life; you have seen the wrong done to me, O Lord; judge my 
cause.” (3:58–59). However, this poem ends with a savage plea for God to deal with the Babylonian 
conquerors: “Pay them back for their deeds, O Lord, according to the work of their hands! Give 
them anguish of heart; your curse be on them! Pursue them in anger and destroy them from under 
the Lord’s heavens!” (3:64–66). 


The final poem is an extended lament on the situation of Israel, framed with prayers of petition: 
“remember, O Lord, what has befallen us; look, and see our disgrace!” (5:1); “restore us to yourself, 
O Lord, that we may be restored” (5:21)—although the final pessimistic word laments, “unless you 
have utterly rejected us, and are angry with us beyond measure” (5:22). So the series of poems 
closes on this note of utter desolation. 


These five poems bear many similarities, not only with the “confessions of Jeremiah”, but also with 
the “psalms of communal lament”, such as Psalms 44, 60, 74, 79, 80, 85, 86, and 90, and the psalms 
of individual lament, such as Psalms 3, 6, 13, 22, 25, 31, 71, 77, 86, and 142. In the face of God’s 
seeming inaction and unresponsiveness to pleading prayers, what is there to do, other than to 
lament? 


The experience of the Shoah (Holocaust) in 1939–1945 has led many Jewish writers to reflect this 
attitude. It is not “giving up on God”, but resting in the pain and grief, venting about this to God, 
and hoping that, in time, there may be a reversal of fortunes—a change of mind by God. 


One writer notes that “Lament allows us to fully face and name our pain, and it creates space for 
future resolution and hope without glossing over our trauma. It gives us permission to protest life’s 
difficulties, to scream, cry, vent, plead, and complain in the presence of God and others. It lets us 
ask the hard questions without condemnation: Why did this have to happen? How could you allow 
it? Where are you in the midst of it? It allows weeping without explanation. It might be messy and 
uncomfortable, but it’s the first step towards healing.” (Whitney Willard, “Lamentations: the 
volatile voice of grief”, https://bibleproject.com/blog/lamentations-voice-of-grief/ ) 


These poetic expressions of lament (the psalms of laments, as well as the “confessions” of Jeremiah 
and Lamentations itself) also inform some elements of the way that the passion of Jesus is narrated 
in the canonical Gospels; although these accounts are told with a knowledge of the resurrection, 
there is grief, sadness, and despair at the fate of Jesus, with perhaps a note of patient lament at 
some moments in those narratives. 


Can you see a role for lament in facing the consequences of trauma and rebuilding 
hope for the future?   Is the last verse of Lamentations actually ‘the last word’? 


Lamentations is recited annually by Jews on the fast day of Tisha B’Av (the ninth day of the month 
of Av, usually in late July or early August), to mourn the destruction of both the First Temple (by the 
Babylonians in 586 BCE) and, on the same day (it is believed) the Second Temple (by the Romans in 
70 CE). The book provides a fitting way for Jews to remember the two greatest moments of national 
grief and loss, many centuries later. 


 


For next week:    


We look at the prophet Ezekiel.  
Please read Ezekiel 1:1–3:21,  


11:1–25, 37:1–28, and 47:1–12 
 
 



https://bibleproject.com/blog/lamentations-voice-of-grief/
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 8 Ezekiel 


Compassionate God, the wind of your Spirit  
is the very sign of life for all who long for you. 
One breath from you and we are rescued 
from the arid valley of dry bones, 
given muscles and sinews and joy  
with which to praise you, 
and filled with the holy hope you grant  
to all your faithful children. 


Let our whole lives be filled  
with the life-breath of the Spirit, 
that what has lain dormant  
may burst into bloom, 
and what looks to us to be death 
may be revealed as but sleep 
before the emergence of new life. 
Amen. 


A PRAYER based on Ezek 37, by Elizabeth Dilley, in Come Out! On the Breath of God  
http://www.ucc.org/worship/worship-ways/


The prophet Ezekiel 


Like Jeremiah, Ezekiel was both a prophet and a priest (Ezek 1:3). The opening verse of the book 
exhibits characteristic priestly concern to document details; in this case, a very precise date is 
recorded: “in the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, on the fifth day of the month”. The year 
correlates with what we know as 593 BCE. No other prophet gives the precise day of his seeing 
“visions of God”! 


Six years earlier, Ezekiel had been exiled to Babylon during the siege of Jerusalem by King 
Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon (599 BCE; see 2 Kings 24:10–17). His prophetic activity was thus 
undertaken entirely in exile. He addresses both those in exile with him in Babylon, and those left 
behind in Judah. His prophecies continue through the period when the people in Judah were taken 
to join Ezekiel in exile (587 BCE; see 2 Ki 25:1–21), and for some time after that. 


A dramatic vision opens the book, in which "the glory of God” appears in the form of a fiery, flaming 
chariot (1:4–28). Priestly attention to detail marks the account of this vision—the scene is reported 
in scrupulous detail, with many references to other scriptural stories. The bright cloud and flashing 
fire evokes the scene on Mount Sinai, when God gave Moses the Law (Exod 19:16–19); the “burning 
coals of fire” (1:13) remind us of the burning coals in the scene of the call of Isaiah (Isa 6:6). Then, 
“the bow in the cloud on a rainy day” evokes the sign of the covenant made with Noah (Gen 9:12–
17). The creatures with wings that touch perhaps evoke the golden cherubim overlooking the mercy 
seat in the Tabernacle (1 Ki 6:23–28), while the wheeled chariot may have been inspired by the 
chariot that carried the ark of the covenant in procession (2 Sam 6:3) 


However, the four creatures, each with four faces and four legs, sparkling “like burnished bronze” 
(1:6–7), with the appearance of a human 
being, a lion, an ox, and an eagle (1:10) are 
unusual. Their presence has invited much 
speculation about their significance. In the 
early centuries of the Christian church, these 
four figures were interpreted as symbols for 
the four Gospels included in the New 
Testament. They are found also in the first 
vision of the seer John, in exile on Patmos, 
many centuries later (Rev 4:1–8).  


Similarly, the description of the crystal dome over the heads of the creatures (1:22) and the 
sapphire throne with a human form seated on it (1:26) signal to us that this prophet has a vivid 
imagination, and that there will be much symbolism in the oracles that lie ahead! The remainder of 



http://www.ucc.org/worship/worship-ways/
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the book continues relentlessly in this style; exotic scenes, vividly imagined, described in detail, 
conveying a consistent theological perspective. 


The point of this dramatic opening comes immediately, when Ezekiel reports a further vision, of a 
scroll (2:1–10) which he is immediately commanded to eat (2:8, 3:1–3). This second vision is at the 
heart of the call that Ezekiel receives, to “speak my very words to them [the people]” (2:7; 3:4). 


Ezekiel the priest has become Ezekiel the prophet. 


These words “of lamentation and mourning and woe” (2:10) 
nevertheless taste “as sweet as honey” to Ezekiel (3:3). However, he 
knows from the start that the task he has been given will be difficult, 
for “all the house of Israel have a hard forehead and a stubborn heart” 
(3:8). They will not listen to him. The scene is set for the difficult career 
of this prophet-in-exile.  


A key issue for Ezekiel relates to whether God continues to be the God 
of the people of Judah who are in exile in Babylon. Ezekiel offers a 
development in understanding that God continues to care for the 
people even when they have no land and no temple, when they can no 
longer “go up to the house of the Lord” and offer sacrifices. 


Read Ezekiel’s vision (1:1–28). What is the significance of this vision? What does it tell 
us about Ezekiel? What do you think the four figures might symbolize for Ezekiel? 
What is the significance of the wheels on the chariot? 


 


A vision of renewal 


Ezekiel is impelled to play his role as a prophet by “the hand of the Lord” (1:3; 3:22; 8:1; etc); 
indeed, he says, “the spirit lifted me up” (3:12). That same spirit continues to lift him up with 
regularity (8:3; 11:1, 24; 37:1; 43:5) to show him vision after vision. More than this, Ezekiel declares 
that “the spirit entered me” (3:24), a process which he promises will be experienced by Israel as a 
whole (36:26–28)—for the Lord says he will “pour out my spirit upon the house of Israel” (39:29). 


This emphasis on the renewing spirit of God is seen, most dramatically, by Ezekiel when he is taken 
by the spirit into “the middle of a valley … full of bones” (37:1) and sees a vision that he conveys in 
what must be his most famous oracle. What Ezekiel sees in this valley of dry bones is the work of 
God, as God puts sinews and flesh and skin on the 
bones, and breathes into the bodies so created, so that 
they live (37:5–6, 8, 10). The scene is a dramatic 
reworking of the creation scene in Genesis, when God 
creates humanity out of the dust, breathing “the breath 
of life” into human beings (Gen 2:7). 


The vision indicates what God will do: “I will put my 
spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you 
on your own soil” (37:14). The end of the exile, it seems, 
is in sight. This passage is often interpreted in a Christian 
context as a pointer both to the resurrection of Jesus, 
and also to the general resurrection; for Ezekiel, 
however, it is not a far-into-the-future prediction 
(foretelling), but a word of hope to the people in their 
immediate situation (forthtelling). 


Indeed, the very next section of this chapter reports a 
proclamation of Ezekiel which is quite directly forthtelling. The two sticks that he takes (37:16) 
stand for Judah and Israel; as he joins the sticks, so he points to the return of these peoples from 
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their exile, their return “to their own land”, and a cleansing which will mean “they shall be my 
people, and I will be their God” (37:21–23, 27). 


That final phrase is a common covenantal affirmation made by God (Lev 26:12; Ruth 1:16; Jer 7:23; 
11:4; 24:7; 30:22; 31:1, 33; 32:38; Ezek 11:20; 14:11; 36:28; Zech 2:11; and Hos 1:10–11, 
overturning Hos 1:9). The reunited people shall have one king (37:24) and they will observe “an 
everlasting covenant” (37:26; and see below). 


The Lord God addresses the prophet Ezekiel in a distinctive way; 94 times, he begins his words to 
the prophet with the Hebrew phrase ben adam—traditionally translated as “son of man” (meaning 
a human being), in the NRSV rendered as “O mortal”. We could simply say, Ezekiel, O human one. 
My NIV has the footnote, “the phrase son of man is retained as a form of address here and 
throughout Ezekiel because of its possible association with “Son of Man” in the New Testament”. 
Certainly, this distinctive address in Ezekiel resonates with the use of this distinctive phrase in the 
Gospels (although another scriptural usage, in Dan 7:14, offers a different take on this phrase.)  


Read Ezek 37:1–14. What does this scene tell us about God and humanity? 
How should we understand the words of Ezekiel as applying to us as Christians? 


 


The character of God 


The dramatic, vivid visions and the potent, articulate proclamations of Ezekiel the prophet-priest 
make for exciting—and troubling—reading. After Ezekiel is granted his numerous visions by the 
spirit, he often enacts them with tangible items. He sees the siege of Jerusalem, and portrays it with 
a brick and iron plate (4:1–8). He sees the destruction of Jerusalem, and uses a sword to shave his 
hair, to dramatise this (5:1–17). He sees the ravaging of the altars of idols throughout the land, and 
claps his hands and stamps his feet to show the destructive anger of the Lord at this (6:1–14). 


“On the sixth year, in the sixth month, on the fifth day of the month”, says Ezekiel (with his 
relentless priestly eye for detail), “as I sat in my house, with the elders of Judah sitting before me, 
the hand of the Lord God fell upon me there”. He describes the “figure like a human being” that he 
sees, and in characteristically careful detail he describes the scene unfolding before him; a scene of 
“the great abominations that the house of Israel are committing here, to drive me far from my 
sanctuary”, as God laments (8:1–18). 


So extensive are these abominations that God concludes, “I will act in wrath; my eye will not spare, 
nor will I have pity; and though they cry in my hearing with a loud voice, I will not listen to them” 
(8:18). As a result, “the glory of the Lord” leaves the temple and is taken by the cherubim up and 
away from the earth (10:1–22). Those in exile are informed that their exile is due punishment from 
the Lord (11:1–12), but also that after sufficient punishment, they will return to the land (11:14–
25). The “glory of the Lord” remains absent from the city until, in the final sequence of his visions, 
Ezekiel sees the new temple, built in the city, and “the glory of the Lord filled the temple” (Ezek 
43:1–5; see also 1 Ki 8:11; 2 Chron 7:1–2; Exod 40:34–35; and cf. Isa 6:1, 4; Rev 15:8). 
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One of Ezekiel’s visions uses typical prophetic imagery to portray Israel as a female child, 
abandoned by her parents, but taken in by the Lord, who waited until she was  at an age for love, 
and then he “spread his cloak over her” – that is, he seduced her (16:1–14).  


He then complained, “you trusted in your beauty, and 
played the whore because of your fame, and lavished 
your whorings on any passer-by”, worshipping other 
gods, even engaging in foreign rituals of child sacrifice 
(16:15–34).  


As a result of this, God threatens that he will execute a 
fulsome punishment. The blame is placed squarely on 
Israel, depicted as a woman engaging in countless acts 
of adultery—even though, in the patriarchal society of 
the time, the male priests, kings, and elders were the 
ones responsible for the decisions to erect images of 
other gods and to encourage the worship of pagan 
deities.  


Only after he visits his punishment, does God then say, 
“I will satisfy my fury on you, and my jealousy shall turn 
away from you; I will be calm, and will be angry no 
longer” (16:35–43). And so, God promises forgiveness; 
“I will remember my covenant with you in the days of 


your youth, and I will establish with you an everlasting covenant” (Ezek 16:60; also 37:26), echoing 
the exact phrase also used to describe the covenants with Noah (Gen 9:16; and perhaps Isa 24:5), 
Abraham (Gen 17:7, 13, 19; 1 Chron 16:17), and David (2 Sam 23:35; Isa 55:3), and indeed with 
Israel as a whole (Ps 105:10; Isa 61:8; Jer 32:40; 50:5).  


The character of God in this sequence of events is deeply troubling, and takes us to the heart of the 
issue; both deep loving kindness and savage wrath are part of this God’s nature. The prophet gives 
consideration to punishment as retribution (18:1–32), the need to abstain from idolatry (20:1–32), 
and judgement on idolatry and injustice practices (“father and mother are treated with contempt in 
you; the alien residing within you suffers extortion; the orphan and the widow are wronged in you”; 
22:1–23). In each case, God wrestles with the tension between executing judgement and 
withholding wrath, between upholding justice and demonstrating covenant love.  


In so doing, he firmly and repeatedly places the blame on Israel, depicted as a whore, unable to act 
in accord with any ethical standard at all. 


The metaphors used by this prophet (as with some others)  


are disrespectful of women, portraying Israel as a whore. 


How does this biblical depiction of women feed stereotypical  
understandings of women found in “Christian” society?  


 


Where is God while the people are in exile? 


A dramatic enactment ensues, when Ezekiel proclaims that God declares judgement on “the bloody 
city”, saying “set on the pot, set it on, pour in water also; put in it the pieces, all the good pieces, 
the thigh and the shoulder; fill it with choice bones; take the choicest one of the flock, pile the logs 
under it; boil its pieces, seethe also its bones in it … heap up the logs, kindle the fire; boil the meat 
well, mix in the spices, let the bones be burned” (24:1–14). The meat being placed into the pot is 
nothing other than the residents of “the bloody city”. The savage imagery is brutally confronting. 


Yet judge the falls not only on Jerusalem; Ezekiel declares God’s judgement on the Negev (20:45–
49) and, in an extended series of oracles, on Ammon, Moab, Edom, Philistia, Tyre, Sidon, and Egypt 
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(chs. 25–32). The repeated words, “raise a lamentation over … “ (19:1; 26:17; 27:2, 32: 28:12; 32:2, 
16) and the relentless reference to “the day” (26:18; 27:27; 30:2–3, 9, 18; 31:15; 32:10) drive home 
the message that God’s justice brings persistent terror and requires harsh punishment. “The day of 
the Lord is near; it will be a day of clouds, a time of doom for the nations” (30:2–3)—the motif 
appears regularly through the prophets, and into later apocalyptic literature. 


As the destruction of Jerusalem occurs (33:21–29), Ezekiel berates “the shepherds of Israel”: “you 
have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, 
you have not brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with force and harshness 
you have ruled them” (34:4). 


Where is God during this time of exile? Ezekiel affirms that God is present: “I will search for my 
sheep, and will seek them out. As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their 
scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they 
have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness” (34:11–12). The extended oracle ends 
with the affirmation, “you are my sheep, the sheep of my pasture and I am your God, says the Lord 
God” (34:31). The mercy of God is bound up with the justice of God. The resonances with Psalm 23, 
as well as the sayings of Jesus in John 10 and the well-known parable of Jesus found in Luke 15 and 
Matt 18, are clear. 


There follows an extended blessing on Israel (36:1–38) and the vision of bones brought to life in the 
valley (37:1–28), followed by visions relating to Gog and Magog (38:1–39:20; and see Rev 20:7–8). 
Finally, the exile ends, and Ezekiel speaks of the restoration of Israel to their land (39:21–29).  


The issue of being in exile, away from the land that the Lord God had long ago given to the people 
of Israel, was a difficult situation for those who sought to remain faithful to the covenant with the 
Lord God. This matter exercises Ezekiel. He knows that exile is the consequence of Israel’s idolatry 
and infidelity (5:1–7:27). “Alas for all the vile abominations of the house of Israel—for they shall fall 
by the sword, and by pestilence … and any who are left shall die of famine” (6:11–12), say the Lord; 
“I will make the land desolate … then they shall know that I am the Lord” (6:14). Exile, it would 
seem, is a fair punishment. 


The sense that the psalmist expresses—“how could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?” (Ps 
137:4)—is not a view that Ezekiel would have agreed with. Whilst the psalmist grapples with the 
loss of all that is familiar and valued—no temple, no familiar rituals, no priests, not being in the 
homeland—Ezekiel is able to find spiritual nourishment in his exile. The many visions he sees and 
oracles he proclaims attest to the robust nature of his own spiritual life! 


Indeed, it appears that there were some who had been able to remain in Judah who maintained 
that the exiles had forfeited their place within the people of God, for “they have gone far from the 
Lord; to us this land is given for a possession” (11:15). Ezekiel disputes this, stating that the Lord 
God has said, “though I removed them far away among the nations, and though I scattered them 
among the countries, yet I have been a sanctuary to them for a little while in the countries where 
they have gone” (11:16). The promise is that God will not abandon the people in exile, nor regard 
them as no longer his people. 


As a sign of his confidence that God will maintain his commitment to Israel, Ezekiel tells in detail his 
vision of the new temple that would, he believed, be built in the land (40:1–43:27), as well as the 
role of the Levitical priests in that temple (44:15–31) and various provisions that would be in force 
after the return to the land (45:1–46:24). Unlike the first temple, the temple in Ezekiel’s vision is 
square (not rectangular). It was never built. 


The priests in this temple would be charged with the range of expected duties relating to the 
sacrifices and offerings, but Ezekiel also indicates that “they shall teach my people the difference 
between the holy and the common, and show them how to distinguish between the unclean and 
the clean; in a controversy they shall act as judges, and they shall decide it according to my 
judgments” (44:23–24). 
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This detail is quite telling; it shows that 
Ezekiel considered priests to be learned in 
Torah and to have judicial responsibilities, 
making decisions about adherence to 
holiness prescriptions. This is the role that 
prophets took to themselves, instructing the 
people about the ways that they keep God’s 
justice and the ways that they fail in this; it is 
also the role that the scribes and Pharisees 
exercise when we encounter them in the 
New Testament. In the opinion of Ezekiel, the 
law of the Lord continues to be completely 
relevant and vitally important, through all the 
trials of the times in which he lives. 


Ezekiel affirms that God is with the exiles in Babylon,  
and that when they return to the land eventually, God will be there with them.  
How does this represent a development in the understanding of God?  


 


A final vision details the water flowing from the temple, the abundant trees growing beside the 
river, and the food sources for the people (47:1–12). The portrayal of the river evokes the scenes of 
Eden, where “a stream would rise from earth, and water the whole face of the ground” (Gen 2:6; cf. 


Ezek 47:1), providing fertile ground for the Garden of Eden, 
in which “the Lord God made to grow every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight and good for food” (Gen 2:9; cf. Ezek 
47:7–12), and from which four rivers flow in abundance (Gen 
2:10–14).  The vision of Ezekiel offers a wonderful 
ecologically vibrant scene!  


This vision ends with an affirmation that Israel will be a 
broad, inclusive society: “the aliens who reside among you … 
shall be to you as citizens of Israel … in whatever tribe aliens 
reside, there you shall assign them their inheritance” 
(47:21–23). Ezekiel ends by reporting how the land will be 
divided schematically amongst the twelve tribes (48:1–35), 
in the way that the book of Numbers provided a systematic 
allocation of the land prior to the conquest of Canaan (Num 
34:1–15). And so, from the first verse to the last chapter, 
Ezekiel’s book provides careful, schematic, detailed 
information, as befits a prophet who is a priest. 


How does this last vision of Ezekiel offer hope for Israel? Hope for human beings in the 
21st century? What is needed to ensure that this vision becomes reality? 


 


For next week:    


We return to the book of the prophet(s) Isaiah 
and will look at Deutero-Isaiah, chapters 40—55.  


Please read especially Isaiah 40:1–11,  
42:1–9, 49:1–7, 50:4–9,  


and 52:13–53:12 
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 5 Isaiah 1—39 
 


A PRAYER written by Keith Howard, inspired by Isaiah 1:1, 10-20 


https://re-worship.blogspot.com/2013/07/prayers-of-people-isaiah-1.html  


 
Our God, you draw us back to the fundamentals: 
cease to do evil, learn to do good; 
seek justice, rescue the oppressed; 
defend the orphan, plead for the widow. 
Are we not too old,  
too tired, too entitled, 
to rest here in the beauty of your sanctuary, 
to enjoy our solemn assemblies? 
And yet, we are your people, 
formed with these concerns now in our bones; 


so we lift our hearts and our prayers to you  
for all those who suffer – 
oppression, injustice, neglect, poverty, 
a sense of being alone against the powers  
which ignore or destroy. 
We open our hearts and our eyes, and ask you  
to continue to move against all these forces 
even if it requires us to move from our comfort. 
For we will be your people,  
even in spite of ourselves. Amen. 


 


We leave our consideration of the Twelve Minor Prophets (Hosea—Joel—Amos—Obadiah—
Jonah—Micah—Nahum—Habakkuk—Zephaniah—Haggai—Zechariah—Malachi) and turn now to 
the four Major Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel). These four figures loom large in the 
Hebrew Bible, and in Christian scriptures—in fact, the book of Isaiah is the book quoted most often 


in the New Testament. (The Psalms come second.) 


We will consider the book of Isaiah in three parts, as 
most scholars believe that these three sections 
originate from three different periods during the 
history of Israel.  


The first section (chs. 1–39) is located in Judah in the 
eighth century BCE, as the final decades of the 
northern kingdom of Israel play out (as we have seen 
in considering the prophets Amos and Hosea.).  


Two decades after conquering the north (in 721 
BCE), the Assyrians attempted to gain control of the 
southern kingdom, but that effort failed. These 
events provide the context for the activity of Isaiah 
and the oracles include in chapters 1–39. 


The second section of Isaiah (chs. 40–55) dates from the time of exile for the southern kingdom, 
after the people of Judah had been conquered by the Babylonians in 587 BCE; it offers words of 
hope as the people look to a return to the land. Then, the third section (chs. 56–66) is dated still 
later, to a time when the exiles had returned to Judah, sometime after 520 BCE. By convention, the 
three parts are known as Isaiah, Deutero-Isaiah, and Trito-Isaiah. 


The opening verse of the book of Isaiah says that Isaiah son of Amoz saw a vision concerning Judah 
and Jerusalem “in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah” (Isa 1:1). That 
places his prophetic activity over a period of some decades in the latter part of the 8th century BCE. 
Amos and Hosea had been active a little before Isaiah, but in the northern kingdom. Isaiah was a 
contemporary of Micah in the southern kingdom; both prophets would have known about the 
attacks on towns in Judah by the Assyrian king Sennacherib in 701 (see 2 Kings 18–19; Micah 1:10–
16; Isa 7:17; 8:1–4, 5–8). 



https://re-worship.blogspot.com/2013/07/prayers-of-people-isaiah-1.html
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The call of Isaiah (ch.6) 


Isaiah was based in the southern kingdom, and the 
account of his call (6:1–13) takes place in the temple 
in Jerusalem, for Isaiah “saw the Lord sitting on a 
throne, high and lofty; and the hem of his robe filled 
the temple” (6:1).  


This location, as well as a number of subsequent 
passages, suggest that Isaiah served as a “court 
prophet” to various southern kings; we see Isaiah 
providing prophetic advice to Ahaz (7:1–17) and 
Hezekiah (37:1–38; 39:1–8; 39:3–8). 


The call narrative is dated quite specifically (“in the 
year that King Uzziah died”, 6:1), suggesting that 
Isaiah began his activity right at the end of Uzziah’s 
reign, around 740 BCE.  


Read Isaiah 6:1–13 


What is there in this story that is ‘familiar’  
to you (from your reading of the New 
Testament, from your participation  
in Christian worship, etc)? 


 


The prophet, initially reluctant (6:5), eventually accepts the call (“here I am; send me!”, 6:8), and 
hears the difficult charge given to him:  
“Go and say to this people: ‘Keep listening, but do not comprehend; keep looking, but do not 
understand.’ Make the mind of this people dull, and stop their ears, and shut their eyes, so that 
they may not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and comprehend with their minds, and 
turn and be healed” (6:9–10).    It’s a charge that we hear at a number of places in the New 
Testament: notably, beside the Sea of Galilee (Mark 4:10) and in a house in Rome (Acts 28:26–27). 


The call of Isaiah is told using a particular literary form (that scholars call, unsurprisingly, a call 
narrative). Every society has different literary forms. For example, we use different literary forms to 
write various literary documents, such as a business letter, a love letter, a sermon, a worship 
service, a documentary, a western, a murder mystery and so on.  


Most writers conform to set patterns in these situations. For instance, we know that a letter 
beginning, “Dearest Felicity, I can’t wait to see you again … ” will most likely have content very 
different from one that starts, “Dear Sir, I write on the instruction of XX to draw your attention to 
the following important matter … ”. 


Furthermore, the definition of what a form is includes attention to the pattern of the piece of 
literature. If we do not conform to these patterns or forms, we run the serious risk of being 
misunderstood, or thought frivolous or out of place. 


Read Isaiah 6:1–13 again 


What are the individual elements that you can find in this call narrative?  
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You might like to compare this call narrative with three other narratives in the Old Testament 
where an individual is commissioned to a special task: Judges 6:11-18 (Gideon), Exod 3:1-12 
(Moses) and Jer 1:4-10 (Jeremiah).  In each of these narratives, the same pattern is found: 


• a greeting from Yahweh; 
• a commission from Yahweh;  
• an objection from the person;  
• words of divine reassurance;  
• a sign to confirm the commission. 


Can you find these elements in the call narrative of Isaiah 6? 
 


Isaiah’s opening oracle (ch.1) 
 
In the opening oracle of the book (1:1–31), the prophet berates Judah as a “sinful nation, people 
laden with iniquity, offspring who do evil, children who deal corruptly, who have forsaken the Lord, 
who have despised the Holy One of Israel, who are utterly estranged!” (1:4). Justice and 
righteousness have disappeared (1:21–22); the rulers “do not defend the orphan, and the widow’s 
cause does not come before them” (1:23). The covenant with the Lord has been seriously damaged. 


On orphans and widows: “True religion” is defined in James 1:27 as being “the care of orphans 
and widows”. This definition draws on a central motif in Hebrew scripture. Care for the 
vulnerable, such as widows and orphans, was a central element in ancient Israelite society. God is 
described as “Father of the fatherless and protector of widows” (Ps 68:5), who “executes justice 
for the fatherless and the widow” (Deut 10:18). The Law is clear about what this means for Israel, 
directing that “you shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child” (Exod 22:22), and instructing 
that the widow and the fatherless child are to be included along with the sojourner in the key 
celebratory moments in Israel (see Deut 14, 16, 24, 2628–29). 


The Psalms include a prayer for God to rise up against the wicked, who “kill the widow and the 
sojourner, and murder the fatherless” (Ps 94:6). The prophet Malachi includes this in his vision of 
the coming day of the Lord: “I will draw near to you for judgment. I will be a swift witness … 
against those who oppress the hired worker in his wages, the widow and the fatherless, against 
those who thrust aside the sojourner, and do not fear me” (Mal 3:4). Another psalm affirms that 
“the Lord watches over the sojourners; he upholds the widow and the fatherless, but the way of 
the wicked he brings to ruin” (Ps 146:9). See more at https://johntsquires.com/2021/08/25/on-
care-for-orphans-and-widows-james-1-pentecost-14b/  


The main substance of this oracle involves a criticism of the worship practices in the Temple: 
“bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to me; new moon and sabbath and calling of 
convocation—I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity; your new moons and your 
appointed festivals my soul hates” (1:10–15).  


Instead of these rituals, God demands that the people “wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 
remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, 
rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow” (1:15–16). 


Isaiah indicates that God will countenance repentance and a return to the covenant: “Zion shall be 
redeemed by justice, and those in her who repent, by righteousness” (1:27); but if there is no 
repentance, the familiar prophetic indication of divine punishment is heard: “rebels and sinners 
shall be destroyed together, and those who forsake the Lord shall be consumed” (1:28).  


Thus, the dual themes of punishment and forgiveness are sounded early; and they will recur 
throughout the rest of this section of the book. 



https://johntsquires.com/2021/08/25/on-care-for-orphans-and-widows-james-1-pentecost-14b/

https://johntsquires.com/2021/08/25/on-care-for-orphans-and-widows-james-1-pentecost-14b/
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Read Isaiah 1:2–20 We have neither priests doing sacrifices nor official 
prophets in our world today.  But the words of Isaiah still resonate.  


What exactly do our rituals mean today?  


How do we hear and practice God’s call for justice? 


Has the church become one of the moral and well-off leaders  
in society that the prophets and Jesus criticised?  


Do we pay more attention to Sunday rosters than we do  
to the fact that over 15,000 children die each day from poverty?  


Are we willing to put church dollars and our energy towards alleviating  
the structural problems that cause people to be poor and oppressed?  


Do we spend more time debating, and less time acting,  
in relation to matters of injustice? 


 


The “love-song for the vineyard” (ch.5) 


Isaiah tells the story of the nation in God’s “love-song concerning his vineyard” (5:1–7). 


Read Isaiah 5:1–7 


 


What  
stands out  
for you 
in this  
“love-song”? 


 


 


The vineyard was a standard scriptural symbol for Israel. Hosea declares, “Israel is a 
luxuriant vine that yields its fruit; the more his fruit increased, the more altars he built; as his 
country improved, he improved his pillars” (Hos 10:1). The psalmist sings, “You brought a 
vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it. You cleared the ground for it; it 
took deep root and filled the land” (Ps 80:8).   


Prophets also use this imagery. Ezekiel says, “your mother was like a vine in a vineyard 
transplanted by the water, fruitful and full of branches from abundant water” (Ezek 19:10); 
and again, “he took a seed from the land, placed it in fertile soil; a plant by abundant waters, 
he set it like a willow twig; it sprouted and became a vine spreading out, but low; its 
branches turned toward him, its roots remained where it stood” (Ezek 17:5–6).  


Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel use the image of the vineyard in their oracles of judgement over 
Israel (Jer 6:9; Ezek 15:1–6; 17:9–10; 19:10–14). (And, of course, it is found in John 15:1–6; 
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower … I am the vine, you are the branches”.) 
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In the “love-song” that the prophet Isaiah 
proclaims, after “my beloved” undertakes 
all the activity required to establish and 
nurture the vineyard, he discovers that 
only wild grapes were produced; and so, 
“he expected justice (mishpat) but saw 
bloodshed (mispach); righteousness 
(tsedakah) but heard a cry (tseakah)” (5:7). 
The word-play is potent in Hebrew. 


These two Hebrew have different nuances: 
tsedek (usually translated “righteousness”) 
connotes conformity to a right standard, 
while mishpat (“judgment”) has a sense of 
a right sentence delivered in a court of law. 


What follows this “love-song” is a searing denunciation of the ills of society: the excesses of a 
debaucherous elite, the oppressive state of the lowly (5:8–23). As a result, the Lord threatens 
invasion of the land (5:24–30); “he will raise a signal for a nation far away, and whistle for a people 
at the ends of the earth; here they come, swiftly, speedily!” (5:26). The threat from Assyria looms 
large in this oracle. 


 


The threat from Assyria and oracles of hope (chs. 7–11) 


 


Chapters 7–11 deal with the Assyrian 
threat. We know about the Assyrian 
interest in Israel and Judah in the 8th 
century from 2 Kings 15—20 and 2 
Chronicles 28—33, when attacks on 
both northern and southern kingdoms 
saw the eventual end to the northern 
kingdom in 721 BCE—although Assyria 
had loomed large on the horizon for 
some time before that (see chart of 
Assyrian kings). 


 


 


Under a series of kings, in just four 
decades, the Assyrians expanded 
their empire through the Fertile 
Crescent, across to the 
Mediterranean Sea, and south  
into the northern kingdom of Israel.  
They even had control of the 
southern kingdom for a few years 
(see map).  
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These chapters of Isaiah include oracles that are well known in the church because of their 
Advent—Christmas connection, when the lectionary offers them, inferring that they are 
“predictions of the coming Messiah” (7:10–16; 9:2–7; 11:1–10)First, Isaiah speaks of “the young 
woman [who] is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel” (7:14); in context, 
this is a promise to king Ahaz, that God will not desert him and his people, even as they experience 
“such days as have not come since the day that Ephraim departed from Judah—the king of Assyria” 
(7:17). What lies in store for Judah (7:18–25) will need this assurance to help them survive it. 


Next comes reference to “the “child [who] has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests 
upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince 
of Peace” (9:6). This is perhaps best known from Handel’s use of the passage in The Messiah. 


In a third passage, Isaiah envisages the “shoot [which] shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and 
a branch shall grow out of his roots; the spirit of the Lord shall rest on him” (11:1–2). This will lead 
to the promised time when “the wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the 
kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them” (11:6)—a 
wonderful Messianic prophecy. 


Is Isaiah here foretelling (looking to the coming of Jesus) ?  


or forthtelling (offering hope in the face of the Assyrian threat) ? 


We hear these passages almost every year during Advent, or in a Lessons and Carols service near to 
Christmas. However, in reading Isaiah, we need to banish thoughts of a Messiah to come centuries 
later; in each case, Isaiah was not foretelling a far-distant event, but forthtelling to the king and the 
people of his time. In the midst of injustice and aggression, the prophet assures Judah that, in their 
own time, “the root of Jesse … will raise a signal for the nations, and will assemble the outcasts of 
Israel, and gather the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth” (11:10–16). 


 
For next week:    


We are considering Jeremiah  
and will also look at the prophet Huldah. 


For the historical context, please read  
2 Kings 22—23 and 2 Chronicles 35:19–2.  


Beyond that, please read Jeremiah 1:1—4:31  
and then as much of the rest of the book as you are able. 


Anthony Saldarini writes that “the Hebrew original speaks of an ‘almah, which is a young 
woman of childbearing age who has not yet had a child and who may be an unmarried virgin 
or a married young woman. The Greek translation of the Bible, the LXX, chose the Greek 
word for virgin (parthenos) to translate the Hebrew, and so provided an opportunity for 
Matthew’s interpretation.” (Matthew, p.1007 in the Eerdman’s Commentary on the Bible, 2003) 
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 6 Huldah and Jeremiah 


Holy God, you knew us  
before we knew ourselves. 
You consecrate us now to be your servants. 
Create in us hearts  
worthy to be your prophets, 
that we might go where you send us, 
and speak the Word that you give us. 


Through the power of your Holy Spirit, 
place your words upon our lips 
and your grace upon our hearts 
so that we might pluck up and pull down, 
destroy and overthrow, 
build and plant, 
as you have commanded. Amen. 


A PRAYER written by Stephen M. Fearing, inspired by Jeremiah 1:4–10 


https://re-worship.blogspot.com/2013/07/prayer-jeremiah-1-4-10.html  


 


The prophet Huldah 


In Jewish tradition, there are seven women identified as prophets (Sarah, Miriam, Deborah, 
Hannah, Abigail, Hulda, and Esther). Concerning Huldah, we know of only one of her prophetic acts, 
when she gave advice to King Josiah (2 Kings 22–23; see also 2 Chron 34). However, this single piece 
of advice was extremely important; it guided Josiah to undertake the thoroughgoing reforms of 
religion in Judah that characterised his reign (2 Chron 24:33). 


Huldah’s husband, Shallum, had a prominent position 
in the royal court. He was the keeper of the king’s 
wardrobe (Jer 34:5); he therefore had daily access to 
the king and was able to meet him in relative privacy. 
He was better placed than most to talk with the king 
and advise him. Huldah was therefore among the inner 
circle surrounding King Josiah. 


At right: an impression of Hulda, by Sara Beth Baca; 
see https://www.sarahbethart.com  


According to rabbinic tradition, Huldah was a relative of Jeremiah (Megillah 14b). You can read the 
rabbinic traditions about Huldah at https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/huldah-prophet-midrash-
and-aggadah 


The significance of Huldah is that it was she, a woman, 
who was consulted by the king after the discovery of “a 
book of the law” at the bottom of a money chest that had 
recently been raided to pay for renovations to the Temple 
(2 Ki 22:8–10). The book set out the requirements of the 
Law; Josiah panics because he realises that the nation has 
not been faithful to the covenant, and that God will punish 
them. Josiah repents in contrition, consults with Huldah, 


and then implements extensive reforms, and she, a female prophet, whose guidance led to a 
pivotal reform in Judah. 


The main theme of Huldah’s story has been described as the importance of always listening 


for God’s voice, wherever it comes from. What do you think about this statement? 


Think about the times when God has communicated with you.  


What are the ‘unusual’ sources from which God’s voice has come to you? 



https://re-worship.blogspot.com/2013/07/prayer-jeremiah-1-4-10.html

https://www.sarahbethart.com/

https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/huldah-prophet-midrash-and-aggadah

https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/huldah-prophet-midrash-and-aggadah
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The prophet Jeremiah 


Jeremiah lived at a turning point in the history of Israel. The northern kingdom had been conquered 
by the Assyrians in 721 BCE; the elite classes were taken into exile, the land was repopulated with 
people from other nations (2 Kings 17). The southern kingdom had been invaded by the Assyrians in 
701 BCE, but they were repelled (2 Kings 18:13–19:37). King Hezekiah made a pact with the 
Babylonians, but the prophet Isaiah warned that the nation would eventually fall to the Babylonians 
(2 Kings 20:12–19). Babylon conquered Assyria in 607 BCE and pressed hard to the south; the 
southern kingdom fell in 587 BCE (2 Kings 24–25) and “Judah went into exile out of its land” (2 Ki 
25:21). 


Jeremiah faithfully carried out the task committed to him; it is thought that he was active from the 
mid-620s in Judah, through into the time of exile in Babylon, from 587 BCE onwards—that is, over 
four decades—although Jeremiah himself was exiled, not into Babylon, but into Egypt (Jer 43:1–7). 
The difficult experiences of Jeremiah as a prophet colour many of his pronouncements. We see 
some of this in the poetic oracles of chapters 1–25, and more in a series of prose narratives in 
chapters 26–45, where some key events in the life of Jeremiah are reported.  


Jeremiah was called to be a prophet at an early age (Jer 1:4–10); some commentators consider him 
to be in his early 20s, others note that the distinctive Hebrew word used in this passage (na’ar) 
indicates he was in his teens. When he heard God declare to him, “I appointed you a prophet to the 
nations”, he replied, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy” (1:6). 


Read the call narrative of Jeremiah (Jer 1:1–10).  What traditional “call narrative”  
features do you see in this story? What distinctive elements are there? 


Compare the charge given to Jeremiah, “to pluck up and pull down, to destroy and to 
overthrow” (Jer 1:10), with the charge given to Isaiah, “go and say to this people:  
‘Keep listening, but do not comprehend; keep looking, but do not understand’” (Isa 6:9). 


 


Structure of the book 


The overall progression of the book is chronological, as it begins with the call of Jeremiah (ch.1) and 
ends with an account of the destruction of Jerusalem (ch.52). The specifics within that overall 
progression, however, are quite erratic (see the chart for the dates provided throughout the book). 


The arrangement of the 
book is more topical 
overall, rather than 
chronological, since 
oracles on the same 
topic are grouped 
together even though 
they may have been 
delivered at different 
times. There are various 
theories as to how the 
book was put together; 
most scholars believe 
that someone after the 
lifetime of Jeremiah has 
brought together 
material from 
collections that were 
originally separate.  
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Indeed, A.R. Pete Diamond concludes that “like it or not, we have no direct access to the historical 
figure of Jeremiah or his cultural matrix”; we have “interpretative representations rather than raw 
cultural transcripts”. He argues that we need to read this book alongside the book of Deuteronomy, 
as it offers a distinctive counterpoint (Jeremiah, pp. 544–545 in the Eerdman’s Commentary on the 
Bible, 2003). Whereas Deuteronomy advocates a nationalistic God, Jeremiah conceives of an 
international involvement of Israel’s God. 


How do you respond to the claim that “we have no direct access to the historical 
figure of Jeremiah”—that we only have “interpretative representations” by others? 


 


Divine judgement and human grief 


Throughout the poetry of the prophetic oracles in chapters 1—25, God cajoles, encourages, warns, 
and threatens the people. “I will not look on you in anger, for I am merciful” (3:13), the Lord says; 
then Jeremiah instructs the people, “put on sackcloth, lament and wail: ‘the fierce anger of the Lord 
has not turned away from us’” (4:8). Next, God says, “I am now making my words in your mouth a 
fire, and this people wood, and the fire shall devour them” (5:14), and then, “take warning, O 
Jerusalem, or I shall turn from you in disgust, and make you a desolation, an uninhabited land” 
(6:8), and so on, for 25 chapters. 


Whilst God laments the “perpetual backsliding” of the people, who “have held fast to deceit, they 
have refused to return” (8:5), the prophet laments, “my joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is 
sick … is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? why then has the health of my poor 
people not been restored?” (8:18–22). As Jeremiah denounces their worship of idols (10:1–16) and 
breaches of the covenant (11:1–17), his life is placed in danger: “I was like a gentle lamb led to the 
slaughter, and I did not know it was against me that they devised schemes” (11:18–20). 


Others prophesying are condemned by God; “they are prophesying lies in my name; I did not send 
them, nor did I command them or speak to them; they are prophesying to you a lying vision, 
worthless divination, and the deceit of their own minds” (14:13–18). The prophet dramatises his 
message of divine judgement on the people with reference to the familiar image of the potter, 
shaping and moulding the clay (18:1–11), a broken earthenware jug (19:1–15), two baskets of figs 
(one bunch good, the other inedible; 24:1–10), and “the cup of the wine of wrath” which, when “all 
the nations to whom I send you drink it, they shall drink and stagger and go out of their minds 
because of the sword that I am sending among them” (25:15–38). 


A number of passages in the first main section 
of this book are seen to reflect this angst about 
a powerful, vengeful God—they are often called 
“Jeremiah’s confessions”, as he confesses his 
pain and grief to God, and prays for a release 
from his condition (see 11:18–23; 12:1–6; 
15:10–14; 15:15–21; 17:14–18; 18:18–23; 20:7–
12; 20:14–18).  
 


These “confessions” share stylistic and thematic similarities with the “psalms of lament”, such as 
Psalms 44, 60, 74, 79, 80, 85, 86, and 90 (psalms of communal lament), and Psalms 3, 6, 13, 22, 25, 
31, 71, 77, 86, and 142 (psalms of individual lament). 


In what ways do the ‘confessions’ of Jeremiah resonate with your own experiences? 


As we think about how God can exhibit both vengeful wrath and deep compassion,  
do the ‘confessions’ of Jeremiah (and the psalms of lament) help us to understand this 
relationship?   


Can we bring our complaints to God? Can we pray to God to “show mercy”?  
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The cup of wrath and the seventy years (ch. 25) 


“Woe is me”, or “woe to us”, is a common phrase in Jeremiah’s oracles (4:13; 4:31; 6:4; 10:19; 
13:27; 15:10; 22:13; 23:1; 45:3; 48:46). It is the same term that we found in Isaiah’s call (Isa 6:5) and 
oracles (Isa 24:16), Hosea’s declarations (7:13; 9:12), Micah’s prophecies (Mic 7:1), and Ezekiel’s 
utterances (Ezek 13:18; 16:23; 24:6, 9). All lament the imposition of divine justice in ways that 
wreak havoc amongst the people. 


Jeremiah speaks about “the cup of the wine of wrath” (25:15) that all the nations will drink.  
He conveys the specific timetable of God’s 
judgement on Israel in explicit 
announcements: first, “the whole land shall 
become a ruin and a waste, and these 
nations shall serve the king of Babylon 70 
years”; then, “after 70 years are 
completed, I will punish the king of Babylon 
and that nation, the land of the Chaldeans, 
for their iniquity, making the land an 
everlasting waste” (25:11–12). 


The result of this is conveyed in another oracle, when God declares, “I myself will gather the 
remnant of my flock out of all the lands where I have driven them, and I will bring them back to 
their fold, and they shall be fruitful and multiply” (23:3). The end result, it seems, will be positive; 
but the process of journeying to that desired end will be difficult, to say the least. 


The 70 years noted in these prophecies (25:11–12) has occasioned some debate amongst the 
scholars: was this a prediction of exact years, an approximation of the length of time of the exile, or 
a symbolic statement, typical of biblical numbers, which should not be taken literally? (so, 40 years 
means “a long time”, 1,000 means “very many”, seven means “complete” or “fulfilled”, and so on). 


Many conservative commentators (and especially Seven Day Adventists) who take biblical texts 
literally, spend much time and ink in wrestling with this issue! If this is an exact period of 70 years, it 
could be: (a) from the initial attack of Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon against Jerusalem in 605 BCE, 
to the return of the Jews under Cyrus of Persia in 536 BCE; or (b) from the destruction of Jerusalem 
in 586 BCE to the completion of the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem in 516 BCE. 


Some scholars claim that “these years were in actuality shortened by God's mercy, since when one 
works backwards from 539 B.C. (the occasion of the capture of Babylon), it is obvious that none of 
the traditional starting dates provides a time period of exactly seventy years”. Other suggestions 
include that “these years represent a lifetime, since Ps 90:10 presents seventy years as a normal 
human lifespan”, or that “the expression [is] simply a term that referred to the period of desolation 
for a nation”, as it is used in that way in an Esarhaddon inscription concerning Babylon. (see Ross E. 
Winkle, in an article in Andrews University Seminary Studies, 1987, vol. 25 no. 2, pp. 201–202) 


Jeremiah invites our consideration in a number of ways. He continues the prophetic tradition of 
speaking truth to power. He begins a development which sees the role of Israel’s God as stretching 
beyond the bounds of Israel. He expresses personal emotional angst with regard to the aggressive, 
power-based actions of God. And, as we shall see next week, he offers a way for us to grieve and 
mourn in healthy ways. 


What do you make of the debates about the 70 years? 
Is it important to have a literal view of such numbers? or not?  


For next week:    


We continue our exploration of Jeremiah and will also look at the 
book of Lamentations. Please read Jeremiah 29:1—33:26, Jeremiah 


36:1–32, Jeremiah 52:1–34, and Lamentations 1—5  
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 2 Amos 


Holy God, we admit  
 that we put other things above you in our lives. 
We say we long for you, but actually  
 we long for more money and more comfort. 
Lord, you will come with darkness for us 


 if our hearts remain captive to anything but you. 
We confess that we are rebellious against you. 
We are never to rise again unless you lift us up. 
Lord, we have failed to worship you  
 with our hearts. 
Our religious gatherings are hollow 


because our hearts are slaves to lesser things. 


We pay you a visit on Sunday, 
 but we long to go home to our other gods. 
Lord God, we confess that we break your heart. 
We gather before you half-heartedly, 
 waiting to go back to worshipping ourselves. 
When we truly worship you, 


we will seek good and not evil; 
we will hate evil and love good. 


Lord God, have mercy. 
Renew our hearts within us. 
Make us long for you, our God. 


Amen.


A prayer of lament based on Amos 5, written by members of the Sojourn Community Church in Louisville, KY in 2009. 


https://re-worship.blogspot.com/2011/10/prayer-of-lament-amos-5.html 


Introduction 


Amos, who came from Tekoa in the southern kingdom (1:1), was active in the northern kingdom 


(Israel) during the reign of Jeroboam II, the thirteenth king of Israel, who reigned for four decades 


(786–746 BCE; see Amos 7:10). It was a time of prosperity, built on the trading of olive oil and 


wine with the neighbouring nations of Assyria to the north and Egypt to the south. But the 


sinfulness of the time was too much for Amos. 


Although the Temple in Jerusalem was the focus for religious 


activity in the southern kingdom (Judah), there were a number 


of religious sites in the northern kingdom—Dan, Bethel, Gilgal, 


and Beersheba (Amos 5:5; 8:14)—where not only was the Lord 


God worshipped, but idolatrous images were used in worship 


services (“Sakkuth … and Kaiwan … your images which you 


made for yourselves”, 5:26).  


Amos is trenchant in his criticism of the worship that the 


people offer (5:21–27); embedded in this crisis is a doublet of 


poetry, words most often associated with Amos: “let justice 


roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 


stream” (5:24). 


Judgement on the nations 


The book begins with a series of oracles against the nations that surround Israel and Judah. You 


can plot them on the map provided and look at the opening of each oracle: 1:3, 1:6, 1:9, 1:11, 


1:13, 2:1, 2:4, 2:6. The net is being drawn, slowly but surely, on Judah, and then on Israel. 


What is the effect of the arrangement of these oracles at the start of this book? 


What right does a person of one nation have  


to criticise the actions of another nation? 



https://re-worship.blogspot.com/2011/10/prayer-of-lament-amos-5.html
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Do justice, seek righteousness 


It is the perpetration of social inequity within Israel that most causes Amos to convey the anger of 


divine displeasure. He admonishes the rich for the way that they mistreat the poor: “they sell the 


righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals—they who trample the head of the poor 


into the dust of the earth and push the afflicted out of the way” (2:6–7); “you trample on the poor 


and take from them levies of grain” (5:11). Amos criticises the “cows of Bashan” (4:1); deplores 


the “winter houses … summer houses … houses of ivory … and great houses” (3:15), suggesting 


luxury and opulence whilst others are desperately poor; and castigates the extravagance of “those 


who lie on beds of ivory, and lounge on their couches (6:4–6).  


What do the oracles of Amos tell us about the situation of the people? 


How might this situation relate to the world in which we live today? 


Amos indicates that God had given Israel a number of 


opportunities to repent, “yet you did not return to me” (4:6, 8, 


9, 10, 11). God pleads for Israel to “seek me and live” (5:4), 


“seek the Lord and live” (5:6), “seek good and not evil, that you 


may live” (5:14). 


But this is all in vain; ultimately, the prophet insists, the Lord 


God will bring on the day of the Lord—a day of “darkness, not 


light, and gloom with no brightness in it” (5:18–20). The Lord 


“roars from Zion” (1:2), and since “the lion has roared … who 


can but prophesy?” (3:8)—punishment is inevitable. 


So, Amos insists that God is determined; “the great house shall be shattered to bits, and the little 


house to pieces” (6:11); indeed, “the dead bodies shall be many, cast out in every place” (8:3). 


A series of visions 


In a series of visions, Amos sees how the judgement of God will be implemented. He sees a plague 


of locusts (7:1–3), a shower of fire (7:4–6), a plum line (7:7–9), and a basket of summer fruit (8:1–


6). Finally, he sees “the Lord standing beside the altar” (9:1–8). 


The first two visions give Amos an opportunity to intercede on behalf of the people: “O Lord God, 


forgive, I beg you!” (7:2), “O Lord God, cease, I beg you!” (7:5). On both occasions, God relents, 


declaring, “it shall not be” (7:3, 6). 


Not so with the following visions, however. The vision of the plum line signals that “the high 


places of Isaac shall be made desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste, and I will 


rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword” (7:8). The vision of the basket of fruits signals 


that “the end has come upon my people Israel” (8:2). In the vision of the Lord at the altar, God 


declares a definitive judgement on Israel: “those who are left I will kill with the sword; not one of 


them shall flee away, not one of them shall escape” (9:1). 


What do you think the effect might have been, of these oracles of judgement, on 


those who heard them? Is this an effective way to generate a change of behaviour? 


What do the criticisms of Amos say to people who maintain  


that “religion is a private matter”? 
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Resolute in his message 


Interrupting the sequence of visions, 


Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, confers 


with King Jeroboam of Israel, 


informing him that the prophet has 


spoken of the king’s imminent death 


and the people’s exile (7:11). 


Amaziah, disturbed by this 


pronouncement, commands Amos to 


flee south, to Judah (7:12-13). 


Amos responds with what we recognise to be the humility of a true prophet: “I am no prophet” 


(7:14; cf. Moses at Exod 3:11; 4:1, 10, 13; Jeremiah at Jer 1:6), yet then he proceeds to reiterate 


his prophecy: “you yourself shall die in an unclean land, and Israel shall surely go into exile away 


from its land” (7:16-17). 


But Amos notes that the day will come when God “will make the sun go down at noon and darken 


the earth in broad daylight” (8:9–11). On that day, “the beautiful young women and the young 


men shall faint for thirst … they shall fall, and never rise again” (8:12–13). 


Resolute in the intention to punish those who have perpetrated social inequity and religious 


idolatry, God insists that “I will fix my eyes on them for harm and not for good” (9:4); “the eyes of 


the Lord God are upon the sinful kingdom, and I will destroy it from the face of the earth” (9:8). 


The Day of the Lord becomes a key theme in later prophets (Isa 13; Jer 46; Ezek 30; Joel 2; Obad 1; 


Zeph 1; Mal 4; and see Acts 2:17–21; 1 Cor 5:5; 2 Cor 1:14; 1 Thess 5:2; 2 Thess 2:2; 2 Pet 3:10).  


How do we understand this theme in the 21st century? Is it still relevant to us? 


There is hope 


Right at the very end, Amos relays the news that God has modified this intention: “I will not 


utterly destroy the house of Jacob, says the Lord” (9:8); “on that day I will raise up the booth of 


David that is fallen, and repair its breaches, and raise up its ruins, and rebuild it as in the days of 


old” (9:11). This final oracle from Amos (9:11–15) envisages a restored and rebuilt Israel, a land 


once again productive, and ends with a strong expression of confidence in the people: “I will plant 


them upon their land, and they shall never again be plucked up out of the land that I have given 


them, says the Lord” (9:15). 


Does this ending to the book undo everything that Amos was working towards?  


Is it important always to offer a sign of hope, even when things seem so bad? 


***** 


For next week: please read quickly through the whole book of Hosea in one 


sitting—it takes half an hour or less. This will give continue what you did last week, 


to deepen your grasp of how prophetic literature works, and it will also help you 


appreciate what Hosea saw as the problems of his time.  


After that, you might like to read more carefully Hosea 1:1–10 and 11:1–11. 
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 9 Trito–Isaiah 


We will share where others hoard, 
we will free where others oppress, 
we will heal where others harm. 
Then God’s light will break out on us; 
God’s healing will quickly appear. 
God will guide us always, 
God’s righteousness will go before us. 


We will find our joy in the Lord, 
we will be like a well-watered garden, 
we will be called  
repairers of broken walls. 
Together we will feast  
at God’s banquet table.  Amen. 


(based on Isaiah 58)


A PRAYER for Ash Wednesday, by Christine Sine (2010)     Godspace   http://godspace.wordpress.com/


A return to the land 


The third section of the book of Isaiah (chapters 56–66) begins with a familiar prophetic 
announcement: “maintain justice, and do what is right, for soon my salvation will come, and my 
deliverance be revealed” (Isa 56:1). Written during the period when the people of Judah were 
returning to their land, to the city of Jerusalem (from the 520s BCE), the book demonstrates what 
this justice will look like through a series of powerful oracles. 


Exiles had begun returning under Zerubbabel and began 
worshipping in Jerusalem in accordance with the rituals of 
the Temple, using a stone altar that they had erected (Ezra 
3). Later, when Nehemiah had been installed as Governor, 
the walls around the city of Jerusalem are rebuilt (Neh 2—
6, 12), and the Temple is rebuilt and rededicated (Ezra 5–
6). After this, the Law is read in the city under the guidance 
of Ezra, a priest who is also described as a scribe (Neh 8) 
and the covenant with the Lord is renewed (Neh 9–10).  


Initially, there was opposition to the rebuilding works from “the enemies of Judah and Benjamin” 
(Ezra 4:1–16), and with intervention from King Artaxerxes, work on the temple ceased (Ezra 4:17–
24). The narrative in Ezra reports that “the prophets, Haggai and Zechariah son of Iddo, prophesied 
to the Jews who were in Judah and Jerusalem, in the name of the God of Israel who was over them” 
(Ezra 5:1), and work on restoring the temple recommenced (Ezra 5:2). 


Further opposition emerged (Ezra 5:3–17), resulting in intervention from King Darius that decreed 
“let the house be rebuilt … let the Governor 
of the Jews and the elders of the Jews 
rebuild this house of God on its site … let it 
be done with all diligence” (Ezra 6:1–12). 


The end result is that the prophets of the 
Lord and the rulers of the Persian Empire 
together ensure that the temple is 
restored: “So the elders of the Jews built 
and prospered, through the prophesying of 
the prophet Haggai and Zechariah son of 
Iddo. They finished their building by 
command of the God of Israel and by 
decree of Cyrus, Darius, and King 
Artaxerxes of Persia” (Ezra 6:14). 



http://godspace.wordpress.com/
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Ezra and Nehemiah exhibited a zealous fervour to restore the Law to its convenient place in the life 
of Israel. Ezra, learning that “the holy seed has mixed itself with the peoples of the lands” (Ezra 9:2), 
worked with “the elders and judges of every town” to determine who had married foreign women; 
the men identified “pledged themselves to send away their wives, and their guilt offering was a ram 
of the flock for their guilt” (Ezra 10:19). (So much for the importance of families!) 


Nehemiah considered that this project to “cleanse [the people] from everything foreign” (Neh 
13:30) was in adherence to the command that “no Ammonite or Moabite should ever enter the 
assembly of God, because they did not meet the Israelites with bread and water, but hired Balaam 
against them to curse them” (Neh 13:1–2; see Num 22—24). The restoration of Israel as a holy 
nation meant that foreigners would be barred from the nation. 


The prophet sounds a vivid counter-cultural note in the midst of these events that were taking place 
in his time. He begins with the promise to foreigners and eunuchs that “I will give, in my house and 
within my walls, a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an 
everlasting name that shall not be cut off” (Isa 56:5). This is a striking contrast to the narrative 
provided in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah.  


The prophet continues, in direct opposition to the point of view advocated by Ezra and Nehemiah; 
“the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord … and hold fast my covenant—these I will bring to 
my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their 
sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all 
peoples” (Isa 56:6–7).  


Jesus, of course, quoted this last phrase in the 
action he undertook in the outer court of the 
Temple (Mark 11:17). Later, the welcome 
offered to the Ethiopian court official by Philip, 
who talked with him about scripture and 
baptised him, a eunuch (Acts 8:26–38), is 
consistent with the prophetic words, “to the 
eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, who choose 
the things that please me and hold fast my 
covenant, I will give them an everlasting name 
that shall not be cut off” (Isa 56:4–5). (From the earliest days, the church practised an inclusive 
welcoming of diversity that was consistent with this prophetic declaration.) 


Other words in this last section of Isaiah also resonate strongly with texts in the New Testament. 
The ingathering of the outcasts (56:8) and the flocking of all the nations to Zion (60:1–18) together 
are reflected in the prediction of Jesus that “this good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed 
throughout the world, as a testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come” (Matt 24:14). 


The statement that those coming from Sheba “shall bring gold and frankincense and shall proclaim 
the praise of the Lord” (60:6) most likely informed the story that Matthew created, concerning the 
wise ones from the east who came to see the infant Jesus and “offered him gifts of gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh” (Matt 2:11). 


 


How does the historical context of these chapters  
shed light on the oracle in chapter 56?  


(note the inclusion of outcasts and eunuchs, and the gathering of other nations) 


What does it say to us about the universal scope of salvation? 
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Is not this the fast that I choose? 


Further oracles set out exactly what the justice that God desires (56:1; 61:8) looks like. The 
extensive worship of idols (57:1–13) will bring God’s wrath on the people; “there is no peace, says 
my God, for the wicked” (57:13). Rather, “the high and lofty one who inhabits eternity, whose name 
is Holy” chooses “to revive the spirit of the humble and to revive the heart of the contrite” (57:15). 


Because God indicates that “I will not continually 
accuse, nor will I always be angry” (57:16), the 
prophet conveys what the Lord sees as the fast 
that is required; not a fast when “you serve your 
own interest on your fast day, and oppress all your 
workers” (58:3), but rather, a fast “to loose the 
bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, 
to let the oppressed go free, and to break every 
yoke … to share your bread with the hungry, and 
bring the homeless poor into your house; when 
you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide 
yourself from your own kin” (58:6–7). These 


words resonate with the actions of “the righteous” in the well-known parable of Jesus, as they gave 
food, water, a welcome, clothing, and care to those sick or imprisoned (Matt 25:31–46). 


The prophet laments that “there is no justice … justice is far from us … we wait for justice, but there 
is none … justice is turned back … the Lord saw it, and it displeased him” (59:8–15); he declares that, 
as a consequence, God “put on righteousness like a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation on his 
head; he put on garments of vengeance for clothing, and wrapped himself in fury as in a mantle” 
(59:17)—a description that underlines the later exhortations to the followers of Jesus to “put on the 
whole armour of God, so that you may be able to 
stand against the wiles of the devil” (Eph 6:10–17). 


Because the Lord “loves justice” (61:8), the prophet 
has been anointed “to bring good news to the 
oppressed, to bind up the broken-hearted, to 
proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the 
prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour, 
and the day of vengeance of our God” (61:1–2). Jesus 
appropriates these words when he visits his 
hometown and reads from the scroll of Isaiah (Luke 
4:18–19); “today this scripture has been fulfilled in 
your hearing”, Jesus declares (Luke 4:21).  


 


Luke highlights the citation of Isaiah 61.  


Is it fair to say that in his parables,  
Jesus set out how his followers should  
heed this call for justice, by living out  


the “true fast” that God requires? 


Why do you think he does this? 
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‘I crushed them in my wrath’ 


Adhering to this way of justice, practising the fast that the Lord desires, means that he will give 
Israel a new name: “you shall no more be termed Forsaken, and your land shall no more be termed 
Desolate; but you shall be called My Delight Is in Her, and your land Married; for the Lord delights in 
you, and your land shall be married” (Isa 62:4). We have already seen the symbolic significance of 
names in considering the prophet Hosea and in Isaiah 8. 


By contrast, vengeance will be the 
experience of Edom; using the 
image of trampling down the grapes 
in the wine press, the prophet 
reports the intention of God: “I 
trampled down peoples in my 
anger, I crushed them in my wrath, 
and I poured out their lifeblood on 
the earth” (63:1–6). So vigorously 
does God undertake this task, that 
he is attired in “garments stained 


crimson” because “their juice spattered on my garments and stained all my robes” (63:1–3). Once 
again, the prophet speaks in graphic terms. 


 


What do you make of this picture of the vengeful God  
with his blood-spattered garments? 


 


A new heavens and new earth 


Confronted with this display of wrath and vengeance, the prophet adopts an attitude of penitence, 
yearning for God to “look down from heaven and see, from your holy and glorious habitation” 
(63:15). His plea for the Lord to “tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains 
would quake at your presence—to make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations 
might tremble at your presence!” (64:1–2) must surely have been in the mind of the evangelists as 
the reported the baptism of Jesus, when he “saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending 
like a dove on him” (Mark 1:10). 


The book ends with a sequence in which the prophet reports the words of the Lord which indicate 
that Israel will be restored (65:1–16), followed by the statement that the Lord is “about to create 
new heavens and a new earth” (65:17–25; 66:22–23). (This passage appears in the lectionary on the 
23rd Sunday flyer Pentecost.) 


This vision is taken up and expanded in the closing chapters of the final book of the New Testament 
(Rev 21:1–22:7). The closing vision of Trito-Isaiah incorporates a number of references to earlier 
prophetic words: building houses and planting vineyards (65:21) recalls the words of Jeremiah (Jer 
29:5–7); the image of wolves lying with lambs and lions “eating straw like the ox” recalls the vision 
of Isaiah (Isa 11:6–7). 


The promise that “they shall not hurt or destroy all on my holy mountain” (65:25) recalls that same 
vision of Isaiah (Isa 11:9), whilst the next promise about not labouring in vain nor bearing children 
for calamity (65:23) reverses the curse of Gen 3:16–19. The story of creation from the beginning of 
Genesis is evoked when the Lord asserts that “heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool … 
all these things my hand has made” (66:1–2); these are the words which Stephen will quote back to 
the council in Jerusalem (Acts 7:48–50) and will lead to his death at their hands. 


Even to the very end of this book, the judgement of the Lord is evident; the prophet declares that 
“the Lord will come in fire, and his chariots like the whirlwind, to pay back his anger in fury, and his 
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rebuke in flames of fire; for by fire will the Lord execute judgment, and by his sword, on all flesh; 
and those slain by the Lord shall be many” (66:15–16). 


Nevertheless, the glory of the Lord shall be declared “among the nations” (66:19) and “they shall 
bring all your kindred from all the nations as an offering to the Lord” (66:20). The universalising 
inclusivism that was sounded at the start of this prophet’s work is maintained through into this 
closing oracle. In “the new heavens and the new earth which I will make … all flesh shall come to 
worship before me, says the Lord” (66:22–23). The vision lives strong! 


 


The book ends with an apocalyptic vision of the new heavens and new earth,  
as does the last book of the New Testament, Rev 21, borrowing ideas and language 


from Isaiah 65.  What role do apocalyptic visions play in Christian faith? 


 


 


I have chosen you ... rejoice greatly (Haggai and Zechariah) 


Alongside the writings of Trito-Isaiah, there are a further two prophets whom we can date to the 
specific time soon after the exiles had returned to Jerusalem. The books of Haggai and Zechariah 
each open with a specific date, both placing their activity in the time of Darius, King of Persia—the 
time when the exiles had returned to the land and were rebuilding the infrastructure of Israel.  


 The prophetic words of Haggai are nestled within a relatively brief 
narrative telling of this return to Jerusalem; they were delivered over a 
short period of time from “the second year of King Darius, in the sixth 
month, on the first day of the month” (Hag 1:1) until “the twenty-fourth 
day of the ninth month, in the second year of Darius” (Hag 2:10, 20). 


In the course of those three months, Haggai condemns the people for 
failing to rebuild the ruined temple while people live in “panelled 
houses” (1:4), encourages the people to “go up to the hills and bring 
wood and build the house” (1:8), and then declares that “the latter 
splendour of this house shall be greater than the former, says the LORD 
of hosts; and in this place I will give prosperity, says the Lord of hosts” 


(2:9). 


Haggai then relays an ominous word of the Lord: “I am about to shake the heavens and the earth, 
and to overthrow the throne of kingdoms; I am about to destroy the strength of the kingdoms of 
the nations, and overthrow the chariots and their riders; and the horses and their riders shall fall, 
every one by the sword of a comrade” (2:21–22). Yet this short book ends with a positive note for 
the future, promising to make Zerubbabel, who led the first wave of exiles to return to Judah, “like a 
signet ring, for I have chosen you” (2:23). 


(An excerpt from Haggai appears in the lectionary on the 22nd Sunday after Pentecost.) 


***** 


Zechariah dates his opening prophecy to “the eighth month, in the second year of Darius” (Zech 
1:1), which places him as a contemporary of Haggai. Zechariah begins with a familiar prophetic 
refrain: “return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you, says the Lord of hosts” (1:3), 
noting that when this message was presented to earlier Israelites, “they repented and said, ‘the 
Lord of hosts has dealt with us according to our ways and deeds, just as he planned to do’” (1:6). 


What follows this opening salvo is a report of eight visions (1:7—6:8). They are dated to “the 
twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month, the month of Shebat, in the second year of Darius” (2:7), 
two months after the final prophecy of Haggai. The visions combine glimpses of hope with 
reminders of the need to remain faithful to the covenant: “if you will walk in my ways and keep my 
requirements, then you shall rule my house and have charge of my courts” (3:7). 
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There follow words of condemnation (7:1–7) and punishment (7:8–14), citing classic prophetic 
notes: “render true judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the 
widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one 
another” (7:9–10). 


Then come words of promise (8:1–23): “I will return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of 
Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be 
called the holy mountain” (8:3). Once again, prophetic injections are offered: “speak the truth to 
one another, render in your gates judgments that are true and make for peace, do not devise evil in 
your hearts against one another, and love no false oath” (8:16–17). 


An oracle pronouncing judgement on other 
nations then follows (9:1–8), followed by a 
joyful celebration of the restoration of Judah 
(9:9–11:3), introduced by a rousing shout of 
joy: “rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout 
aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! Lo, your king 
comes to you; triumphant and victorious is 
he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, 
the foal of a donkey.” (Zech 9:9). This verse is 
well-known, of course, from its quotation in 
the story of Jesus’s entry into the city of 
Jerusalem (Matt 21:5).  


The remaining chapters continue the note of exultation about the future, reworking the motif of 
“the day of the Lord” so that it signals joy for Jerusalem and terror for other nations (12:3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 
11; 13:1, 2, 4; 14:1, 4, 6, 8, 9, 13, 20, 21). A triumphant note of universalism is sounded: “on that 
day “the Lord will become king over all the earth” (14:9) and “all who survive of the nations that 
have come against Jerusalem shall go up year after year to worship the King, the Lord of hosts, and 
to keep the festival of booths” (14:16). 


 


What do you make of the way that Christian scripture  
appropriates the hope of Israel and makes this about Jesus? 


 


For next week:    


We will look at the last of the four major prophets, Daniel. 
Please skim read through these chapters; 


you may wish to read especially Dan 7:1-14. 
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Studies in the Prophets 


Session 1 Introduction 


Grant us, Lord God, a vision of your world  


as your love would have it: 


a world where the weak are protected,  


and none go hungry or poor; 


a world where the riches of creation are shared,  


and everyone can enjoy them; 


a world where different races and cultures  


live in harmony and mutual respect; 


a world where peace is built with justice,  


and justice is guided by love. 


Give us the inspiration and courage to build it,  


through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.


Introduction 


In the Hebrew Bible, there are three main sections: the Torah, setting out the Law; the Nevi’im, 


which is translated as Prophets; and the Ketuvim, known as the Writings. You can see how Jesus 


refers to these three sections at Luke 24:44 (“everything written about me in the law of Moses, 


the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled”). This might also be referred to in the writings of 


Philo (“the laws, and the sacred oracles of God enunciated by the holy prophets, and hymns and 


psalms”; On the Contemplative Life 3.25). 


For Jews, the middle section, Nevi’im, comprises some narrative books which they call The Former 


Prophets (Joshua—Judges—Samuel—Kings), The 


Latter Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel), and 


Twelve Minor Prophets (Hosea—Joel—Amos—


Obadiah—Jonah—Micah—Nahum—Habakkuk—


Zephaniah—Haggai—Zechariah—Malachi). Whilst 


Jews read right through the five books of Torah in the 


course of a year, with portions read in synagogue worship each Sabbath, a second cycle of 


readings (known as the Haftarah) is undertaken in many synagogues each Sabbath.  


This practice may be referred to at Luke 4:16–17 (Jesus “stood up to read, and the scroll of the 


prophet Isaiah was given to him”), Acts 13:15 (“after the reading of the law and the prophets”), 


and Acts 13:27 (“the words of the prophets that are read every sabbath”); and in the Talmud 


(“there was an incident with regard to a certain man who was reading the haftara in the presence 


of Rabbi Eliezer”, Megillah 25b). 


For Christians, the arrangement of these books is a little different. The Former Prophets are 


included with some other books (Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther) to form a section known 


as the Historical Books. (Catholic Bibles add Tobit, Judith, and Maccabees as well.) There are four 


Major Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel) but five books in this section, as Lamentations is 


added in here. The Twelve Minor Prophets are the same as in Hebrew Scripture. 


Thus, we can discern prophets in the Historical Books (Samuel, Nathan, Elijah, Elisha; and also 


Deborah and Huldah); the four Major Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel; and Isaiah 


refers to his wife as “the prophetess”); and the Twelve Minor Prophets (as listed above). We 


might also note that in the Torah, Miriam is considered to be a prophet (Exod 15:20; and see Mic 


6:4), and in a later Historical Book, Noadiah is described as a prophet (Neh 6:14). There are also 


many places where prophetic activity takes place by people who go unnamed (such as 1 Kings 


13:1–3; 13:11; 20:13; 20:22; 20:28; 2 Kings 23:18; Zech 7:3). And perhaps the woman of Endor 


functions as a prophet (1 Samuel 28:7–25)? (see further, below) 
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Prophets typically claim that the word of the Lord came to me and pepper their speeches with the 


interjection, thus says the Lord. They often engage in symbolic activities which underline the 


message delivered by their words. Woe to you is a standard introductory phrase, leading to 


condemnations on nations or people for their sinfulness. Adherence to the covenant of the Lord 


lies at the root of all that the prophets say—they recall Israel to their distinctive task of being a 


hold people, dedicated to the Lord. 


Early Prophets 


Miriam is described as a prophet at Exodus 15:20 and again at Micah 6:4. Exodus reports that she 


led the women of Israel in song, to celebrate victory over the Egyptians; the short Song of Miriam 


(Exod 15:20–21) was then attributed also to Moses, and placed at the head of a much longer song 


in his name (Exod 15:1–18). Such musical leadership is recognised as an act of prophecy in the 


story of Saul: “you will meet a band of prophets coming down from the shrine with harp, 


tambourine, flute, and lyre playing in front of them; they will be in a prophetic frenzy” (1 Sam 


10:5). Both males and females were able to serve as musicians who prophesied (1 Sam 18:6; 1 


Chron 25:1–8).  


Deborah appears in Judges 4—5. She is introduced as a prophetess “who was judging Israel” (Judg 


4:4); she sits under a plam tree, the place for exercising judgement (Judg 


4:5). However, the function of a “judge” was more akin to that of a 


military leader—a tribal elder who led military activities to protect their 


tribe from enemies and to establish justice within their group. Deborah 


exercises such military leadership against Sisera, who led the army of 


King Jabin of Canaan. She recruits Barak to lead the fight (Judg 4:6–7); 


persuaded by her oracle, Barak insists that he will not fight unless 


Deborah goes out with him (Judg 4:8). When the Israelites gain victory 


over the Canaanite general (Judg 4:23–24), Deborah sings a song to 


celebrate her victory (Judg 5:1–31), maintaining the musical connection 


already noted in Miriam.  


Samuel is the prophet who plays a key role in the transition from a tribal society, under the 


judges, to a monarchy, under a king. We have a detailed story of the birth of Samuel (1 Sam 1); his 


mother Hannah could almost be regarded as a prophet in her own right, given the radical song 


that she sings after his birth, quite evocative of the radical song that Mary sings regarding the 


birth of her son, Jesus (Luke 1:46–55). The Chronicler locates Samuel in the extensive genealogy of 


the Levites (1 Chron 6:1–30; Samuel appears at v.28). However, the account provided in 1 Samuel 


identifies him as an Ephraimite (1 Sam 1:1).  


Samuel figures in the complex debate concerning kingship in Israel. The people petition Samuel for 


a king, but Samuel resists, because this would mean that God would no longer be king over Israel 


(1 Sam 8:1–9). Samuel enumerates all the faults of a king (1 Sam 8:10–18), but the people refuse 


to listen, so Samuel follows the new advice of God and agrees to a king in Israel (1 Sam 8:19–22). 


Thus, Saul is chosen (1 Sam 9:1–26) and anointed (1 Sam 9:27–10:8). Saul falls in with a band of 


prophets, “with harp, tambourine, flute, and lyre … in a prophetic frenzy”; the narrative indicates 


that “the spirit of God possessed [Saul], and he fell into a prophetic frenzy along with them” (1 


Sam 10:5, 9–13). After Saul is proclaimed king by the prophet (1 Sam 10:17–27), Samuel continued 


to serve as prophet to Saul. Another band of prophets manifesting a frenzy appear later, 


spreading that frenzy to three groups of messengers from Saul, and then to Saul himself (1 Sam 


19:18–24); the story ends with the question, “is Saul also among the prophets?”. 
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Nathan is the prophet to King David; he is introduced in 2 Sam 7, when David is musing about the 


contrast between the comfort of his home, and the tent in which the Ark of the Covenant is 


housed. Nathan diverts David’s attention to his progeny, promising that “your house and your 


kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever” (2 Sam 


7:14). This is the oracle that assures the Davidic dynasty in Israel; Gospel writers look to this when 


they identify Jesus as “son of David” (Matt 1:1–7; Luke 1:30–33; Mark 12:35; Luke 18:38–39; Acts 


13:21–24). Later, rabbis would maintain that the Messiah must be a “son of David”. 


 In time, Nathan confronts David about his adultery with 


Bathsheba; he ends the famous parable of “the poor man 


[who] had nothing but one little ewe lamb”, which was 


stolen for a feast at a nearby rich man’s house, with the 


scathing denunciation: “you are the man” (2 Sam 12:1–7; 


see image). Still later, Nathan tells the dying David of the 


plot by Adonijah to become king (1 Ki 1:11–14), leading to 


David’s final machinations which saw Solomon appointed as 


king (1 Ki 1:15–53) and the death of Adonijah (1 Ki 2:13–25).  


The Chronicler maintains that Nathan wrote “the acts of King David, from first to last” (1 Chron 


29:29) as well as “the rest of the acts of Solomon, from first to last” (2 Chron 9:29). The Chronicler 


also notes the connection of prophecy with musical leadership; the arrangement of music in the 


Temple was “according to the commandment of David … and of the prophet Nathan, for the 


commandment was from the LORD through his prophets” (2 Chron 29:25).  


Elijah exercised his prophetic role, which included performing miracles as well as delivering 


oracles, during the reign of Ahab in the northern kingdom of Israel (c.870—850 BCE). He was 


known as Elijah the Tishbite, and his distinctive appearance is noted: “a hairy man, with a leather 


belt around his waist” (2 Ki 1:8). Jesus refers to the incident in Zarephath, when Elijah revives a 


widow’s son (1 Ki 17:8–24; Luke 4:25–36).  


Elijah spectacularly defended Yahweh against the might of the prophets of Baal, who were being 


worshipped in Israel, even by King Ahab. The prophets 


of Baal were unable to call down fire for the sacrifice 


(1 Ki 18:26–29), but Elijah, building an altar and 


drenching it with water, was able to call down “the fire 


of the Lord [which] fell and consumed the burnt 


offering” (1 Ki 18:30–40). Ahab was most displeased; 


soon after this, as Elijah fled from him, he would 


famously encounter Yahweh “not in the wind … not in 


not in the earthquake … not in the fire”, but in “the 


sound of sheer silence” (1 Ki 19:8–18).  


Soon after this, Elijah called Elisha to be his disciple (see below). Elijah continues his role, 


confronting Ahab regarding the injustice of his seizing of Naboth’s vineyard. He predicts disaster 


for Ahab (1 Ki 21:1–25); Ahab, as evil as he was, repents and saves Israel from destruction (1 Ki 


1:27–29). After Ahab, Ahaziah was briefly king (2 Ki 1); soon after his death, Elijah is taken up into 


heaven in a whirlwind (2 Ki 2), passing his mantle to Elisha. The last words of the prophet Malachi 


indicate that Elijah would return “before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes” (Mal 4:5–


6); in the Gospels, John the Baptist (sharing his distinctive appearance) is equated with Elijah 
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(Matt 11:14; 17:11–12; Mark 9:13), coming “to restore all things” (Mark 9:12). He continues as a 


key figure in rabbinic texts, amongst the Samaritans, and in the Quran. 


Elisha follows Elijah, declaring prophetic oracles and 


performing miraculous deeds during the reign of three 


kings (Joram, Jehi, and Jehoahaz, c.850 to 800). He is 


chosen out of “the company of prophets who were in 


Bethel” (2 Ki 2:1–18). The story of his curing Naaman of his 


leprosy (2 Kings 5) is referenced by Jesus (Luke 4:27). We 


know that Elisha was bald (2 Ki 2:23–25), that he raised the 


son of a Shunnamite woman (2 Ki 4:8–37), that he turned a 


poisoned pot of stew into an edible meal (2 Ki 4:38–41), 


that he fed a hundred men with twenty loaves of barley (2 Kings 4:42–44); these stories evoke 


Jesus. The final words uttered over Elisha were the same as those uttered over Elijah: “my father, 


my father! the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” (2 Ki 13:14; cf. 2 Ki 2:12). His miraculous 


power lived on after his death; it is said that the body of a Moabite soldier killed in battle was 


thrown into his grave, and immediately “he came to life and stood on his feet” (2 Ki 13:20–21).  


There were many more prophets active alongside Elijah and Elisha. Throughout the historical 


narratives, there are regular refences to “the prophets” (1 Sam 10:11–12; 1 Ki 18:4, 13, 20; 20:41; 


22:6, 13; 2 Ki 23:2), “my servants the prophets” (2 Ki 9:7; 17:13, 23; 21:10; 24:2), a “band of 


prophets” (1 Sam 10:5, 10), a  “company of prophets” (1 Sam 19:20; 1 Ki 20:35; 2 Ki 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 


4:1, 38; 5:22; 6:1; 9:1), 2 Chron 18:5, 12), and “all the prophets” (1 Ki 19:1; 22:10–12; 2 Chron 


18:9–11). 


We might also include the woman of Endor as a prophet; despite 


the condemnation of divination (Deut 8:10–11), this woman 


provides Saul with guidance at the point where traditional means 


have failed. She consults with the ghosts; she sees “an old man is 


coming up, and he is wrapped in a robe” (1 Sam 28:14), and Saul 


recognises this as the ghost of Samuel. The deceased prophet 


thus directs the terrified king (1 Sam 28:15–19).  


 


Marvin Sweeney writes that “prophets were well known throughout the ancient Near Eastern 


world as figures who would serve as messengers or mouthpieces for the gods to communicate the 


divine will to their human audiences.” He notes, in particular: “Mesopotamian baru priests who 


read smoke patterns from sacrificial altars, examined the livers of sacrificial animals, read the 


movements of heavenly bodies … ecstatic muhhu prophets from the Mesopotamian city of Mari 


drew blood from themselves and engaged in trance possession as part of their preparation for 


oracular speech … the assinu prophets of Mari were well known for 


emulating feminine characteristics and dress as they prepared 


themselves to embody the goddess Ishtar of Arbela to speak on her 


behalf … Egyptian lector priests (see image) engaged in analysis of the 


worlds of nature and human beings in preparation for the well-crafted 


poetic compositions that gave expression to the will of the gods”  
(“The Latter Prophets and prophecy”, pp.234–235 in  


The Cambridge Companion to the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament,  


ed. Stephen B. Chapman and Marvin A. Sweeney, CUP, 2016).  
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Later, we meet Huldah the wife of Shallum son of Tikva, son of Harhas, keeper of the wardrobe 


at 2 Kings 22 and again at 2 Chronicles 34. Both narratives tell of the reforms that took place under 


King Josiah, when a “Book of the Law” was discovered, and the king ordered that its prescriptions 


be followed. It is striking that Huldah, a female prophet, was consulted in relation to this book 


(not a male prophet). In a detailed oracle (2 Ki 22:16–20; 2 Ch 34;23–28), she speaks the word of 


the Lord to the king. Huldah validates the book that has been discovered, and informs the king 


that God is planning to execute punishment against the people because of their sinfulness, but 


because he has repented, she tells him, “your eyes shall not see all the disaster that I will bring on 


this place and its inhabitants” (2 Chron 34:28).  


Another female prophet is the wife of Isaiah, noted (without name) at Isa 8:3, who become the 


mother of one of Isaiah’s children; all of these children are given to be “signs and portents in Israel 


from the Lord of hosts” (Isa 8:18). Those who consult traditional diviners (“the ghosts and the 


familiar spirits that chirp and mutter”, Isa 8:19) will remain in darkness, consumed by drought; by 


contrast, the people of Israel “have seen a great light … on them light has shined” (Isa 9:2—a 


familiar messianic oracle!). 


A later Jewish tradition refers to “the forty-eight 


prophets and the seven prophetesses who 


prophesied on behalf of the Jewish people” 


(Talmud, Megillah 14a); these women are 


identified by later rabbis as Sarah, Miriam, 


Deborah, Hannah, Abigail, Hilda, and Esther. 


To read a brief contemporary Jewish discussion of 


the seven female prophets, see 
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/4257802/jewish/The-7-Prophetesses-of-Judaism.htm  


A little later, the Talmud states: “In fact, there were more prophets, as it is taught in a baraita*: Many 


prophets arose for the Jewish people, numbering double the number of Israelites who left Egypt. However, 


only a portion of the prophecies were recorded, because only prophecy that was needed for future 


generations was written down in the Bible for posterity, but that which was not needed, as it was not 


pertinent to later generations, was not written. Therefore, the fifty-five prophets recorded in the Bible, 


although not the only prophets of the Jewish people, were the only ones recorded, due to their eternal 


messages.” (Talmud, Megillah 14a)   [* A Baraita is an ancient teaching that was not recorded in the Mishnah] 


 


Question for discussion: 


It is often said that prophets do not foretell (predict the future); 


rather, prophets forthtell (guide people in the right ways of living).  


What do you think that the distinction  


between forthtelling and fortelling means  


when we seek to understand the prophets? 


 



https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/4257802/jewish/The-7-Prophetesses-of-Judaism.htm
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On Miriam (Exodus 15:20–21; Micah 6:4)  
(picture by Sarah Beth Baca, https://www.sarahbethart.com/journal/miriam ) 


Miriam leads the women of Israel in a song and dance to celebrate 


their escape from Egypt and victory over the pursuing Egyptian army 


(Exod 15:20–21). This is the only instance recorded in the Torah where 


women sang their own song.  


Why do you think this is, and why was Miriam the one to lead it? 


Phyllis Trible says, “Patriarchal story tellers have done their work well. 


They have suppressed the women, but without total success. Bits and 


pieces from the buried story surface at the conclusion of the Exodus 


narrative.” Think about Trible’s statement in the light of the text and 


the background information.  


How does this make you feel?  


What are the consequences of this sort of editing? 


On Deborah (Judges 3—4) 


Deborah and Barak lead the army of Israel to victory over Sisera, who led the army of King Jabin of 


Canaan. Coupled with this story is the story of Sisera and Jael. The story does not tell us Jael’s 


motive for killing Sisera. Whatever her reasons, the Israelites celebrated her as a national heroine, 


who together with Deborah had saved them from their mortal enemies. They also relished the 


irony of the situation: Sisera the mighty general fell not into Barak’s hands but as Deborah 


foretold, into Jael’s.  


Deborah’s war changed Israel’s history. Sisera’s aim of becoming a conquering power literally got 


stuck in the mud when the Lord sent rain (5:4, 21), which is reminiscent of the Pharaoh’s chariots 


being mired in the Reed Sea. Deborah’s war effectively removed the Canaanites and the Israelites 


moved into the fertile valleys. 


What issues does the story raise for you? 


What is unusual about the women in this story? 


In what ways do they provide insight  


into being a faithful disciple? 


How would the Canaanites view this story? 


This is a story about the unexpected,  


the upside down, and not following cultural norms.  


What are we to make of this? 
 


***** 


For next week: please read quickly through the whole book of Amos in one 


sitting—it takes half an hour or less. This will give you a good grasp (a) of how 


prophetic literature works, and (b) what Amos saw as the problems of his time.  


After that, you might like to read more carefully Amos 5:18–27 and 7:1–8:14. 



https://www.sarahbethart.com/journal/miriam
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Prophets and Kings of Israel and Judah  
during the time of the two kingdoms 


 


 
 


 







