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An Introduction to the Prophets

Man’s yearning to know the future is reflected in every ancient culture. Cuneiform tablets from Sumer and clay slabs from Mari reveal the involvement of diviners, oracle priests, and ecstatic prophets in every aspect of human life. Astrologers and diviners were important members of the military staff and were consulted before going into battle. In Egypt, priests used magic to forecast the future and relied on the interpretation of dreams. Old Testament prophets also foretold the future and guided military leaders. But the prophets of Israel were not magicians or diviners, astrologers or the purveyors of oracles. The Old Testament prophet was the contemporary voice of God, ringing out boldly, not only to predict future events but to correct sin and to shape a just moral society. For about 700 years of Israel’s history, roughly from the time of Samuel to the close of the Old Testament, the prophets served God and their own generation. Their voices often went unheeded then. Yet their legacy of fierce commitment to God and His ways is preserved for us in Scripture. And their grand vision of history’s end reminds us today that God has a purpose in the seemingly random international events that shape our time. Through the record preserved in Scripture, the voice of the prophets, in fact the voice of God, is clearly heard today.
Who Were the Prophets?
The prophets were men and women, drawn from every walk of life, who were given a special word from God to announce to their own generations (2 Sam. 24:11; 1 Chron. 17:3; 1 Kings 12:22). Unlike priests and kings, their office was not hereditary. And, while many were called to minister as prophets for life (cf. Isa. 6; Jer. 1), others served briefly, fulfilled a specific commission, and then went back to living an ordinary life (cf. Amos 7:14–15). Each, however, was driven by the conviction that he had been commissioned by God to proclaim a message that was, in sense, “the Word of the Lord” (Amos 7:16).
Prophets frequently are divided between “writing prophets,” whose messages are preserved as books of the Old Testament, and “speaking prophets,” whose ministry is described but who made no contribution to the canon. The importance of a prophet in history cannot be measured by these categories however. Elijah and Elisha are speaking prophets. Yet these two successfully resisted the vigorous efforts of Ahab and Jezebel to replace Yahweh with Baal as Israel’s “official” deity (1 Kings 16; 2 Kings 10).

The works of the writing prophets are divided into two categories. There are the major prophets, whose works are especially long, and the so-called minor prophets, whose works are shorter. The major prophets are Isaiah, Jeremiah-Lamentations, Ezekiel, and Daniel. The minor prophets are Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. 
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Nathan boldly accuses King David of his sin with Bathsheba and announces God’s punishment (2 Sam. 11). No individual or group was able to silence men and women burning with the conviction that God had called them to speak out.



