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W. J. Webb

Prophetic
I. INTRODUCTION

A. Secular society hasn't helped in our understanding of the genre called "prophecy".

A. Media and street-level definition:  prophecy is synonymous with "the prediction of future events".

B. So the writers of Mega Trends (and books of that ilk) are called "prophets".

C. In every-day speech, if you happen to predict something (and it accidently comes true) . . . we mockingly talk about "having a prophet in our midst."

D. So we're into the old etic/emic problem again (imposing Western categories onto biblical genres).

(trans:  beyond society in general, many Christians leaders have only perpetuated the problem . . .)

B. Prophecy and "prophetic conferences" have been an on-going fad throughout church history.

1. They comprise the subject of many books and seminars on "the unfolding of future events".

2. Christians swarm to them, and some individuals create entire ministries around this area.  Then they get classified as "leading experts in prophecy".

3. Sadly, Christians who attend such seminars come away knowing very little about biblical prophecy.

4. So, if they read prophecy with the genre-expectations of "predictive material" . . . they will be coming to the text with the wrong coding.

(trans:  the reason is simple . . .)

C. For biblical prophecy actually says very little about the future.

1. Consider the following statistics from Fee and Stuart:  "Less than 2 percent of OT prophecy is messianic.  Less than 5 percent describes the New Covenant age.  Less than 1 percent concerns events yet to come. [ilalics mine]."

2. Our objective, then, in this lecture is to determine what exactly the function of prophecy was and is (if prediction is only a small element).

D. Overview:  (1) examples (who the prophets were), (2) function (what were they doing), (3) hermeneutical significance (how should we interpret them).

II. EXAMPLES:  WHO & WHAT REPRESENTS THE "PROPHETIC" GENRE?

A. "Non-writing Prophets" vs. "Writing/Literary Prophets"

1. Non-writing:  e.g., Samuel, Elijah, Elisha.

2. Writing:  e.g., final sixteen books of the OT (less Lamentations).

(trans:  of the writing prophets . . . they are usually divided a couple of ways . . .)

B. Hebrew canon:  "Former prophets" (historical books:  Joshua, Samuel, Kings) and "later prophets" 

1. Hebrew canon 3-fold division:  "the law, the prophets, and the writings"

2. The "prophets" section was then sub-divided into:

a. former prophets:  Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings

b. later prophets:  Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, [Daniel]
 and "the twelve" (as they were called)

3. rationale for "former prophets" label: 

a. historical sections are viewed from a prophetic grid (not so much as prophetic literature, as incorporating prophetic elements--i.e., it was interpretive, theological history).

b. and there were many oral prophets who's oracles are found in this literature.

C. Christian canon:  "Major" vs. "Minor"

1. Four "major prophets":  Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel.

2. Twelve "minor prophets":  the final twelve books of the OT (Hosea . . . Malachi).

3. This is only a size designation, not an indication of significance.

D. Chronological/time:  built around . . .

1. exile:  "pre-exilic", "exilic", and "post-exilic"

2. Gentile world powers:  Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian

3. more specifically dating:  by centuries (7th, 6th, 5th, 4th century B.C.E.) or the exact dates of the prophets themselves.

E. Audience:  e.g., "northern kingdom" and "southern kingdom"

1. n/s kingdoms:  sometimes both; although generally there is a dominance (e.g., Hosea--both, primarily northern)

2. cf. other audiences (at least as "implied readers"; although in most cases Israel is the "real reader"):  

a. to Ninevah:  Jonah, Nahum

b. to Babylon:  Daniel

c. to exiles (as opposed to norther/southern):  Ezekiel

d. to Edom:  Obadiah

III. FUNCTION & CHARACTERISTICS

A. The prophet spoke God's word (not their own) in a direct fashion.

1. Cf. the introductory formulas:  "thus says the Lord" or "the word of the Lord came to [so-and-so . . . on the 8th day, 6th month Chizlev]".

2. Often that "word of God" was a re-working of earlier tradition (especially aspects of the covenant).

3. Even so, the "word" is viewed as a direct communication from Yahweh to the prophet.

(trans:  as they spoke God's word, the prophets were not so much "eschatology proponents" as . . .)

B. The prophets functioned primarily as "covenant enforcers" (coined by Fee and Stuart
; cf. "covenant catalysts").

1. They sought the raise "covenant consciousness"
 within the community.

2. The prophet was one who called the people of God to be faithful to the obligations of their covenants.

3. E.g., Hos. 4:1-3.

(trans:  consequently, going back to the "blessing" and "cursing" sections of the covenant the prophet's message carried two basic themes . . . )

C. One basic message, with two elements:  blessing for covenant faithfulness, and judgment for unfaithfulness.

1. blessings (covered at least five areas):  life, health, prosperity, agricultural abundance, respect, and safety.

2. curses (10 on Fee and Stuart "d" list):  death, disease, drought, dearth, danger, destruction, defeat, deportation, destitution, and disgrace.  The curses will fit under one of these categories.

(trans:  therefore, when it comes to "prediction" in the prophets . . .)

D. The predictive element was simply an outgrowth of covenant ("foresight").

1. The predictive element was not to provide a schemata of the future for the curious.

2. Rather, the prediction was intimately tied to one's covenant faithfulness (or lack there of).

3. the predictions were given (a) to motivate for present action and (b) to validate the prophet's message.

E. The prophetic books are the product of a later collecting, editing, and writing down of what was originally a form of oral communication.

F. The prophetic oracles are situational.  In sum, the prophet was a "covenant preacher", addressing a specific group of people in a specific social and historical context.

IV. HERMENEUTICAL SIGNIFICANCE

A. When it comes to the prophets:  "Think oracles!"

1. In many respects we encounter a "Chuck Swindle" kind of book when you read the prophets.  They are a series of messages, which were later woven together into a larger manuscript.

2. The unit of thought for exegesis is the "prophetic oracle".

(trans:  once you've isolated the oracle . . .)

B. Determine the sub-genre of the "oracle" (and use it as an interpretive grid).

1. the "lawsuit" (Hebrew:  rîb; "covenant lawsuit")

a. an imaginary courtroom scene in which God is the judge, prosecuting attorney, and jury; Israel is the defendant.

b. form:  summons, charge, evidence, verdict, punishment list.

c. e.g., Isa. 3:13-26.

2. the "prophetic disputation"
a. like a one-sided debating match:  attempt is for rhetorical persuasion of an audience

b. form:  series of rhetorical questions, conclusion drawn, lesson stated

c. e.g., Amos 3:3-8

3. the "woe oracle"
a. "woe" is a cry expressing despair or doom when Israelites were facing disaster or death, or when they mourned at a funeral.

b. form:  opening formula ("woe to those who/you who . . . "), announcement of distress, reason for distress, prediction of doom. 

c. Probably, the "woe speech" represents an adaptation of the ancient funeral lament.  So, the point is emotive:  weep, wail, and mourn. . . as if you were going to a funeral!.

d. e.g., Mic. 2:1-5.

(trans: along similar lines . . .)

4. the "funeral dirge"
a. like a "woe" speech; except for the funeral dirge was an actual song of lamentation.

b. they address the nation as if she were a corpse ready for burial (her future is fait accompli).  

c. e.g., Amos 5:1-3.

5. the "salvation oracle" (or "promise oracle")

a. usually includes a reference to the future, mention of radical change, and mention of blessing.

b. form:  messenger formula ("this is what the Lord Almighty says . . . ), reference to the future ("in that day"), prediction of radical change (restoration and repair of the "fallen tent of David"), promise of blessing (e.g., life, health, prosperity, etc.).

c. e.g., Amos 9:11-15.

6. Point:  read an oracle through the grid of other oracles of like-kind.  Learn the forms . . . you'll be glad you did!  You'll then know the "rules" for playing the "oracles game".

7. Resources:

a. Hayes, ed. Forms of the Old Testament
b. Westermann, Basic Forms of Prophetic Speech
c. Westermann, Prophetic Oracles of Salvation in the Old Testament
C. As much as possible, re-construct the original audience, date, and setting of the oracle.

1. not always possible. 

2. interestingly:  although the prophets covered a large span of history, the OT prophetic texts covered only a few centuries (approx. 750--450 B.C.E.)--a time of great social, political, and religious upheaval.

3. Each prophetic oracle was delivered in a specific historical setting. 

a. e.g., Hosea 5:8-10.  Cf. Fee and Stuart, p. 175.

b. a knowledge of the date, audience, and situation contributes substantially to a reader's ability to comprehend the oracle.

[4. closest in the NT is Hebrews (although Hebrews is one unified sermon; not a series).]

D. The predictive element must be read/communicated within its covenant context.

1. The message of the prophets is not eschatology, but covenant.  Eschatology is incidental (or secondary); a "covenant ethic" is central.

2. The hope (oracles of salvation) is for the those who are true to the covenant; the judgment (woe oracles, judgment oracles) is the message for the unfaithful.

3. The "message" of the prophets was message of covenant renewal.  We do a great disservice to the prophets when we go into their message and rudely extract the predictive; such an action is tantamount to ecological "strip mining".

E. Remember that the prophet saw the future as a "flat wall".

1. Most prophecies were fulfilled within a few years of being predicted.

2. Most prophecies are indirect (not direct prophecy-fulfillment).

a. Not talking about a "Josh McDowell" approach.

b. Rather, the NT frequently developed a typical-pattern dimension to fulfillment (which doesn't fit a one-to-one correspondence and allows for multiple referents).

3. The future was viewed as a "flat wall" (OH:  give circle diagram & change to  how far in the future was irrelevant; chronological sequence meant very little!).

4. Even veiled expectations were to motivate present action and covenant responsibility.

F. Allow room for surprises.

1. First, all prophecy is conditional.

a. e.g., Jonah:  "Fourty days and Ninevah will be destroyed" (3:4).

b. The text in Jer. 18:7-10 would appear to indicate a principle that underlies all of God's prophetic dealings:

"If at any time I [Yhwh] announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, and if that nation I warned repents of its evil . . . then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned.  [After these words, Jeremiah gives the other side of the coin . . . ]  And, if at another time, I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it."

c. See also Ezek. 33:13-15; Micah 3:12; Jer. 26:16-19; 1 Kings 21:20-29.

d. Prophecy can be set aside by the change in status of a people (i.e., a shift from good to evil or a shift from evil to good).

2. In addition, most prophecy unfolded in a different manner than that generation expected.

3. Therefore, expect the unexpected!  Build some space for surprises into your eschatology.  It is my hunch that the whole thing will unfold in a way that is quite different than any of the so-called "prophecy experts" formulate.
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G. Recent developments (in my own thinking) . . . 

· Hyperbole in rhetoric

· Functional over formal

· Conditional not static

· Accommodated to audience-familiar categories

An excerpt from Tough Texts for A Troubled Soul: Understanding the Bible’s Violence Within a Redemptive-Movement Approach (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, forthcoming).

Total War as Hyperbole 
in Israel’s Eschatological Reflection

Like the biblical narrators, the Hebrew prophets often used “total war” language to portray either the destruction of Israel or of other foreign nations.  Instead of a holding onto a literal framework, as many Christians seem to do, we ought to embrace this material as hugely exaggerated or hyperbolic in its expressions. The prophets frequently speak of the demise of certain peoples or nations with rhetorically inflated language that was never intended to be literal. Numerous examples demonstrate the ease with which the prophets engage in “total war” language to depict in hyperbolic form the destruction of various nations or people groups:

1. Israelites: “Not one will get away [from death by the sword], none will escape” (Amos 9:1-4); an attack against the city of Jerusalem will completely wipe out all its inhabitants, even the survivors of the siege will meet with death: “the rest of them [the remnant of survivors] I will give to the sword before their enemies” (Jer 15:9).
2. Assyrians: “Whoever is captured will be thrust through; all who are caught will fall by the sword” (Isa 13:15); the nation will be “overthrown like Sodom and Gomorrah” (Isa 13:19); “I will cut off from Babylon [= Assyria
] her name and survivors, her offspring and descendants” (Isa 14:22).
3. Babylonians: “Attack the inhabitants of Pekod and utterly destroy the last of them” (Jer 50:21); “pile her up like heaps of grain, and destroy her utterly; let nothing be left of her” (Jer 50:26); “encamp all around her; let no one escape” (Jer 50:29); “spare not her young men; utterly destroy all her host” (Jer 51:3).
4. Philistines: “I will make your root die of famine, and your remnant I will kill” (Isa 14:30). Cf. NIV, “it [the famine] will slay your survivors”. “The day that is coming to destroy all the Philistines” (Jer 47:4); “the remnant of the Philistines shall perish” (Amos 1:8). “I will destroy you until no inhabitant is left” (Zeph 2:5).
5. Arameans: “They will flee far away, chased like chaff on the mountains before the wind and whirling dust before the storm. At evening time, lo, terror! Before morning, they are no more” (Isa. 17:13-14).
6. Cushites: “They will all be left to the mountain birds of prey and to the wild animals” (Isa. 18:6).

7. Moabites and Ammonites: “Moab shall become like Sodom and the Ammonites like Gomorrah [an idiom for total destruction with no survivors
]” (Zeph 2:9); “I will cut you [Ammon] off from the peoples and will make you perish out of the countries; I will destroy you” (Ezek 25:7); Edom will “be remembered no more among the nations” (Ezek. 25:10).
8. Edomites: “As when Sodom and Gomorrah and their neighbors were overthrown, says the LORD, no one shall live there, nor shall anyone settle in it” (Jer 49:18); “there shall be no survivor of the house of Esau” (Obadiah 18).
9. Phonecia/Tyre: “When I make you a city laid waste, like the cities that are not inhabited, . . . I will bring you to a dreadful end, and you shall be no more; though you be sought for, you will never be found again” (Ezek 26:19-21); “all your warriors within you, with all the company that is with you, sink into the heart of the seas” (Ezek 27:27); “you have come to a dreadful end and shall be no more for ever” (Ezek 28:19).
10. Elamites: “All of them are slain, fallen by the sword” (Ezek 32:24).
11. Meshech/Tubalites: “All of them uncircumcised, killed by the sword” (Ezek 32:25).
12. Egypt: “I will drench the land even to the mountains with your flowing blood” (Ezek 32:6); “when I blot you out, I will cover the heavens” (Ezek 32:7); “I will cause your multitude to fall by the swords of mighty ones . . . and all its [Egypt’s] hordes shall perish” (Ezek 32:12); “I will destroy all its [Egypt’s] beasts [cattle]” (Ezek 32:13); “when I smite [literally, “strike down”
] all who dwell in it” (Ezek 32:15).
The reason we know that this “total war” language is hyperbolic and not literal is because at certain points the prophets themselves speak of continuing remnants of people after these “complete kill” battles (Isa. 1:8-9; Ezek 29:13-16; Amos 9:12). Also, as far as we know, no total war destructions ever took place against any of these nations. Yes, these nations encountered major “shift in power” battles and they generally fell from prominent positions. But, total war destruction was simply not accomplished in a literal sense.

The hyperbolic total destruction language was intended to communicate on an emotive level just how displeased Yahweh was towards a nation’s behavior. While the “total war” rhetorical spoke of a complete destruction of every living human being, the reality of these prophetic statements was much more a matter of losing some/many people in war and losing their former power, dominance and prestige within the ancient world. So, clearly the language is that of emotive hyperbole not to be taken in a strictly literal sense.
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