Processing Prophecy #5

“Résumé of a Prophet”

selected Scriptures

Job seeking has come a long way in recent years. With the emergence of online opportunities, potential employers and employees can search out the other from the comfort of their own office or home. But one thing that has not changed is the importance of a résumé, outlining the candidate’s education and experience qualifications for the position desired.


As we continue our study of Bible prophecy, I want to turn our attention to the prophets themselves. Last week we considered how prophecy came about: that “men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). In that context we saw that God was able to communicate His word exactly and effectively, yet all the while maintaining the prophet’s own personality.


This week I’d like to focus on the prophets themselves. What kind of people were they? What set them apart from others in their own day? How did they receive and then reveal the word of the Lord given to them? In short, we will look at the résumé of a prophet.

The Prophet’s Character

Let’s begin with the prophet’s character. What kind of people were the prophets of old? Did they share a similar background, personality, or experience that prepared them for this task?

A quick survey of prophets in the Bible reveals the answer to that question. From Amos to Zephaniah these men (and a few women, too!) could not have been much different from one another. Some were men of learning, such as Moses, Daniel, and Paul. Some came from prestigious families, such as Isaiah, while others were from priestly homes, such as Jeremiah and possibly Habakkuk.
 But others came from very ordinary walks of life.
 A number of prophets we know little about them outside their name, such as Obadiah, Joel, and Malachi (about whom some scholars wonder if that was his name or merely a title, since “Malachi” in Hebrew means “my messenger”).

This is not to suggest, though, that the prophets had nothing at all in common. I find several common characteristics true of God’s prophets—those who were primarily speaking prophets (such as Nathan, Elijah and Elisha) as well as the writing prophets (those whose books are found in the Bible).

First, all of the prophets were human, some more human than others! We should not think that, when God called someone to be a prophet, that they became infallible in themselves, or that they lived in a state of perpetual inspiration that gave infallibility to everything they said or did. 
 

A case in point was Nathan, the prophet of God in the life of King David. We read in 2 Samuel 7 that David shared with Nathan his desire to build a temple to the Lord. In verse 3 Nathan says to David, “Whatever you have in mind, go ahead and do it, for the Lord is with you.” In the very next verse we read, “That night the word of the Lord came to Nathan, saying…” pretty much the opposite of what Nathan had told the king. Oops! Nathan then had to return to David with revised counsel. When God sent Nathan back to David, He began with the words, “Thus says the Lord.” In the first instance Nathan had given his own human judgment on the matter, but it was not the word of the Lord. In the words of J. Sidlow Baxter, “It was a clear case of ‘Thus saith Nathan,’ at first, versus ‘Thus saith the Lord’ afterward.”

Paul also made this distinction in 1 Corinthians 7. In verse 10 he writes, “To the married I give this command (not I, but the Lord)…” Then, two verses later he writes, “To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord)…” He was very cognizant to separate the revelation of the Lord from the opinion of Paul. 

This brings us to the second characteristic of prophets: they were humble. Walter Kaiser writes,

These men and women (yes, women too!) made no pretense to any remarkable skills of their own or to any distinguished learning abilities. While they functioned as God’s mouthpieces, there is never a claim that they were taught a prophetic skill, or even that they formed some guild or special caste like the priests.

This is dramatically seen in Amos 7:12-16,

Then Amaziah said to Amos, “Get out, you seer! Go back to the land of Judah. Earn your bread there and do your prophesying there. Don’t prophesy anymore at Bethel, because this is the king’s sanctuary and the temple of the kingdom.” 

Amos answered Amaziah, “I was neither a prophet nor a prophet’s son, but I was a shepherd, and I also took care of sycamore-fig trees. But the Lord took me from tending the flock and said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’ Now then, hear the word of the Lord.” 

How easy it would have been for Amos to use his position to throw his weight around! But he didn’t. We may have romanticized ideas regarding shepherding, but in ancient times shepherds were as blue-collar as anyone. The same is true of fig pickers. Amos’ words here were an admission of his humble background. Notice his last line: Rather than saying, “God called me, now you’d better listen to me!” is says, “Now hear the word of the Lord.”


Third, the prophets were holy. By this I don’t mean they looked all pious and walked around with a halo. (Some folks even picture prophets not walking, but rather floating a few inches above the earth!) What I mean by “holy” is that they were the kind of instrument God could use. 

Chuck Swindoll mentions eight specific qualities of the prophets:

· They were people of uncompromising individualism

· They were people of rugged determination

· They were people of absolute obedience

· They were people of prayer and communion

· They were people who stood alone

· They were people used as God’s mouthpiece

· They were people who were outspoken critics of social evils

· They were people who revealed future events

Despite their differences in family, economic, and educational backgrounds, the prophets shared these personal attributes. They also had something else in common.

The Prophet’s Calling

In addition to the prophet’s character there was the prophet’s calling. The call was unique to each prophet, but very real nonetheless. Most of the prophets were faithfully employed in some other work when the call of God came and changed everything in their lives. Elisha was busy plow​ing in his father’s fields when he received his call to service. Amos was a sheepherder and farmer when he was yanked out of those professions to follow a new career.  Paul was working against God at the time he was called. Age was another variable in these calls to service. Samuel was only a boy when God called him, and Jeremiah and Daniel were both quite young when they too heard the call to service. Ezekiel, on the other hand, had already reached his thirtieth birthday.
 


Regardless of these variations, all biblical prophets were called by God to their position, and the importance of this call cannot be exaggerated. It was here that the prophets found their legitimacy and valid credentials. In some of the prophetic books this call was recorded at the very beginning (i.e., Hosea, Jeremiah, Ezekiel), while Amos and Isaiah record their calls later in the collection of their oracles. Even when a record of the formal call has not survived among a given prophet’s oracles, we must nevertheless assume that his audience was somehow assured of his credentials.
 

Not all prophets were thrilled to be called to this position. Moses displayed quite a bit of reluctance before the burning bush, as did Jeremiah when he was called as a young man. Jonah—perhaps the most well-known and least likable of the prophets—took his unwillingness to accept his assignment to the extreme! Even those who consented to the call often called their message a “burden,” a word used elsewhere in the Old Testament for a load placed on a donkey or mule to carry.
 

Jeremiah put it this way in Jeremiah 20:9, “But if I say, ‘I will not mention him or speak any more in his name,’ his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.”
Most (if not all) of the prophets felt extremely inadequate to carry out such a task. “Woe to me!” Isaiah cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty” (Isa. 6:5). Likewise, Jeremiah protested, “Ah, Sovereign Lord… I do not know how to speak; I am only a child” (Jer. 1:6). Yet in each case God made the prophet capable, by removing their sin and implanting His word within them.
 I believe Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5 apply to the prophets: 
Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.


Unlike unfunded mandates, in which agencies are forced to carry out government wishes without being given the resources to do it, God always equips the man or woman He calls to His service. That was true for the prophets then, and it is true today for us who answer the call of God on our lives.

The Prophet’s Communication


Finally I want to consider the prophet’s communication. Here is where we will see the job description of a prophet. The prophet’s task revolved around delivering God’s message to mankind, and that involved receiving the word as well as delivering it. As we have mentioned previously, prophecy is not merely predicting the future. Some prophecy is prediction, but not all of it, and prediction is not the essence of prophecy. Baxter points out that the “pro-” in “prophecy” does not mean beforehand, as in “provide,” but rather in place of, as in the word “pronoun.” The second part of “prophet” comes from the Greek phemi, meaning “to speak.” Therefore, “prophet” means “to speak in place of another.” In this case, the prophet spoke in place of God.

Three Hebrew terms associated with the prophets in the Old Testament will help us better understand how the prophets received God’s message and delivered it to others. The earliest is the Hebrew word ro’eh, translated into English as “seer,” used first in describing Samuel. The second Hebrew word, hozeh, is translated as “visionary.” These are very similar terms, both describing the prophet’s experiencing in receiving God’s revelation: the first emphasizing the extraordinary insight that came to the prophets, and the second the method of reception by means of visions or dreams.
 Interestingly enough, 2 Chronicles 16:7 describes the prophet Hanani as a ro’eh, but 2 Chronicles 19:2 refers to Hanani’s son as a hozeh.
 This should not be understood as two drastically different ministries, but rather to show the similarity of the Hebrew terms.

Since the main sphere of the prophets’ ministry was to deliver God’s word, it is appropriate for us to consider how that word reached these called individuals. It could come (1) during the prophet’s ordinary activity—as Isaiah crossed the king’s courtyard, he was told to retrace his steps and deliver a message that countered the one he had just delivered; (2) in a vision—consider the case of Joseph or God’s words to Aaron and Miriam in Numbers 12:6, “When a prophet of the Lord is among you, I reveal myself to him in visions, I speak to him in dreams”; or (3) in a direct encounter—God said, “With [my servant Moses] I speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles” (Num. 12:7). When Moses was on Mount Sinai for forty days, God spoke to him directly and intimately.

Dreams come to almost everyone and on occasion may serve to give warning or to suggest some course of action. Visions, on the other hand, appear to be granted solely to special persons. In a vision, heaven and the spiritual realm are presented to the mind’s eye. These visions may involve well-known objects, such as an altar or an olive tree, or they may involve the supernatural, such as cherubim and manifestations of the Divine Being in all his radiant splen​dor. The trance (for indeed there is some sort of crossing from the physical realm to the spiritual) may be only for a short time, as it was for Micaiah (1 Kings 22:19), or for an extended period of time with the prophet bordering on unconsciousness, as in the case of Ezekiel (Ezek. 40-48) and the apostle John (Rev. 1-22).


Receiving God’s revelation was only half the prophet’s responsibility, though. Prophets were to communicate what God revealed to others. Here we find the third Hebrew term—nābi—that became the most often used word translated “prophet.”
 This word focused more on the declaration of God’s revealed message than on the reception of it.
 This word expresses both the function and the essence of a prophet. Simply stated: a prophet delivers a message that is not his own.
 This is seen in the words of Galatians 1:11-12,

I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ. 

This is contrasted by the practice of false prophets, described in 2 Peter 2:1-3,

But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them—bringing swift destruction on themselves. Many will follow their shameful ways and will bring the way of truth into disrepute. In their greed these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up. Their condemnation has long been hanging over them, and their destruction has not been sleeping [emphasis added].


Some make the mistake of thinking that the prophets were primarily social reformers, speaking out against the injustices of their times. While it is true that the prophets in the Bible called for justice in society, they were not social reformers. They were in reality theological reformers, for the emphasis of their message had more to do with the Source than even with the information.
 Once again, the prophets were “men [who] spoke from God” (2 Peter 1:21).
We may conclude, then, that a nabi’ is one who is sent by God to announce his word. A ro’eh is one who is given insight into the past, present, and future. A hozeh is given his message in a vision. Only 1 Chronicles 29:29 uses all three terms in one verse: “As for the events of King David’s reign…they are written in the records of Samuel the seer (ro’eh), the records of Nathan the prophet (nabi’) and the records of Gad the seer (hozeh).”

In this technical sense, there are no prophets today, for God’s self-revelation was completed in Christ and in the apostolic witness to Christ, and the canon of Scripture has long since been closed. In the primary sense of prophets, as vehicles of direct and fresh revelation, this word is no longer valid. There is no longer anyone in the church who may dare to say “The word of the Lord came to me, saying…” or “Thus says the Lord.”

God’s revelation has been finished. The Bible is our all-sufficient guide today. Until the completion of the New Testament, during the apostolic age, prophets gave necessary special revelations and reliable guidance. Since the completion of the Bible, in which di​vine revelation is once-for-all written, the gift of prophecy is now identified with proclamation based on God’s Word.
 In a secondary sense, the spiritual gift of prophecy is exercised by those who preach and proclaim God’s written word. Yet, for clarity’s sake, we must acknowledge that prophets in the precise, biblical sense, no longer exist in the church. God’s way of teaching in today’s church is not by fresh reve​lation but by exposition of his revelation completed in Christ and in Scripture.

So what does this mean for us? 

We ought to hold prophets in the highest regard, as men (and women) chosen by God to be His spokesmen. We ought to hold their prophecies (spoken and written) in the highest regard as well, acknowledging this to be the revelation of God to mankind. As we read and study prophecy, we are not considering the wisdom of man but the Word of God.

Finally, remember this truth that we will repeat from time to time during this series: God never gave prophecy to satisfy our curiosity or to provide us a precise road map for the future. The emphasis of all biblical prophets and their prophecies is to call us to action. We are to stop doing wrong things and to start doing right things. We may have to work through obscure names and strange images at times, but remember that the words of the prophets always called God’s people to action. So when we read prophecy (as with all of Scripture) we should ask ourselves, in the words of Saul in Acts 9:6, “Lord, what do You want me to do?”
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