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    Preface


    

      THE MINOR PROPHETS ARE RICH BEYOND MEASURE. To a person they bring us before Yahweh, who speaks to his people in times of crisis. We have finalized this book during the pandemic, in so many ways just such a time. Without for a moment detracting from the death and pain of this time, the good news from the Minor Prophets is that in such dire times God speaks. There is much sustenance and comfort to be found in these books for such a time as ours.


      The bad news is that in such dire times God speaks. Our hunch is that when, God willing, we look back on the pandemic, we will see that even as it stripped us bare in so many ways, it foregrounded the best and worst behavior. It has also exposed the idols of our time, the cracks in our cultures, and in the process often triggered terrible behavior. At all levels—individual, social, economic, and political—the Minor Prophets proclaim both judgment and hope.


      We are glad to acknowledge the vast amount of excellent work on these books: historical, literary, redactional, and so on. However, this is less so in terms of their message and theology for today. While engaging the full gamut of research on the Minor Prophets, our hope is that this work will help students, laity, academics, and pastors to hear the message of the Minor Prophets and to preach and convey it to our world today. God knows, we need it.


      We note for the reader that there are points of considerable difference between Hebrew versification reflected in the Masoretic Text and English versification of the Minor Prophets. For ease of reading, we have followed convention to list the Hebrew first, followed by the English numbering in square brackets. It will help readers to have a full listing of differences at the outset.


      

        

          Table P.1. Hebrew and English versification


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	BOOK


                	HEBREW


                	ENGLISH


              


              

                	Hosea


                	
2:1-2


                  2:3-25


                  12:1


                  12:2-15


                  14:1


                  14:2-9



                	
[1:10-11]


                  [2:1-23]


                  [11:12]


                  [12:1-14]


                  [13:16]


                  [14:1-8]



              


              

                	Joel


                	
3:1-5


                  4:1-21



                	
[2:28-32]


                  [3:1-21]



              


              

                	Jonah


                	
2:1


                  2:2-11



                	
[1:17]


                  [2:1-10]



              


              

                	Micah


                	
4:14


                  5:1-14



                	
[5:1]


                  [5:2-15]



              


              

                	Nahum


                	
2:1


                  2:2-14



                	
[1:15]


                  [2:1-13]



              


              

                	Zechariah


                	
2:1-4


                  2:5-17



                	
[1:18-21]


                  [2:1-13]



              


              

                	Malachi


                	3:19-24


                	[4:1-6]


              


            

          


        


      


      This volume is the second in a series with IVP Academic. It follows on from Craig Bartholomew and Ryan O’Dowd’s Old Testament Wisdom: A Theological Introduction. Since it was commissioned, a great deal has happened in Heath’s life and Craig’s life. Heath became president of Oklahoma Baptist University, and Craig moved back to Cambridge, UK, where he is the director of the Kirby Laing Centre for Public Theology. Patience, is, as we see in Jonah, an attribute of God, and we are grateful to IVP Academic and Anna Gissing in particular for their patience in waiting for us to complete this work. We are grateful to Jon Boyd and Rachel Hastings for their editorial help in the latter stages of the project. The good news is that the next volume, The Pentateuch: A Theological Introduction, coauthored by Craig Bartholomew and A. J. Culp, is already under commission.


      

    


  









  


    Introduction


    

      

        The riches of the Word of God to be found in the Minor Prophets’ writings are almost inexhaustible.


        ELIZABETH ACHTEMEIER



      


    


    

      THE NEW AMERICAN BIBLE has a fascinating translation of Psalm 89:20 [89:19], namely, “To your friends the prophets you said . . .” “Your friends the prophets” is a creative translation of the Hebrew laḥăsîdêkā, which is more literally translated as “to your faithful ones.” Nevertheless, the NAB translation is helpfully evocative of the close relationship the prophets shared with Yahweh as the ones who received his word and bore it to his people (see Jn 15:15).


      Craig lives in the United Kingdom, where the queen was a figure of fascination, respect, and admiration. Wisely, and necessarily as queen, she kept her private life to herself. Imagine if you were fortunate enough to have become friends with the close friends of the queen. They would provide you with an endlessly fascinating window into the mind of the queen herself. So it is with God’s friends the prophets. They are uniquely given access to God’s mind, but precisely not in order to keep it to themselves but so that they can convey it to God’s people and thus to us. When we come to the Minor Prophets, then, we are standing on holy ground. They grant us the extraordinary privilege of listening in to what God had to say to his Old Testament people at different times in their journey with him, and as such they keep calling us back into his presence and to live today as his people. They usher us into the presence of the God who lays claim to every aspect of our lives and has a great deal to say to his people and thus to us today.


      Among royalty and nobility, a distinction is made between major nobility and minor nobility. It is the major ones, such as the king and the queen, who really count. However, it would be a mistake to approach the Minor Prophets as comparably less significant than the Major Prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. The word minor relates only to the lengths of the books associated with these prophets and says nothing about their relative importance. We do well to remember that the greatest prophet of all, Jesus of Nazareth, never wrote a single book, and yet we would never downplay his role as the prophet par excellence, the Word of God. Nor should we downplay the Minor Prophets. They have an explosive message that we urgently need to retrieve for today. The title of Daniel Berrigan’s delightful work—Minor Prophets, Major Themes—alerts us to the fact that minor is a relative term.1


      

        OF NO EARTHLY GOOD?



        A criticism often made against Christianity is that it is otherworldly and entirely concerned with heaven and thus of no earthly good. While it is true that Christians have at times fallen into the trap of so attending to heaven that they have little to say about the visceral realities of earthly life, the old religious message of the Minor Prophets demonstrates unequivocally that it is untrue of biblical Christianity, with the prophets’ searing attention to social, political, religious, and cosmic issues.


        Amid the crisis of modernity, the limits and shadow side of the Enlightenment tradition—amid its many gifts—are increasingly recognized, but where is a solution to be found? Sociologists such as the late John Carroll are penetrating in their analysis of the crisis but see little hope for a solution in the church and its doctrines.2 Christians who are obsessively focused on heaven may indeed have little to say to contemporary issues of injustice. Not so the Minor Prophets. For example, on acting with justice to our fellow humans, the prophet Amos declares, “Let justice roll down like waters, and mercy like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24). On what is essential for the life of faith, Micah instructs, “He has told you, O human, what is good; and what the LORD requires of you but to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God” (Mic 6:8). On the coming of the Spirit of God and the ability for all God’s people to speak prophetically, Joel exclaims, “And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh” (Joel 2:28).


      


      

      

        LIFE CORAM DEO



        Composed of poetry and prose, the Minor Prophets are masterful works of literature that address the range of human life and the ultimate realities of life and death with unblinking honesty and uncompromising hope. More than dusty artifacts from the ancient past, these texts speak with extraordinary power to the present world. They do so because they disclose the overwhelming reality of Israel’s God, the Maker of heaven and earth, and the covenant God of his people Israel. God is the great one with whom Israel and the nations must deal, ever before humanity as the Creator and Redeemer of all life, including “many animals” (Jon 4:11). Everything human existence comprises—politics, economics, family life, religion—is placed in necessary relation to this God. Coram Deo is a wonderful Latin expression that captures this vision perfectly, life lived before the face of God. In this way, the Minor Prophets can in no way be described as insignificant.


        The Minor Prophets also frame the Jewish and later Christian concepts of a future hope. We witness this in the Minor Prophets’ anticipation of an end to all war (Mic 4:1-5), of comprehensive peace and justice (Amos 5:24; Mic 6:8), of the fate of the wicked (Hab 2:6-20), and the glorious reign of God (Obad 21). If we catch a glimpse of this eschatological vision cast on the canvas of the Minor Prophets, then we will begin to see that the Christian hope is far from inadequate or otherworldly but a meaningful response to the fragility of human experience amid the challenges of history. In these and so many other ways, these texts provide hidden treasure in Scripture, if only we will begin to plumb them for their inexhaustible riches.


      


      

      

        AN UNCOMFORTABLE PRESENCE



        As Israel discovered again and again, having a prophet around can be downright uncomfortable. Prophets have an uncanny ability to point out those areas of our lives where we are comfortable in our sin, and the Minor Prophets are no exception in this respect. Of course, it is no fun having such areas identified, and we, like the Israelites, easily become uneasy and resistant. However, the good news is that the prophets never make us uncomfortable simply in order to be difficult. They identify such areas of our lives in order to get us firmly back on track in God’s ways, and these are the ways to a fully human existence. Even as they say no to our sin, the prophets stand as signposts to life as God intends it, to personal and societal flourishing for all, including animals. Irenaeus famously said, “The glory of God is the human person fully alive,” and it is to such life that the Minor Prophets beckon us. How can we not follow?
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                	Anchor Bible Commentary
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                	Apollos Old Testament Commentary
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                	Beiträge zur Erforschung des Alten Testaments und des antiken Judentums
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                	Beiträge zur biblischen Exegese und Theologie
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                	Biblical Interpretation Series
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                	Catholic Biblical Quarterly
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                	Barth, Karl. Church Dogmatics. Edited and translated by Thomas S. Torrance and Geoffrey Bromiley. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1936–1969
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                	Culture and History of the Ancient Near East
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                	Journal of Hebrew Scriptures
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                	Novum Testamentum Graece, Nestle-Aland, 28th ed.
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  Reading the Minor Prophets with the Church and in the Academy


  

    FROM ITS INCEPTION, the church received the Old Testament as Holy Scripture. The result is that we never read the Minor Prophets de novo but always in the company of that one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church. In this chapter we will explore how the church has read the Minor Prophets and then attend to modern study of them in the academy, much of which has operated apart from Christian faith.1


    It is important to be aware that the early church had access to Hebrew and Greek versions of the Minor Prophets. Jews were scattered across the Mediterranean, and once Alexander the Great conquered Persia, Greek became the lingua franca of his empire, and thus a demand for the Old Testament in Greek grew. Between the third century BC and the first century AD, the entire Old Testament was translated into Greek, and not surprisingly it became the form of the Old Testament used by many Jews and was inherited as such by most Christians. In terms of the mission of the early church, what thereby became the Septuagint was of vital importance.2 After Pentecost, the Old Testament was already available throughout the Roman Empire in Greek, and it provided a vocabulary and language for speaking about Christian faith, thereby laying a foundation for the rapid spread of the gospel.


    

      

        Table 1.1. Order of Minor Prophets in MT and LXX


      


      

        

          

          

          

          

          

            

              	MASORETIC TEXT


              	SEPTUAGINT


            


            

              	Hosea


              	Hosea


            


            

              	Joel


              	Amos


            


            

              	Amos


              	Micah


            


            

              	Obadiah


              	Joel


            


            

              	Jonah


              	Obadiah


            


            

              	Micah


              	Jonah


            


            

              	Nahum


              	Nahum


            


            

              	Habakkuk


              	Habakkuk


            


            

              	Zephaniah


              	Zephaniah


            


            

              	Haggai


              	Haggai


            


            

              	Zechariah


              	Zechariah


            


            

              	Malachi


              	Malachi


            


          

        


      


    


    However, that there were Greek and Hebrew versions of the Old Testament available complicates matters today for textual critics who seek to establish the original version of the text, since the Septuagint is far older than the Hebrew Masoretic Text. In recent decades Old Testament textual criticism has become exceedingly complex, and readers are referred to Ellis Brotzman and Eric Tully’s Old Testament Textual Criticism for an up-to-date and accessible orientation to the subject. With some Old Testament books there are significant differences between the Septuagint and the MT, but fortunately divergence between Greek and Hebrew traditions in the Minor Prophets is not as severe as, say, one finds in Jeremiah.3 As we will see below, a major issue in contemporary studies of the Minor Prophets is whether they are twelve individual books or a collection, namely, the Book of the Twelve. This is a key site of difference in the Greek and Hebrew text traditions.4 In this respect it is worth noting that their order differs in the MT and the LXX, as evident in table 1.1.


    

      THE EARLY CHURCH AND THE MINOR PROPHETS



      The Bible “formed Christians into a people and gave them a language,” Robert Wilken writes. Early, educated Christians knew the great books of the Greek and Roman traditions. “Yet when they took the Bible in hand they were overwhelmed. It came upon them like a torrent leaping down the side of a mountain.”5 These early Christians thus received the Minor Prophets as Scripture, mostly in the Greek manuscript tradition. As an inner-Jewish movement, Christianity was founded on the Old Testament. The Scriptures of Israel “provided the terms and the images, the context, within which the apostles made sense of what happened [in Jesus of Nazareth], and with which they explained it and preached it, justifying the claim that Christ died and rose ‘according to the Scriptures’ [1 Cor 15:3-5].”6 In the early centuries of the Christian church (AD 100–400), the Old Testament became the foundation for presenting Jesus in the economy of God.


      

        For early Christians, the hypothesis [unitive plot of the text] that held together the unwieldy bulk of Scripture was the rule of faith, while Scripture’s skopos [the key purpose of the text] was to convey Christ. When Christians used this rationale, it was because they believed Scripture ultimately derived from a single author, God the Father, through his Son (the Logos) and the Spirit.7


      


      Amid this ecology, the Old Testament provided a prophetic foundation to the reality of God’s salvation in Jesus the Messiah. “There was no Christian understanding of Jesus of Nazareth without a dependence on the Hebrew prophets.”8


      Ignatius of Antioch (ca. AD 35–110) asserts,


      

        But as for myself, the archives are Jesus Christ, the sacred archives are his crucifixion, his death, his burial and his resurrection, and the faith which is through him: in these I wish to be justified by your prayers. . . . But something special comes with the Gospel: the coming of the Savior, our Lord Jesus Christ, his passion, and his resurrection. For the beloved prophets proclaimed him, but the gospel is the completion of immortality. (To the Philadelphians 8.2–9.2)9


      


      In this way, the Old Testament is seen as prophetic of the work of Jesus and his gospel, and it was read as a series of prooftexts or prophecies about Jesus’ messiahship.10 In no small part the Minor Prophets fund that vision. “A good number of the twelve prophets were given prominence in key places of the New Testament, but among the church fathers they were accorded an even more significant role in scriptural exegesis of prophecies pointing to Jesus Christ as the promised Messiah.”11


      In the second to the fourth centuries AD, key texts emerged from the Old Testament to demonstrate truths about Jesus. These “proofs from prophecy” were developed among others in Justin Martyr (ca. AD 100–165) and Eusebius (ca. AD 260–340). Ronald Heine identifies six proofs of prophecy from the early days of the church.12 Two proofs derive from the Minor Prophets: Zechariah 6:12, demonstrating the preexistence of Christ, and Micah 5:1 [5:2], demonstrating the prophets foretold the incarnation by revealing the birthplace of Jesus.


      Based on Zechariah LXX, the early church read Zechariah 6:12 as a prophecy about Jesus’ preexistence: “Behold! A man, ‘East’ [anatolē] is his name, and from beneath him he will rise up [anatelei] and build the house of the LORD” (Zech 6:12 LXX). The man’s name in the Greek is linked to the notion of rising, the east, or the eastern sky. The Greek translator reads something other than the Hebrew, which is not “east” but “Branch” or “Sprout” (ṣemaḥ). The Hebrew term offers a horticultural image; the Greek presents a celestial image. For early Christian interpreters with little Hebrew, the celestial image cast a vision of a heavenly figure who built the house of the Lord; the referent could be understood as the preexistent Christ. This understanding appears in Justin Martyr, Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Eusebius, and Ambrose.13 By contrast, the Hebrew tradition of reading ṣemaḥ is messianic, but not in terms of the preexistence of Jesus. Rather, the term indicates the “Branch” of the Davidic house that will be anointed and appointed by God for his redemptive purpose. This can be applied typologically to Jesus, as the messianic priest-king who builds the house of the Lord.14


      The second key prophetic proof of Jesus’ ministry comes in Micah 5:1 [5:2], which speaks of Bethlehem as the birthplace of the Davidic king. Micah 5:1 [5:2] was important for the Christian church precisely because of its geographic specificity. Tertullian, Origen, and Eusebius each use the specificity of Bethlehem to argue that the Messiah could only be born in this place, not in any other; moreover, no one in Jewish history was born there that could fit the leadership role of the anointed king of Israel (“messiah”) except Jesus (not even David!). Thus, this text demonstrates the incarnation of Jesus in this place (Bethlehem) at this unique time in history.15


      The major patristic and medieval works on the Minor Prophets are listed in table 1.2.


      

        

          Table 1.2. Influential Patristic and Medieval commentaries on the Twelve Prophets


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	AUTHOR


                	SCOPE OF COMMENTARY


              


              

                	Origen (ca. AD 184–253)


                	
all Twelve Prophets


                  (known to Eusebius but lost)



              


              

                	Didymus the Blind (ca. AD 313–398)


                	Zechariah


              


              

                	Jerome (AD 340–420)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Theodore of Mopsuestia (AD 350–428)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Cyril of Alexandria (AD 378–444)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Theodoret of Cyrus (AD 393–458)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Venerable Bede (672–735 AD)


                	all Twelve Prophets (written but lost)


              


              

                	Išoʿdad of Merv (ca. AD 850)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Monks of the Abbey of St. Germain, authorship unclear: Haimo of Halberstadt (died ca. AD 855) or Remegius of Auxerre (AD 841–908)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Theophylact of Ochrid (AD 1088–1120)


                	Hosea, Jonah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Micah


              


              

                	Rupert of Deutz (AD 1075–1129)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Andrew of St. Victor (AD 1110–1175)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Glossa Ordinaria (twelfth century AD onwards), authorship unclear: Gilbert of Auxerre (d. 1134) or Ralph of Laon (d. 1133)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Albertus Magnus (AD 1200–1280)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


              

                	Nicholas of Lyra (AD 1270–1349)


                	all Twelve Prophets


              


            

          


        


      


      While the church fathers are agreed in seeing the Minor Prophets as a major source for the disclosure of Christ, the difference between Alexandrian and Antiochene readings must be noted, as seen, for example, in the contrast between Theodore of Mopsuestia and Cyril of Alexandria. Wilken speaks of allegorical interpretation as inevitable, but this inevitability is placed in question by the far more historical interpretation of the Antiochene fathers, such as Theodore of Mopsuestia.16 In his work on Theodore, Rowan Greer notes of allegorical exegesis, “The exegesis by means of fulfilment of prophecy . . . tends so to see all events in terms of their fulfilment, that the events themselves become unimportant and meaningless. Prophecy then becomes not a speaking to the contemporary scene, but purely prediction of events to come in the distant future.”17 The Antiochenes disagreed with the Alexandrians on how to determine what the Old Testament is saying. Whereas Origen followed Philo in resorting to allegory, “The Antiochenes, beginning at least with Lucian, Eusebius of Emesa, and Eustathius of Antioch, strongly opposed Origen, believing that an interpreter should always stay with what the text actually states. Theodore became the leading spokesperson for this critical viewpoint, being especially concerned about what is the right standard for interpreting the Christian Scriptures.”18


    


    

    

      THE MINOR PROPHETS AND MODERN BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION



      The Renaissance in Europe prioritized the original languages in biblical interpretation as well as in classical resources. The priority of going back “to the sources” (ad fontes) resonates in the work of Reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin.19 These Christian leaders exhibit pastoral sensibilities in their interpretation of the Minor Prophets, always and ever engaging the biblical text from the reality of God’s salvific work in Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah, and the community of the Christian church that Jesus instantiates. In this way, it is appropriate to argue that Luther and Calvin read the Minor Prophets as participants within the divine drama of redemption in Christ rather than on the outside of it. They sit firmly within the scope of traditional Christian interpretation.20


      Yet, Luther and Calvin nonetheless represent transitional figures in the history of interpretation of the Minor Prophets on the way toward modern biblical interpretation. On the one hand, they were interested in interpretation in the original languages (especially Hebrew exegesis of the prophetic books) and were interested in the historical situations of the prophetic books. On this front, they can be marshaled as exemplars of modern biblical interpretation. On the other hand, they remained radically committed to each of the Minor Prophets as testifying distinctively within the unified testimony of Scripture to proclaim Christ, albeit with different emphases: Luther with his law-gospel dialectic, and Calvin with a covenantal structure to the Old Testament leading to Jesus Christ. In this they represent the best of what we find in premodern biblical interpretation. And they cannot be marshaled as exemplars of modern biblical interpretation in the historical turn, if one means by this historical events disconnected from the economy of divine providence.


      Regarding Christian interpretation, one should note that, on the whole, they align with the Antiochene tradition rather than the Alexandrian. This is immediately apparent when one reads Calvin on the Minor Prophets. David Puckett notes, “Calvin was uncomfortable with traditional Christian exegesis of the Old Testament promises because he believed interpreters were wrong to ignore the historical circumstances in which the promises were originally given.”21


      The great strength in the history of interpretation is the indelible link forged between the Minor Prophets and Jesus of Nazareth. A weakness—albeit one addressed by the Antiochenes, the Reformers, and their followers—is a potential failure to hear the witness of the Minor Prophets first on their own terms. In many ways historical criticism helpfully retrieves this historical dimension; alas, it overcorrects and easily ends up losing the link with Jesus and the New Testament.


      When modernity took hold in the West, it manifested itself in every discipline, including biblical studies. Amid the diversity in modernity, the radical Enlightenment came to dominate, and it was extremely wary of the role of religion in the great public spheres of life, including the university.22 Whereas in Marxism and the Soviet Empire religion was clearly identified as the enemy, in the West religion was tolerated but privatized. In the public spheres of life and in academic studies, autonomous reason should reign supreme as the royal route to truth.


      Christian scholars responded to this challenge in different ways. Some accepted the epistemic foundation(s) provided by the Enlightenment and were comfortable leaving their faith at the door of their studies and lecture rooms.23 Others were more critical. A perennial temptation of believers was to withdraw into Pietism, a temptation that evangelicalism fell afoul of for the first half of the twentieth century.


      For those who remained committed to rigorous academic study of the Bible, the new developments could not be ignored. The historical turn in biblical studies, with its method of historical criticism(s), dominated all major universities by the start of the twentieth century. As we will see below, historical criticism brought immense gains to study of the Minor Prophets. However, it had a shadow side, which believing scholars struggled to come to grips with.


      The historical turn: Historical criticism and the Minor Prophets. With the historical turn in biblical studies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, scholars probed the words and the experiences of prophets to get behind the text to their authentic core and genius. Heinrich Ewald’s influential account of prophets appeared in the 1830s. He believed the prophet received a vision from God for his time, and his inner spirit was captivated by the divine vision so that he could do nothing but communicate the message to the people of his day.24 Those influenced by Ewald (e.g., Bernard Duhm) saw the historical-critical work of profiling the prophet as essential to discerning between authentic, early prophecy and the later, inauthentic tradition that grew from the early prophet.


      Duhm’s The Theology of the Prophets (1875) established modern study of the prophets in the academy and is our starting point for how the Minor Prophets have been read since then.25 Duhm saw the prophets as geniuses whose spiritual insight came from their direct encounters with God. Prophets were unique and specially gifted to communicate their spontaneous vision to contemporaries. Religious ritual, legal material, and a theocratic state were later innovations developed in the Persian period but did not represent the high point of prophecy.26 For Duhm, the purest forms of prophetic speech emerged early in Israel’s history, and they were then incrementally encumbered by innovations and tradition. Duhm applied his insights to the Minor Prophets both in his The Theology of the Prophets and a later translation of the Twelve.27 Duhm’s scholarly program launched source-critical analysis of the prophetic books, including the Minor Prophets. Scholars became interested in which early sources informed later sources and how these sources were brought together into the form of the text in which we now find them.


      Sigmund Mowinckel built on Duhm’s research, but he was interested in tradition and in the social contexts, especially the cult, which he argued provided the matrix for prophetic speech.28 Mowinckel adapted his tradition-historical method from his doctoral supervisor, Hermann Gunkel. In Mowinckel’s understanding, the Minor Prophets did not begin as a book but as short, individual sayings infused with tradition. These sayings were spoken orally and then later inscribed as written sayings. Scribes or other prophets spliced together these sayings with other material to form prophetic passages and then individual books. Later scribes or prophets spliced these into the corpus of the Twelve Prophets. For Mowinckel, the goal of interpreting the Minor Prophets was to explore the entire process so as to determine the growth and development of the tradition.


      A focus on individual, orally delivered and then (later) written sayings within the growth of a tradition comprises the work of form criticism on the Prophets. A central figure in this respect is Claus Westermann, whose Basic Forms of Prophetic Speech (1964) was foundational and continues to influence research. Westermann contended that the most basic genre of prophetic speech is one in which a divinely appointed prophet of Yahweh pronounced judgment against an individual or nation. The phrase “thus says the LORD” indicates the “messenger formula,” and it has an analog in the ancient Near East, particularly Mari texts (see chap. 2).29 The oral forms Westermann recognized are listed in table 1.3.


      

        

          Table 1.3. Forms of prophetic messages


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

             

                	PROPHETIC GENRES


                	KEY FEATURES


                	EXAMPLES FROM THE MINOR PROPHETS


              


              

                	Prophetic utterance


                	Hebrew: nĕʾūm YHWH, “utterance of Yahweh.” The most basic genre in prophetic speech. This phrase can occur at the beginning, middle, or end of a prophetic word from God to a person or group.


                	Hos 2:15 [2:13], 18 [16], 23 [21]; 11:11; Joel 2:12; Amos 2:11, 16; 3:10, 15; 4:3, 6, 8, 9-11; 9:7-8, 13; Obad 4, 8; Mic 4:6; 5:9 [5:10]; Zeph 1:2-3, 10; 3:8; Hag 1:13; 2:4, 14, 17, 23; Zech 1:4; 2:9 [2:6], 14 [10]; 8:17; 10:12; 11:6; 12:4; 13:8; Mal 1:2


              


              

                	Messenger speech


                	Hebrew: kōh ʾāmar YHWH, “thus says the LORD” or ʾāmar YHWH, “says the LORD.” Used in prophetic books, it indicates God’s speech to the prophet as well as the prophet’s self-identification as the spokesperson and messenger for God. The messenger speech suggests a word-for-word disclosure of God’s message to the audience through the prophet.


                	Amos 1:3, 5-6, 8-9, 11, 13, 15; 2:1, 3-4, 6; 3:11-12; 5:3-4, 16-17, 27; 7:17; 9:15; Obad 1; Mic 2:3; 3:5; Nahum 1:12; Hag 1:2, 5, 7; 2:6, 11; Zech 1:3-4, 14, 16-17; 2:12 [2:8]; 3:7; 6:12; 8:2-4, 6-9, 14, 19-20, 23; 11:4; Mal 1:4


              


              

                	Oracle/


                    pronouncement


                	Hebrew: maśśāʾ, “oracle.” The maśśāʾ oracle in prophetic superscriptions especially is a generic term for a divine revelation given to a prophet. Such oracles achieve two things: (1) they identify and reveal God’s intentions in human affairs, and (2) they provide direction for human response in the light of God’s revelation.


                	Nahum 1:1; Hab 1:1; Zech 9:1; 12:1; Mal 1:1


              


              

                	Judgment oracle


                	Announcement of judgment or disaster on individuals, groups, or nations. This genre contains four basic aspects: (1) introduction to the judgment, (2) statement of the reasons for judgment (the accusation), (3) a logical connector (often Hebrew lākēn or ʿal-kēn, “therefore”) linking the statement of disaster and the rationale for the announcement of judgment/punishment that will follow, and (4) the judgment/punishment that will be meted out.


                	Hos 2:7-9 [2:5-7]; Amos 1-2; 4:1-2; 7:14-17; Mic 1:2-7; 2:1-4, 9-12; 3:1-4; 6:9-16; Zeph 2:8-11; Hag 1:1-11; Zech 7:8-14


              


              

                	Oracle against nations


                	A kind of judgment oracle, but this form is directed against foreign nations who threaten Israel or Judah, or those nations that do not meet the standard of Yahweh’s justice and righteousness.


                	Amos 1-2; Joel 4:4-8 [3:4-8]; Obadiah; Nahum


              


              

                	Disputation text


                	Hebrew: rîb. The disputation takes on the characteristics of a trial in which Yahweh is the prosecutor and judge. Clearly, the offending party is the defendant. No set pattern emerges, but God brings a disputation against the defendant, and God is the arbiter of the complaint.


                	Hos 4; Mic 6


              


              

                	Woe oracle


                	Hebrew: hôy. This is a critique of a specific action of an offending party. Two basic elements emerge in the oracle: (1) an introductory exclamation using hôy, “woe!” followed by a participle or noun describing the actions/attitude in question; and (2) additional elements that give further specificity to the situation of the critique.


                	Hos 7:13; Amos 6:1-7; Mic 2:1; Nahum 1; Hab 2:6-20; Zeph 3:1; Zech 11:17


              


              

                	Prophetic instruction


                	This prophetic instruction is a didactic form used to provide guidance to individuals and groups. Often it is associated with priestly instruction in the light of a specific question and emerges with characteristics of wisdom instruction.


                	Hag 2:11-13; Mic 6:6-8; (Hab 2:1?)


              


              

                	Prophetic liturgy


                	These liturgies encompass prayers, complaints, and hymns and use cultic language and terminology as well as theophanic elements, suggesting that these liturgies were developed and perhaps performed.


                	Joel 1–2; Nahum 1; Hab 3


              


              

                	Salvation oracle


                	A counterpart to the judgment oracle, this is a message of restoration or salvation by the hand of Yahweh. It is composed of three elements: (1) notice of the situation that will lead to a change, often including the Hebrew particle yaʿan kî, “because”; (2) an announcement of salvation or blessing, often including the Hebrew lākēn, “therefore,” followed by a statement of disaster that will not occur; and (3) Yahweh’s act of salvation and/or blessing. In some cases, the reassurance ʾal tîrāʾ, “do not fear,” appears as well.


                	Hos 1:10–2:1; Joel 2:21-22; Obad 17-21; Mic 2:12-13; 4:1-5; Nahum 1:12-15; Zeph 3:14-20; Hag 2:4-8, 20-23; Zech 8:20-23; 9:9-17


              


              

                	Messianic oracle


                	A variation on the salvation oracle, this is a specific message of future hope that depicts a future messianic king anointed and appointed by Yahweh for his task of just rule and deliverance.


                	Hos 3:5; Mic 2:13; 5:1-8; Zeph 3:15; Hab 3:13; Zech 9:9; 14:9, 17; Mal 1:14


              


            

          


        


      


      Toward the literary turn. James Muilenburg praised the achievements of form criticism, but he supplemented it with rhetorical criticism.30 Because form criticism tended to fixate on conventions, to separate form from content, and to isolate small units from the broader literary context, it neglects the “individual, personal, unique, particular, distinctive, precise, versatile, and fluid features of the text.” Form criticism was unable to assess the intentionality of Hebrew composition, the “structural patterns, verbal sequences, and stylistic devices that make a coherent whole.”31


      Muilenberg’s goal was to address these limitations with rhetorical criticism. Rhetorical criticism (1) defines “the limits or scope of a literary unit, to recognize precisely where and how it begins and ends.” One recognizes textual limits by assessing form and content. (2) Rhetorical criticism then discerns structure in the text by exploring component parts within it and delineating rhetorical devices “employed for marking, on the one hand, the sequence and movements of the pericope, and on the other, the shifts or breaks in the development of the writer’s thought.” Rhetorical devices are identified by assessing, inter alia, particles, adverbs, interjections, and conjunctions. Stylistic and narrative analysis are important as well (including intertextuality): “The narrators and poets of ancient Israel and her Near Eastern neighbors were dominated not only by the formal and traditional modes of speech of the literary genres or types, but also by the techniques of narrative and poetic composition.”32


      Sometimes dubbed new form criticism, rhetorical criticism in the Minor Prophets is extraordinarily fertile, emerging in the late 1960s and persisting to the present day.33 In rhetorical criticism, one notes a literary turn toward the Minor Prophets away from purely historical study of these texts. A recent collection of essays devoted to the written-ness of prophetic texts and their compositional design speaks to the stability of this approach in assessing the Minor Prophets.34


      Rhetorical criticism thus signals a move toward an analysis of the Minor Prophets as literature. Literary studies analyze the Minor Prophets as artifacts: they are literary art and should be read and interpreted in relation to their aesthetics.35 Literary studies of the prophets explore the vitality of poetics, parallelism, metaphor, imagery, sound and sense, and other features common to close reading of biblical prophets. One witnesses this kind of application to the Minor Prophets in, for example, the landmark Zephaniah commentary of Adele Berlin, Herbert Mark’s literary analysis of the Twelve Prophets, Francis Landy’s literary reading of Hosea, and works devoted to poetics in both individual prophetic books and the Minor Prophets as a whole (e.g., plot development, characterization, narrative techniques, metaphor, poetry and parallelism, imagery, intertextuality, and thematic explorations).36


      Comparably, some scholars explore unifying themes and concepts in a literary/synchronic reading of the Minor Prophets, rather than purely diachronic explorations offered in historical criticism. Paul House and Edgar Conrad execute literary readings of the corpus of the Minor Prophets thematically (House) and the Twelve within the Latter Prophets (Conrad).37 House’s work is thematic, while Conrad focuses on the role of the reader in a synthetic analysis of the text.


      Raymond Van Leeuwen and Ruth Scoralick assess how, in diverse ways, the self-disclosure of Yahweh emerges in the Minor Prophets through the thematic repetition of Exodus 34:6-7 in Hosea 1:6; Joel 2:13; Jonah 3:9; Micah 7:18-20; and Nahum 1:2-3. These and other texts that allude to Yahweh’s attributes lend to the Twelve a thematic unity.38


      In separate studies, Rolf Rendtorff and Paul-Gerhard Schwesig assess the significance of the day of Yahweh as a significant theme in most of the Minor Prophets.39 One finds mention of it in Hosea 9:5; Joel 3:4 [2:31]; Amos 5:18-20; Obadiah 15; Micah 2:4; Habakkuk 3:16; Zephaniah 1:7-16; Haggai 2:23; Zechariah 14:1; Malachi 4:1 [3:19]. At this point, it suffices to note that in its presentation in the Book of the Twelve, the day of Yahweh is an event of the revelation of Yahweh where he enacts judgment and/or salvation for Israel and/or the nations. We shall say more about the day of Yahweh in chapter six.


      Finally, Jason T. LeCureaux argues that the theme of return and restoration is a unifying theme in the Minor Prophets.40 The language of šûb as “restore/return” emerges as prominently as the day of Yahweh. See, for example, Hosea 11; Joel 4:1, 4, 7 [3:1, 4, 7]; Amos 9:11; Obadiah 1:15; Micah 4:8; 5:3 [5:4]; Nahum 2:3 [2:2]; Zephaniah 2:7, 10; 3:20; Zechariah 9:12; 10:6, 9; Malachi 3:7.


      The literary turn did not mean historical criticism ceased, and in redaction criticism of the Minor Prophets the literary and historical came together.41 Redaction criticism attends not to the original prophet who uttered the words of prophecy but rather (akin to tradition history) how scribes received, interpreted, and reinterpreted earlier prophecy for their day, editing earlier texts to compose a new prophetic text for new generations. In the twentieth century especially, redaction criticism assessed how individual prophetic books in the Minor Prophets developed and were edited together. Marvin Sweeney provides a helpful overview of redaction criticism of each book in the corpus, as does the recent edited volume by Jakob Wöhrle and Lena-Sophia Tiemeyer.42


      In the late twentieth century, however, redaction criticism attended to the editing and growth of the entirety of the Minor Prophets as a unified, composite book. As early as 1921, Karl Budde argued that the editing of the Minor Prophets leaves us unable to see the form and nature (“Gestalt und Persönlichkeit”) of each individual prophet in his own time.43 He argues that the prophetic books in the Minor Prophets tend to strip away biographical details (he explores Hosea, Amos, and Micah), leaving the prophets sitting loose to history. When we read the book of Amos or Hosea, for example, we do not read the words of an originating prophet or his biographical experiences, but rather we read the perspectives of later editors that refract the former words of Amos or Hosea and incorporate them into a final scribal composition that comprises the book called Amos or Hosea within a corpus called the Minor Prophets (“the Twelve”). For Budde, the scribal activity was completed in the third or fourth centuries BC, and the scribes deleted the biographical profiles of the prophets so that Yahweh’s voice predominated. Budde argues that the theological focus in the editorial process made the Twelve a more sacred book.44


      Scholars respond in various ways to Budde’s basic hypothesis of the editing of the entire corpus.45 If the individual books are edited, and if the edited books are brought together into one Book of the Twelve, then perhaps the edited volume should be read as a whole instead of one by one. In fact, the ancients may have viewed the Minor Prophets as a unified book. Among Jewish interpreters, these prophetic books were read in some way as a collection. Jewish rabbis identified the Minor Prophets simply with the moniker terê ʿāśār, “The Twelve,” indicating the collection of these twelve smallish prophetic books ought to be understood in some way together. The Jewish text of Sirach (ca. 200 BC) reflects this disposition in Sirach 49:10. In this text, the “bones of the Twelve prophets” comfort Jacob with words of hope. The prophets in view are the Minor Prophets or “the Twelve,” providing a message of hope for God’s people.


      Indeed, some explore the Minor Prophets not only as twelve individual prophetic books but also as an anthology that can be read as one book. James Nogalski offers a comprehensive redaction-critical exploration of the Minor Prophets.46 He argues for an early “Book of the Four,” namely, portions of Hosea, Amos, Micah, and Zephaniah as well as a collection of Haggai–Zechariah 1–8. Scribes united the twelve prophets together through intentionally repeated terms (“catchword chains”) that tie the corpus together. For example: Hosea 14:2 [14:1] // Joel 2:12; 4:16 [3:16] // Amos 1:2; 9:12 // Obadiah 19, 1 // Jonah (messenger to nations); Jonah 4:2 // Micah 7:18-19 // Nahum 1:2-3; 1:1 // Habakkuk 1:1; 2:20 // Zephaniah 1:7.47 The book of Joel is key to Nogalski’s argument. In his estimation, the entire corpus gains significant shape with the addition of Joel and the editorial activity to the other books that went along with the Joel layer. It serves as the literary anchor to the remainder of the Minor Prophets.48


      Others nuance Nogalski’s approach. Christopher Seitz recognizes the fertility of redactional models but presses beyond them to read the Twelve Prophets canonically, taking the edited nature of the Twelve as foundational for a canonical and theological reading. In so doing, Seitz builds on the impetus of Brevard Childs.49 For Seitz, a canonical reading of the Twelve (indeed, of the prophets) opens up theological associations between texts, framing divine agency and human response. Thus the Twelve Prophets becomes an index to identify divine, rather than merely human, intentions for Israel and the nations. History is not about excavating the lives of the prophets or the history of Israel in the Twelve, but rather the Twelve is understood as projecting an economy of divine action in past, present, and future.


      Returning to redaction criticism, Aaron Schart agrees with Nogalski on many points, but for him the touchstone book is Amos rather than Joel. He argues for a six-step model of editorial development by which the final form of the Twelve gained its shape.50 Amos and Hosea were combined, then a Deuteronomistic editor added Micah and Zephaniah to compose the Book of the Four prophets. Nahum and Habakkuk then were added, followed by the Haggai–Zechariah corpus. Joel and Obadiah were then brought into the corpus, with Jonah and Malachi finalizing the process.


      Dissatisfied with previous models because they neglect the redactional development of the individual books in concert with the redaction of the Minor Prophets as a whole, Wöhrle explores each individual book’s redactional history (except Hosea) and relates these to the development of the Twelve in its entirety. He confirms a Book of the Four and the Haggai–Zechariah 1–8 corpus. However, his model proceeds along an eight-step process of editorial growth to arrive at the final shape of the Twelve.51 This brief overview barely scratches the surface, as German-speaking scholarship (especially) continues to explore redactional models for the Twelve.


      However, some are not as convinced by redactional models for a unified Book of the Twelve. Tchavdar Hadjiev asserts, “The ‘Book of the Twelve’ was not rediscovered but (re)invented by modern scholarship.”52 Similarly, Ehud Ben Zvi thinks that the Twelve ought to be read as a compilation, or anthology, of twelve individual prophetic books, without reference to redactional models.53 Ben Zvi argues that even if individual books in the Twelve occur on a single scroll (a Book of the Twelve), as evidenced by some Dead Sea Scrolls, a unitary scroll does not necessitate a unified internal reading logic, demonstrated by catchword chains or the like.54 The Twelve is a collection of individual prophetic books with distinctive contributions. Peterson, too, remains unconvinced that the diversity of models described above provide a clear picture of the redactional development of the Twelve along a unified theme. In his view, the Twelve is an anthology devoted to the theme of the day of the Lord, without committing one to the redactional models described above.55


      In this volume, we focus on the individual messages of the Minor Prophets and then secondarily correlate these messages within the corpus of the Twelve. In this way, we read these prophetic books as a kind of anthology. We recognize redactional models as we go along, even giving preference to one or another redactional model within the volume at certain points. However, we believe that the anthology model makes best sense of the material. Secondarily, we correlate these individual prophetic books as productive co-texts that can and should be read alongside one another. We also explore what happens when these books are read corporately rather than only individually.56


      The theological turn. The literary turn in biblical studies was followed by the postmodern turn, with its wild pluralism and smorgasbord of methods. Insofar as the literary turn attended to the books of the Minor Prophets as coherent literary wholes, it presented a major change to historical criticism. However, before the literary turn could be fully appropriated, the postmodern turn was upon us. It yielded a bewildering variety of readings of the Minor Prophets, including deconstructionist, ideological of many sorts, psychoanalytic, and so on.57 While too many of these have been examples of eisegesis rather than exegesis, they have provided fresh insights, and we will refer to these where relevant in the chapters that follow. Postmodernism challenged the hegemony of historical criticism but retained its basic presuppositions so that even as postmodernism has waned, historical criticism remains the default mode of much study of the Minor Prophets.


      With its diversity, postmodern interpretation opened the door again to religion in biblical studies. Not surprisingly, therefore, a minority approach called theological interpretation developed, building on the seminal theological interpretation of Karl Barth, and Brevard Childs’s canonical criticism. This theological turn, in our view, introduces the possibility of fresh readings of the Minor Prophets that draw on all the insights of historical criticism and the literary turn, but it makes the goal of its work listening for God’s address through the Minor Prophets today. Theological interpretation is a broad movement but at its best is read from faith—thus rejecting the epistemic foundations of the Enlightenment—to faith—thus leveraging all our academic resources toward attending to God’s address.


      Each of the approaches offered in the academy demonstrates some gains. However, our approach in this volume will be to integrate literary, historical, and kerygmatic aspects in the service of theological interpretation. Although we note some historical development of biblical books within and across the Twelve, our main goal is to ascertain the theology of the Twelve not by excavating the world behind the text or the historical development of the Twelve (whether as a unified corpus or as individual books). Our entry into understanding the theological presentation of the Minor Prophets is through a close reading of the biblical texts, their communication strategies, and the world they project and invite us to indwell. Where intertextuality between texts, shared themes, and motifs appears throughout the Twelve, we will explore it to understand more fully how these texts present the God disclosed in these books.


      To this end, we must embrace the fact that the Minor Prophets/the Book of the Twelve takes the reader on a journey from the eighth century BC through Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, and Persian dominance in the ancient Near East. It is a journey of delight, horror, and hope. These texts display the vagaries of the kingdoms of Israel in the north and Judah in the south, the exile of the northern kingdom and southern kingdom, and finally the restoration period after the exile.


      The Minor Prophets thereby present a microcosm of Israel’s history, and these texts depict Yahweh governing history, calling Israel and the nations to account. Those who are “wise” (Hos 14:10 [14:9]) are invited to trust in Yahweh’s plans because of his justice. God orchestrates history as a movement of judgment and redemption, from the monarchy in the eighth century BC to the Persian period in the fifth century BC. In this movement, God works toward redemption for Israel and the nations. As he is king over his creation (Amos 4), the Twelve present Yahweh’s comprehensive attentiveness to all of life: humanity, nations (Zeph 3; Mal 1), land (Hos 2:20-25 [2:18-23]), and beasts (Joel 1:18). The Twelve instill hope within its readers that Yahweh will restore creation in the future through his reign. This future emerges through metaphors, images, and distinctive language in the Twelve.58 In the meantime, the Minor Prophets expects their readers to be formed and transformed by his word so that they might live well and rightly before God, by faith.


      The New Testament provides a fuller context to hear the Twelve as Christian Scripture and reveals the cohesion of the biblical witness. For this reason, each of our chapters on the Minor Prophets will draw attention to New Testament reception and adaptation of the Twelve Prophets as they disclose Jesus of Nazareth, who is the focus of the revelation of God.59
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  The Ancient World of Prophecy


  

    ISRAEL WAS AN ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN NATION, and the Old Testament comes to us through Yahweh’s immersion in its life. The result is that the literature of the Old Testament is similar to and dissimilar from that of the ancient Near East. The Minor Prophets thus emerge from the world of prophecy within the ancient Near East. Israel came onto the historical scene relatively late in the history of the ancient world, and prophetic material from it spans the second millennium BC to the Persian period (roughly 2000–400 BC). Thus, if we want to understand the Minor Prophets more fully, it is helpful to understand prophecy in the ancient world and the empires in which it emerged.


    

      CONCEPTUALIZING PROPHETS AND PROPHECY IN THE ANCIENT WORLD



      Biblical prophets, like their ancient Near Eastern analogs, speak for deities and relate intimately to the divine. Israel’s prophets proclaimed the word of Yahweh, and ancient Near Eastern prophets spoke for the myriad of deities in the ancient world. The earliest sources for prophecy derive from the middle of the third millennium BC to the end of the fifth century BC.1 These regions include upper and lower Mesopotamia to the land of Canaan.


      Jonathan Stökl relates the role of prophet to a broader group he calls “diviners.” This broader designation enables one to divide prophetic actions into discrete categories. In the ancient Near East one finds “technical diviners,” or those who are trained in specific skills—whether interpreting dreams (dream divination) or examining entrails or livers of animals (haruspicy and extispicy), celestial movements (astrology), or the like to discern divine will, fortune, or ill. These technical diviners are complemented by “intuitive diviners.” These are diviners who need not be trained with a technical skill such as astrology or haruspicy, but they receive a divine message for an individual or group. Stökl provides a taxonomy of diviners, adapted in figure 2.1.2
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          Figure 2.1. A taxonomy of diviners in the ancient world


        


      


      

        From general to specific, Diviners has 2 branches: technical and intuitive. Technical branches into dream interpreter and augurer. Intuitive branches into dreamer and prophet.


      


      In this framework, prophets of Israel and Judah should be classified as intuitive diviners. Some of Israel’s prophets exhibit characteristics of dreamers (e.g., the prophet Zechariah, who experiences dream-visions), but overwhelmingly Israel’s prophetic heritage exhibits those who hear from God and deliver God’s messages to individuals or groups (such as Amos, Hosea, Habakkuk, Jonah, etc.).


      What was the communication structure(s) of divination? Thomas Schneider clarifies this question for ancient divination, and we adapt his work in table 2.1.3


      

        

          Table 2.1. Schneider’s Communication Structures for Prophecy


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	I


                	II


                	III


                	IV


              


              

                	explicit message


                	implicit message


                	explicit message


                	explicit message


              


              

                	external addressee


                	external addressee


                	external addressee


                	internal addressee


              


              

                	h » H » G » H » h


                	H » g » H » h


                	G » H » h


                	G » h


              


              

                	4 communication acts


                	3 communication acts


                	2 communication acts


                	1 communication act


              


              

                	oracles


                	divination


                	prophecy


                	dreaming


              


              

                	Note: h stands for passive human receiver of the divine message; H stands for the active human diviner; G stands for the active deity/god who speaks; g stands for the passive divine will as is interpretable from omens.


              


            

          


        


      


      Note that the complexity of interaction between human(s) and divine interchange decreases as one moves from the left of the table to the right. In the most complex divination act (situation I), the human goes to a priest to receive an oracle about a query. The priest then goes to the deity to request direction or an answer and then relays this back to the petitioner. In situation II, the diviner engages astrology or extispicy (or some other means) to determine the will of the gods.4 Once known, the diviner communicates that to the interested party, often a royal figure. In situation III, the deity addresses the prophet with a message that the prophet must then in turn relay to an individual or group. Finally, in situation IV, the deity engages an individual (a prophet or another individual) through a dream, which may or may not be interpreted by the dreamer.5


      Despite marginal evidence of situations I, II, and IV, without doubt most prophetic communication in the Minor Prophets presents situation III: God speaks to the prophet, who in turn addresses the message to an individual or group (or both). The prophets of Israel and Judah speak the messages of God to the people of God and to outsiders, as in Jonah, captured by formulaic phrases that reinforce the prevalence of situation III in the Minor Prophets: “word of the LORD” (dəbar YHWH: 40x); “thus says the LORD” (kōh ʾāmar YHWH: 43x); “utterance of Yahweh” (nəʾūm YHWH: 40x).6


    


    

    

      THE GODS OF THE PROPHETS



      How did the ancient peoples view their deities? The prophets of Mesopotamia and the Transjordan spoke on behalf of multiple deities in their polytheistic pantheons. So too with the Canaanites, Israel’s most immediate neighbors. These deities exerted authority over elements in the natural world, human skills and culture, and life and death. High deities (El and Asherah) copulated and procreated various sons and daughters who were also divine beings. Far from secular/sacred distinctions we see in the modern world, the totality of existence for the ancients was awash with the divine.


      This list of Canaanite deities pales in comparison with Mesopotamian religion. The University of Pennsylvania worked with an international team to catalog the gods and goddesses of ancient Mesopotamia.7 Due to limitations of time and funding, the project only cataloged the fifty most significant deities in the pantheon. But the earliest accounting of the Mesopotamian pantheon (2600 BC) lists no less than 560 deities.8


      The Mesopotamian pantheon reveals how the ancients viewed their world as infused with gods. Each element in the material world was a part and an extension of the divine order of things. Deities could battle one another and contest one another’s will, even taking on the characteristics of one another. If the high god Enlil gave a decree of judgment against a city, no deity could thwart it. As a result, the Mesopotamian patron deities were known to lament the downfalls of their cities.9


      Patron (or national) deities were thought to protect and provide for the city-state in which they were worshiped: Chemosh was the patron deity of Moab, Marduk was the patron deity of Babylon, Hadad was the patron deity of Damascus, Aššur was the patron deity of Nineveh, and so on.10 Patron deities conspired with the royal house, authorizing the king’s authority. For instance, in Babylon this close connection between king and patron god was renewed and invigorated each year at the New Year’s festival (the Akitu festival).


      Patron gods could be defeated in battle by another deity, leading to the desecration and sacking of the patron god’s shrine in their own city. One finds evidence of these kinds of defeats in the city-lament tradition of Mesopotamia.11 While patron deities were thought to protect their cities and people, from the evidence of the city-lament tradition, patron deities could be stripped of their authority by the power of the high god in the pantheon.


      How does this map onto the conceptual world of Israel’s prophets? Zephaniah’s initial prophetic word is suggestive. Yahweh is the Creator God of the universe and the covenant God of Israel. Distinct from their ancient Near Eastern neighbors, Israel’s prophets collapsed both the decree of destruction and the activity of the foe onto Yahweh rather than differentiating it to two deities. This was an outcome of Israel’s view of Yahweh, the supreme God of creation and covenant, the high god and the patron God of Israel. Unlike the patron deities in the Mesopotamian city laments, in prophetic texts (and in the biblical book of Lamentations) Yahweh is never overpowered or coerced to abandon his sanctuary by another, more powerful deity. Rather than differentiating the loss of Jerusalem and its decree for destruction as two deities—a high god and a patron deity—monotheistic orthodoxy understood Yahweh as the agent of destruction as well as the one who suffered the loss of his sanctuary (in the place of the patron deities).12 In light of the devastation of the city and cult, there remained therefore an implicit hope in the deity.


      If this is how gods are viewed in the ancient world, how then does prophecy relate to ancient peoples’ views of the divine? What did prophecy look like, and who could prophesy? To these questions we now turn.13


    


    

    

      PROPHECY IN EGYPT



      Prophecy of the situation III sort described above was not present among the Egyptians.14 Some forms of prophetic activity like situation III were possible prior to the Hellenistic age in Egypt, but any evidence of it has been lost.15 Thus there would not appear to be much value in comparing Israel’s prophetic literature and Egyptian texts, because they do not share a common heritage.16 However, it is worth remembering that in the Old Testament, Moses is the prophet par excellence, and if we take his historicity seriously, as we do, then Moses’ prophetic ministry stands in sharp contrast to the religion of Egypt.


    


    

    

      PROPHECY IN MESOPOTAMIA



      With a close connection between temple, palace, and prophecy, prophets in Mesopotamia served as royal advisers. They accessed the heavenly realms via ecstatic utterances, augury, extispicy, haruspicy, or astrology in order to legitimize the crown (ensure proper succession, etc.), to warn the court of unforeseen outcomes or the fallout of a decision (war, tariff, etc.), or to justify royal action.17


      In our survey of prophecy in Mesopotamia, we will start from the earliest evidence in Old Babylonia, including the vast material from the ancient location of Mari. The city-state of Mari lay on the west bank of the Euphrates River, and it was significant in northern Mesopotamia until Hammurabi of Babylon destroyed the city between 1760 and 1757 BC. For twelve hundred years, Mari existed as a major cultural site, evidenced by the roughly fifteen thousand tablets unearthed by archaeologists in the 1930s, affording a vivid picture of ancient Mesopotamian prophecy.18


      Prophets in ancient Mesopotamia performed specific functions related to temple and palace, and they can be categorized into professional and occasional roles (see table 2.2).


      

        

          Table 2.2. Prophets in Old Babylonia


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	PROFESSIONAL PROPHETS IN OLD BABYLONIAN TEXTS


              


              

                	āpilum


                	function in the royal court as spokespersons for the gods


              


              

                	(bārû)


                	(technically trained in various forms of divination, such as extispicy)a


              


              

                	(tupšarru)


                	(technically trained as scribes, but the term is used to describe celestial diviners)b


              


              

                	nabû


                	possible technical diviner and precursor to the Israelite nabî


              


              

                	LAY PROPHETS IN OLD BABYLONIAN TEXTS


              


              

                	
muḫḫûm


                  and


                  qammatum



                	cultic personnel, likely linked to a specific shrine, who give a spontaneous message from a deity through ecstatic performance and is often linked to lament


              


              

                	
assinnu


                  kurgarrû



                	cultic personnel, likely linked to a specific shrine, who give a spontaneous message from a deity through ecstatic performance, perhaps linked with music and dancing


              


            

          


        


        

          aWith Stökl, we do not include this figure in our study, as we are exploring (primarily) intuitive divination (prophecy) rather than technical divination.


          bJohn H. Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament: Introducing the Conceptual World of the Hebrew Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 264.


        


      


      We place the bārû and tupšarru in parentheses in table 2.2 because of their fit with “technical divination” rather than intuitive divination, or prophecy proper. Therefore, these two kinds of diviners do not mirror prophecy found in Israel or Judah.


      The āpilum, by contrast, represent professional spokespeople for deities (situation III). They emerge in the Mari texts and performed specialized functions. In the Mari texts, these were the only figures able to send correspondence to the king. Stökl characterizes the āpilum as agents in a “royal advisory service” whose primary function was to give the king and other leaders divine information that would help them make decisions.19 They lived in and around the royal court and were able to go to other regions, cities, and temples to communicate to diverse parties on behalf of the crown and their representative deity. In terms of royal succession, military advance, or significant state decisions, the crown would consult the āpilum to receive divine guidance as they deliberated. Sometimes the āpilum were sent out on military excursions.


      Unlike the āpilum, lay prophets in Old Babylonia enjoyed careers other than prophecy. The muḫḫûm were cultic personnel related to specific shrines (probably the deity Ištar). They did engage in strange behavior; one text describes a muḫḫûm consuming a living lamb.20 Muḫḫûm may have enacted their utterances in an altered state of mind (which may explain consuming a living lamb), but that is unclear.21 Mari texts indicate that muḫḫûm experienced spontaneous and ecstatic experiences; the muḫḫûm appear in texts that relate to lament as well, which may signify that they had a special role in Mesopotamian laments. They do interact with the king, especially in texts related to the monthly ritual of Ištar, and likely they served the deity Ištar. The qammaum may have been a distinctive kind of female muḫḫûm.22


      The assinnu, like the muḫḫûm, were cultic personnel and prophesied only occasionally. In the Mari texts, assinnu often appear with the kurgarrû (likely cultic personnel as well). Some argue these groups were homosexual or transgendered persons and because of this could traverse planes of existence (physical-spiritual, heaven-earth, etc.). However, this suggestion is uncertain. It is best to see these groups as belonging to the broad category of lay prophets, likely serving at the temple of Ištar and engaged in ecstatic prophecy. Because they are associated with Ištar, some of their activity was related to the warlike tendencies of the deity they revered.23


      Neo-Assyrian archives provide ample evidence for prophecy during the seventh century BC.24 The material derives from the royal archive of Nineveh, and their oracles are addressed primarily to the kings Esarhaddon (681–669) or Assurbanipal (668–627), sometimes to the queen mother. As a result, prophetic activity is primarily presented as giving advice to the royal court, often encouraging the court to “fear not” or to go forward with a decision (battle, war, or the like). The goddess Ištar features prominently in these letters. Prophets designated in this material are noted in table 2.3.


      


        

          Table 2.3. Prophets in Neo-Assyrian Texts


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	raggimu/raggintu


                	male and female spokespersons for Assyrian deities that function (apparently) similarly to āpilum


              


              

                	maḫḫû


                	cultic personnel, likely linked to a specific shrine, who give a spontaneous message from a deity through ecstatic performance and is often linked to lament; analogue to the Old Babylonian muḫḫûm


              


            

          


        


      


      Raggimu are analogs to the āpilum, but it is not clear whether they were linked primarily to the temple or royal palace. However, like the āpilum, they spoke to the royal court in letters and give oracles to the king. This leads us to believe that they were associated with the palace and functioned as royal advisers who inquired of the deity for guidance to deliver to the court.25 The maḫḫû carry an analogous role to the Old Babylonian muḫḫûm, lay prophets primarily associated with the temple and cult and only occasionally prophesying through ecstatic utterance.


      Old Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian sources show Mesopotamian prophecy functioned primarily to legitimize and advance the interests of the kingdom. The will of the deity (Bel, Ishtar, Nabu, El, Shamas, Sin, Marduk, or another god) was subsumed into the action of the royal court. In this way, Mesopotamian prophecy did little to critique royal designs or the aspirations of the crown. John Walton rightly claims, “Divination in the ancient Near East was focused on the legitimation of the king and the current regime.”26


    


    

    

      PROPHECY IN THE TRANSJORDAN



      Prophets emerged among other nations and people groups surrounding Israel and Judah. North and east of Israel, the Zakkur stela celebrates the victory of King Zakkur over King Ben-Hadad III of Damascus and his coalition forces in the eighth century BC. Zakkur was the king of the Syrian cities of Hamath and Luash. In the text, the coalition armies gather against Zakkur, and he asks Baalshamayn (“the Lord of Heaven”) for help. Baalshamayn responds to Zakkur through “seers and through visionaries,” encouraging him to “fear not” and proceed with victory in battle.27 Like the Old Babylonian predecessors, seers and visionaries informed royal action: he should not fear because divinity has given the battle into his hands.28


      Moving south toward Israel and Judah, we see evidence of the most significant Iron Age II prophet, Balaam, son of Beor. Balaam is known in archaeological evidence from the site of Deir ʿAlla, where an eighth century BC inscription depicts the actions of Balaam, son of Beor, a “seer” (ḥzh).29 In this inscription, Balaam undergoes a vision in the night in which the gods come to him, and he sees a divine being like El, the Canaanite high god of the pantheon. The vision speaks of impending doom. After receiving the vision, Balaam wept, fasted (mourning actions associated with prophecy), and proclaimed to the people the vision he received.30


      Balaam’s message of doom is presented in terms of ominous ecological signs (clouds without light, birds of prey circling overhead, and mangled baby birds) and horrible reversals (hyenas receive instruction, adolescent foxes laugh at wise men, a poor woman mixes expensive myrrh). Balaam’s message presents a dark and topsy-turvy world of doom. The gods have decreed, in their power, an inversion of the natural order of things, and Balaam must communicate this dire news. There is mention of action against the king (“I have punished the king”), but the identity of the king or his people remains unclear. This dark and ominous word of doom comes to Balaam unsolicited. The text reads, “The gods came to him during the night,” and he must face their word of doom. In the night vision, El sits as the high god of the pantheon of gods, and the text indicates that Balaam responds to the entire weight of their message.


      Balaam’s oracle is a message against a king, and therefore it is possible that his words were designed to counteract a king’s authority rather than purely legitimate it. Balaam is known as a prophet for hire who was supposed to pronounce doom against Israel but eventually spoke a word of blessing from Israel’s God.


    


    

    

      PROPHETS AND PROPHECY IN ISRAEL



      In the light of what we have seen in the ancient world, how does prophecy in Israel compare? First, prophets in Israel, as in the ancient world, were understood as spokespeople for the divine. Israel’s prophets stand within the stream of tradition of intuitive diviners who mediate between gods and humans. Through dreams and experiences with the gods, prophets in both the ancient world and in Israel share a common heritage.31 This fact is unsurprising, as the cultural world of Israel did not drop, as it were, from the sky. Still, despite the similarities, Israel’s prophets and prophecy are distinct from their ancient Near East neighbors in significant ways.


      Terminology for prophets. Prophets are known in the biblical material by a variety of terms: “prophet” (nbyʾ), “seer” (rʾh), and “visionary” (ḥzh).32 We get a glimpse of at least two of these terms in a brief aside by the narrator of 1 Samuel 9:9: “Formerly in Israel, when one went to inquire of God, he said, ‘Come, let us go to the seer’ [rʾh], for the prophet [nbyʾ] was formerly called a seer [rʾh].” These terms may have something to do with different functions: the “seer” (rʾh) may been an intuitive diviner rather than a technical diviner. It may be that the “seer” (rʾh) was an independent prophet who had links with other prophetic groups or guilds called the “sons of the prophets” but not with the royal court; the “visionary” (ḥzh) was a diviner of the royal court (especially in Judah); the “prophet” (nbyʾ) was a catchall term that encompassed the work of both “seer” (rʾh) and “visionary” (ḥzh) as well as other activity.33


      Alongside this terminology, prophetic activity has a story in Israel. In the early days, various figures are identified as prophets, though these figures never identify themselves as such: Abraham (Gen 20:7), Moses (Deut 34:10), Aaron (Ex 7:1), Miriam (Ex 15:20), Deborah (Judg 4:4), Samuel (1 Sam 3:20), and Gad (1 Sam 22:5). These figures intercede on behalf of others (Gen 20:7), receive visions or dreams from the deity (Num 12:6; see also Deut 13:1-5), speak God’s word with dancing and music (Ex 15:20), inquire of God through technical means (1 Sam 28:6), and (most prevalent) receive a word from God (Ex 7:1; see also Deut 18:15-22).


      The words from Amos 3:7 are instructive: “Indeed, the LORD Yahweh does nothing unless he reveals his counsel to his servants, the prophets.” The word of God has been given, and the prophet is to speak the word: “A lion has roared: Who will not fear? The LORD Yahweh has spoken: Who will not prophesy?” (Amos 3:8). The prophets of Israel speak the word of Yahweh.


      Social location of the prophets. Prophets remained tethered to the life and times in which they lived and the diverse conditions for which they contended. As reflected in the Twelve, prophets could be rich, poor, city or rural folk, priests and everyday people. Amos was a shepherd from Tekoa. Habakkuk may have been an urban priest. Haggai lived in Judah under a Persian occupation force, as did Zechariah. Biblical prophets came from diverse backgrounds, were not restricted to a specific social class, and may have been called by God to prophesy at any time. Although they could be from the north or south, most of the prophets we find in the Minor Prophets are associated with the south.


      Actions of the prophets. Prophets spoke the word of Yahweh to encourage or denounce priests, leaders, king, the populace writ large, or even other nations. This fact radically distinguishes Israel’s prophets from Mesopotamian ones. Rather than being instruments of the throne, prophets were instruments of Yahweh’s will, and whenever God’s people were tempted to turn from action that pleases Yahweh, Yahweh raised a prophet to denounce such waywardness. It mattered little whether that person or group was in leadership or not.


      Gender of the prophets. Prophets could be male or female. The twelve prophets of our study are male, but male prophets were not universal in ancient Israel. Female prophets appear in texts that belong to nearly every age in the biblical testimony. Moses and Aaron’s sister Miriam is described as a prophetess in Exodus 15:20-21. In the days of the judges, prior to the monarchy, Deborah is called a prophetess (Judg 4:4). A prophetess emerges in Isaiah 8, where the prophet Isaiah conceives a son with his wife, the “prophetess” (Is 8:3). Isaiah’s wife was a prophetess during the reign of Ahaz, king of Judah. Apparently female prophets persisted to the late monarchy in Judah, as the prophetess Huldah appears at the discovery of the law scroll in the reign of Josiah (2 Kings 22:14). In Joel, the salvation oracle of Joel envisions a day when all will prophesy with the power of the Spirit of God: “Then afterward I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; 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” (Joel 2:28-29 NRSV [MT 3:1-2]).


      The collection of the prophets. However the lives of Israel’s prophets unfolded, aspects of the prophetic experiences were inscribed in texts, compiled in scrolls, and arranged into collections. This is especially true for the Minor Prophets. The Minor Prophets are a book of books; each individual work is theologically meaningful on its own but theologically enriched through intertextual and thematic interchange with the rest of the books in the Twelve. Thus, both the individual and corporate messages of the Minor Prophets are taken into account in the following chapters.
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  Hosea


  YAHWEH: LOVER AND LION


  

    MARRIAGE IS THAT MOST INTIMATE RELATIONSHIP that Genesis 2:24 evocatively describes as becoming “one flesh.” Nowadays divorce is often seen as a necessary stepping stone in one’s personal growth. However, as divorcées know only too well, divorce is never a celebration, even when necessitated by the ongoing unfaithfulness of one of the partners. Particularly when triggered by unfaithfulness, divorce opens up an unprecedented range of agonized emotions as the one flesh is ripped apart. Hosea, the opening book in the larger Book of the Twelve, uses the metaphors of marriage and divorce to evoke the seriousness of Israel’s unfaithfulness, its dire consequences, and the Lord’s pathos as Israel’s God, as her lover.1


    

      HOSEA AND HIS CONTEXT



      The word order is unusual in Hosea 1:1, opening as it does with “The word of Yahweh.”2 This is the “proper title of the book,” and what follows is grammatically subordinate to it.3 As in Joel, Micah, and Zephaniah, the collective singular refers to the whole book and locates its origin in Yahweh. This title reminds us that in Hosea we are dealing with the word of the living God. However, the prophetic word was always spoken in and to a particular context, and to understand Hosea it is essential to take the details of Hosea 1:1 seriously. Such superscriptions are common in the prophetic books (see Is 1:1; Jer 1:1; Amos 1:1; Mic 1:1; Zeph 1:1), although not all the Minor Prophets contain them. “The word of the LORD that came to Hosea son of Beeri during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and during the reign of Jeroboam son of Joash king of Israel” (Hos 1:1 NIV).


      Knowing what we do about these kings, we know that Hosea prophesied around the middle of the eighth century BC. He began his public ministry during or soon after that of Amos and was a contemporary of Isaiah and Micah. Most but not all of Hosea’s prophecies are directed toward the northern kingdom as it headed down the tumultuous slope toward the punishment of exile at the hand of Assyria in 722/1 BC. Judging from the list of southern kings in Hosea 1:1, the “kings of Judah,” Hosea must have prophesied for some thirty-eight years, although nothing is known about him apart from this book. He exercised his ministry during the tragic final days of the northern kingdom, during which the six kings following Jeroboam II (Zechariah, Shallum, Menahem, Pekahiah, Pekah, Hoshea) reigned within twenty-five years (see 2 Kings 14:23-27).4


      Silence can be deafening, and already in the superscription we have a sense of God’s anger with the northern kingdom in the omission of the names of the kings following Jeroboam II. Micah similarly omits them in his superscription: “Like the other prophets of the eighth century BC, Isaiah and Hosea, he omits their names because they usurped I AM’s throne through assassinations; they set themselves up but not by I AM’s prophetic designation (Hos 8:4).”5


      Assyria was the great and brutal power of the day,6 and Menahem notoriously accepted it as overlord and paid tribute to it. Soon after this, Israel was dismembered by Assyria as a result of the intrigue of Pekah, who succeeded to the throne by murdering Menahem’s son, Pekahiah. Only the territories of Ephraim and western Manasseh remained under the Israelite king’s jurisdiction, and then, as a result of Hoshea’s disloyalty, Samaria was captured and its people exiled in 722/1. Thus the northern kingdom came to an end. There is no indication in Hosea that he lived to see the demise of the northern kingdom, and it would thus appear that his ministry lasted at least until shortly before the northern kingdom went into exile.


      Hosea means “He has helped,” formed from the perfect hiphil of yšʿ (“to help or deliver”). As we will see from his book, there is some irony to this name, since his main concern is Israel’s apostasy and the coming judgment. Hosea’s father’s name was Beeri, but apart from what we learn about Hosea in this book, we know nothing else about him. It has generally been assumed that Hosea was a northern prophet who was born and lived in the northern kingdom. He certainly is well acquainted with what is going on in the north, and because he repeatedly refers to the northern kingdom as “Ephraim,” it is suggested that he came from this tribe. However, Judah—the southern kingdom—is included in his prophecies, and unless we take such references to be later additions, Hosea clearly had the whole of Israel in mind even as he focused in particular on the north. We are told what we need to know, and that, it turns out, is quite remarkable enough. In order for Hosea to function as a prophet to Israel, he had to experience something of God’s own pain.


    


    

    

      THE BOOK OF HOSEA



      While we gain access to the historical ministry of Hosea in his times as we explore his words in their historical context, it is important to remember that in the final form of the book a—at least—double trajectory is in view.7 The story of Hosea’s marriage—described in the third person in Hosea 1 and thus not by Hosea himself—and the record of his prophecies were brought together into a single book after the conclusion of his ministry and are preserved in this way for later generations, the second trajectory. The title of the book, “The word of Yahweh,” alerts us to the fact that what God did and spoke through Hosea has ongoing relevance for future generations. Undoubtedly, the first audience after the north would have been the southern kingdom, which was itself taken into exile in 587/6. As we will see, the substantial use of Hosea in the New Testament alerts us to the continuing validity of the book as God’s word for his people.


    


    

    

      OUTLINE



      As noted above, Hosea has a superscription or title (Hos 1:1) introducing the prophet and his context. Hosea 14:10 [14:9] functions as an epilogue or conclusion. Between these two, the book has two major sections. Hosea 1–3 deals with Hosea’s marriage and children as metaphors for understanding Israel’s relationship with Yahweh. Hosea 4–14 contains prophetic speeches in which Hosea brings Yahweh’s case against Israel and Judah. As Andrew Dearman notes, “A theme for chs. 4–14 comes in the court case (rîb) announced by Yahweh against Israel in 4:1-3. Most of what follows in 4:4–11:11 is a variation on the theme of Israel and Judah’s culpability and coming judgment.”8 Hosea 11 and Hosea 14 in particular sound notes of hope. In this way Hosea 4–14 provides a recapitulation of the themes of sin-judgment-renewal in Hosea 1–3.9


      Hosea has a small number of introductory and concluding markers, so it is hard to be sure of the literary structure. Our proposed structure is as follows.10


      

        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Hosea 1:1


                	Title


              


              

                	Hosea 1:2–3:5


                	Hosea’s marriage and children, and Yahweh’s marriage to Israel


              


              

                	Hosea 4:1–14:9 [4:1–14:8]


                	Yahweh’s case against Israel


              


              

                	Hosea 14:10 [14:9]


                	Conclusion


              


            

          


        


      


    


    

    

      HOSEA 1–3: HOSEA’S AND THE LORD’S MARRIAGES



      Hosea 1–3 brings Israel’s unfaithfulness to dramatic expression. Hosea 1:2-9 is a third-person prose account of Hosea’s marriage and children. Hosea 2 extends this to Yahweh’s relationship with Israel in a prophetic speech in which Yahweh addresses Israel directly in the second person.11 Hosea 3 is first-person narrative in which Hosea recounts how he was instructed to love his wife, Gomer, again even though she had moved in with another man. The move from third person to second person to first person creates a growing dramatic intensity until in Hosea 3 we receive a powerful sense of what loving his unfaithful wife, Gomer, meant in practice for Hosea. As the reader reflects on Hosea’s pain, we are meant to be aware of how we are often unfaithful to one greater than Hosea.


      “When Yahweh began to speak”: Hosea 1:2-11. Literally, the Hebrew of Hosea 1:2a is, “The beginning of the word of Yahweh through Hosea.” “That came to” in Hosea 1:1 is typical vocabulary in the Old Testament for authentic divine revelation. “To speak through Hosea” alerts us to the fact that, like Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Jonah, it is the totality of Hosea’s experience and ministry that is revelatory. But, as with the shock of God’s command to Jonah to “Go to Nineveh,” nothing prepares us for the command God gives to Hosea as he sets his prophetic ministry in motion: “Go marry a promiscuous woman and have children with her.”


      Not surprisingly, commentators have struggled with this verse. Historically, many have interpreted the account of Hosea’s marriage allegorically, primarily in an attempt to escape the implication that God calls on his prophet to marry a prostitute. God’s command does not specify a particular woman, and it seems that Hosea is free to choose among many. But the fact that the woman is named as Gomer, daughter of Diblaim, subverts an allegorical reading.12


      A more helpful question is that of the precise meaning of ʾēšet zənûnîm (“a promiscuous woman”). Multiple suggestions have been proposed:


      

        	

          A young woman given to prostitution.


        


        	

          A woman inclined toward adultery: zənûnîm could be an abstract plural indicating a trait or spirit but not necessarily one acted on.


        


        	

          A metaphorical-ritual interpretation according to which Gomer had received the marks of one who had participated in the Canaanite bridal rite of initiation. As part of the Canaanite cult of fertility, virgins were required to have intercourse with a stranger in the temple precincts. Symptomatic of Israel’s idolatry, such practice was widespread, and in this respect Gomer would not have been exceptional but an average, modern, young Israelite woman.13


        


      


      Among Hosea’s hearers and readers, the twist in the tale is that any shock in relation to Yahweh’s command and its morality is that Israel is guilty of far worse. Yahweh’s covenant relationship with her is an exclusive one like marriage, and “this land is guilty of unfaithfulness to Yahweh” (Hos 1:2).


      Hosea 1:4-8 deals with the three children born to Hosea and Gomer, namely, a son called Jezreel, a daughter called Lo-Ruhamah, and a second son called Lo-Ammi. Strange names, even in Hebrew, but pregnant with symbolic significance. Jezreel, literally “God sows,” was the name of the fruitful plane between the highlands of Samaria and Galilee. “With such a provocative riddle Hosea’s prophetic ministry began, which was in the year 750 at the latest.”14


      In Hosea 1:4-5 Jezreel functions in two place-related ways: God will visit the blood of Jezreel—a reference to Jehu’s massacre of the idolatrous pro-Ahab forces there—on the house of Jehu, and it is there that he will break Israel’s military power, her “bow.” Jehu was anointed by Elisha to become king of the north and to execute vengeance on the Baalism there.


      Most translations and commentaries interpret Hosea 1:4 as God asserting that he will punish the northern kingdom for the massacres by Jehu. This is strange since Jehu was anointed by Elisha’s messenger to wipe out the Baalism in the north and is commended in 2 Kings for doing so. Thus, according to Hans Wolff, in Hosea’s period there was no connection to the Elisha narratives, and Hosea interprets Jehu’s revolution differently from that of the circle around Elijah and Elisha (2 Kings 10:30). However, if Wolff’s interpretation is right, this is not a new word on the attacks on Baalism but a contrary one. It would be strange indeed for God to relate his coming judgment on the northern kingdom to Jehu’s actions against the Baalists in this way, when the northern kingdom has succumbed to the very idolatry that Hosea will prophesy against.


      Literally, Hosea 1:4 reads, “and I will visit/avenge the blood of Jezreel on the house of Jehu and I will destroy the kingship of the house of Israel.” A clue lies in that the visiting of the blood of Jezreel on the house of Jehu is linked to the destruction of the northern kingdom. The one and only northern king mentioned in Hosea 1:1 is Jeroboam son of Joash. “Son of Joash” links Jeroboam to Jehu’s line, Jeroboam being the last king of Israel recognized by Yahweh. But as we learn from 2 Kings, Jeroboam II intensified the idolatrous behavior already tolerated by Jehu. There is irony at work here—the northern kingdom, ironically in Jehu’s line, has become like the house of Ahab, and just as it was destroyed, so too will the northern kingdom be destroyed.15 Unlike the names of the following two children, “Jezreel” is somewhat ambiguous, and as the child grew his name must have caused the Israelites to reflect on their past and what happened at Jezreel. In this sense it is akin to many of Jesus’ parables: Let those who have ears to hear, hear! Jehu is a symbol of God’s no to idolatry, and as the names of the next two children reveal, Yahweh is about to say no again in no uncertain terms.


      Hosea’s daughter is named Lo-Ruhamah, meaning “not loved” or “no-mercy,” because God intends to cease acting in love toward the northern kingdom. Somewhat later Hosea has another son, and his name is even more disturbing: Lo-Ammi means “not my people” and amounts to a declaration of divorce from Yahweh.16 One can only imagine the effect on Hosea and the Israelites of observing these children growing up. Wolff writes, “In the marriage from which the children came, the guilt of faithless Israel lived before his [Hosea’s] very eyes. The children with these peculiar names forced the people to hear the word of Yahweh, since they raised questions that elicited from the prophet again and again . . . those words which had been divinely entrusted to him.”17


      Remarkably, amid this strong declaration of judgment and divorce, we find in Hosea 1:7, 2:1-2 [1:10-11]; 2:16-25 [2:14-23] declarations of hope for Israel. In Hosea 1:7 God will show love to Israel and save it. The strong statement of divorce in Hosea 1:8-9 is followed by a declaration that yet the Israelites will be like the sand on the seashore, and in the place where “Not my people” was pronounced they will be called children of the living God. Hosea 1:11 and Hosea 2:16 [2:14] evoke the idea of a new exodus, with God bringing his people up out of the land again (Egypt) and alluring her in the desert. Hosea also concludes with a vision of hope (Hos 14:4-8).


      How are we to understand this strange juxtaposition of judgment and hope? Among modern scholars, it has been common practice to separate the hope element from the judgment one and discern different sources or redactional layers underlying them. However, this is highly speculative, and this pattern, strange as it may appear to us, is common throughout the prophets. There are two answers to this issue. The first is that until the judgment falls there is always hope of repentance from Israel and grace from God. Hence the exhortations in Hosea 2:4 [2:2] to the Israelites to rebuke their mother (Israel) for her adultery. The very fact that Hosea warns of coming judgment holds within it the possibility of change and repentance before it is too late. Using the image of Israel as Yahweh’s promiscuous, adulterous wife, Hosea 2 goes out of its way to stress God’s repeated efforts to constrain his wife and to restore her to a right relationship with him. Indeed, a noteworthy characteristic of Hosea is the relative absence of introductions to Yahweh’s speeches, so that he is portrayed as speaking directly to his adulterous wife, Israel.18 Hosea is also called to embody this patient persistence of Yahweh by buying Gomer back again from prostitution and adultery (Hos 3).


      Second, the reference to great numbers—“like the sand on the seashore”—is a reference to the promise to Abraham and the patriarchs (Gen 22:17). In the next chapter we will exegete Hosea 2:4-23 in detail. Suffice it here to note that this promise will not fail, and just as God now sows judgment (Jezreel), so the day will come when he sows grace. This eschatological dimension looks beyond the punishment of exile that is to come.


    


    

    

      THE CHARGE AGAINST ISRAEL: HOSEA 4–13



      Hosea 4–13 is made up of typical prophetic speeches in which Hosea repeatedly sets out the Lord’s charge—Hosea 4:1 uses the Hebrew term for a legal case (rîb)—against Israel. The Hebrew is difficult at points, but the overall message is crystal clear: Israel has been unfaithful, and judgment is coming. Today’s reader finds the repetitive nature of these chapters somewhat tedious. Theologically, however, this very repetitiveness is instructive, indeed performative.19 Again and again . . . and again God warns his people, but to no avail. It is not possible after reading these summaries or extracts from Hosea’s long, thankless, and painful ministry to argue that God was rash in his judgment of the northern kingdom.


      We will not review Hosea 4–13 in detail but rather identify the major themes that emerge in these chapters. Throughout the book, the powerful metaphor of adultery casts its shadow. Literally, Israel is promiscuous in its pursuit and worship of other gods (see Hos 4:12, 13, 17; 5:11; 7:14; 8:5, 6; 9:10; 10:5, 8; 13:1, 2). Unlike today, Israelites were not in danger of becoming atheists but were highly religious. The problem was their idolatry and syncretism (Hos 11:7) and consequent “lack of inwardness,” as Wolff describes it. They did not follow Yahweh and his ways faithfully. Baal worship is identified as the major problem (Hos 2:11 [2:8], 13 [16], etc.), and the high places (Hos 4:13) as well as the shrines of Gilgal and Beth Aven (Hos 4:15; 9:15) are singled out as places of idolatry. Beth Aven means “house of wickedness” and is a play on the name Bethel, which means “house of God.” Hosea 4:13 is particularly evocative of the Israelites’ promiscuity: they sacrifice to Baal wherever possible.


      In Hosea Baal has become a collective name for the Canaanite deities. Hosea stresses that contrary to wayward Israel’s belief, worship of Baal will not secure a fertile land and will not produce the new wine and food that she loves so much. Israel has forgotten that the grain, the new wine, and the oil come from Yahweh and not from Baal (Hos 2:8). Part of the punishment will be that the resources of the land will wither and dry up, with drastic implications for animal life as well (Hos 4:3). Hosea 4:3 refers intertextually to Genesis 1 with its three places of land, skies, and sea. In a judgment motif of uncreation, the inhabitants of all three places will be swept away. There is terrible collateral damage to the judgment of evil. The Baal cult also involved literal prostitution as a means of promoting the fertility of the land (Hos 4:14).


      In the twentieth century there was much discussion among scholars as to the basis on which the prophets indicted Israel. Much of this stemmed from the view that the covenant was a late development in Israel. In our view this is false, and the covenant is rightly traced back to Moses and the events at Mount Sinai (Ex 19–24), and it is striking in Hosea how clearly he refers to the covenant as the basis for the lawsuit he brings against Israel (and Judah—see Hos 12:2).20 The word covenant, bərît, first occurs in Hosea 2:18 in the passage we will examine in the next chapter. However, it is in Hosea 6:7 and Hosea 8:1 that the charge against Israel is clearly articulated: they have broken the covenant and rebelled against Yahweh’s law (tôrâ).


      The covenant at Sinai bound the Israelites into a legal relationship with Yahweh whereby he committed himself to be their God and they agreed to be his people and to live in obedience to him. The pentateuchal laws that follow the covenant at Sinai give expression to how the Israelites are to live as his people. At the heart of these is the Decalogue. Hosea finds Israel guilty of breaking both the first and second tablets of the law. Central to his indictment is the breaking of the first commandment (Ex 20:3), as noted above. Having the living God in one’s midst was a tricky business, and not surprisingly the first three commandments deal with how Israel is to relate to, or in Hosea’s language, to “know” God (Hos 4:6; see also Hos 2:22 [2:20]). However, the second tablet, which deals with how we relate to our neighbors, is also clearly in view.


      As with the Decalogue, so in Hosea abandonment of Yahweh has catastrophic consequences for interpersonal relationships. The breaking of the first tablet of the law inevitably leads to transgression of the second. Hosea 4:2 contains a list of five infinitive absolutes that refer to forbidden activities all relating to one’s neighbor and akin to the second table of the law:


      

        	

          1. ʾlh (cursing) refers to the cursing of another person by the ceremonial invocation of Yahweh’s name, specifically forbidden by the third commandment (Ex 20:7).


        


        	

          2. kḥš (lying) refers to deceiving and cheating a neighbor, especially in relation to the lawcourts and in business (see Ex 20:16, 17).


        


        	

          3. rṣḥ (murder) refers to premeditated murder (see Ex 20:13).


        


        	

          4. gnb (stealing) first of all signifies kidnapping in the Old Testament, a crime worthy of death (see Ex 20:15; 21:16).


        


        	

          5. nʾp (adultery) denotes adultery, specifically forbidden in Exodus 20:14.


        


      


      The five infinitive absolutes evoke in a graphic way the relational breakdown in Israel. This theme is found throughout the book. In Hosea 6:7-9 the reference to breaking the covenant is immediately followed by descriptions of bloodstained footprints, with even bands of priests engaging in murder.


      Indeed in Hosea the leadership of Israel is singled out for accountability. In Hosea 4 the lack of knowledge among the Israelites is related to the failure of the priests who have exchanged the glory of God for something disgraceful and have turned their sacred duty into a business, feeding on the sins of the people. In Hosea 5:1 the Israelites are sandwiched between the priests and the royal house. Hosea 5:10 notes, “Judah’s leaders are like those who move boundary stones,” a crime condemned in the Torah. The result is that in Hosea 7 the people have become like the leaders, and they fire one another up to become depraved. After the death of Jeroboam II, the monarchy in the north was notoriously unstable, as noted above, and in Hosea 7–8 Israel is castigated because they set up kings without God’s approval (Hos 8:4); none of the rulers call on God (Hos 7:7), and ironically the people devour their self-appointed rulers (Hos 7:7).
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