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Introduction


When people read the biblical books of the prophets, it is understandable that they are often puzzled. Are the prophets speaking to our modern times? If so, what are they saying? If not, why should I read them? These questions point to an even more fundamental question: How do the books of the prophets function as meaningful Scripture today? To help us answer this question, I contend that there is a “lost world” connected with prophecy that needs to be recovered in order to guard against misunderstanding. Moreover, from observing the many ways that prophetic texts are used and sometimes misused in popular contexts and in churches, I maintain that a book recovering that lost world is needed to discern the purpose of these prophetic books and prevent us from misunderstanding and misuse.

Readers who have previously encountered my Lost World series know that these books address biblical topics that are of current popular (not just academic) interest. The books offer a fresh, close reading of the Old Testament to draw out observations sometimes overlooked or simply not part of popular awareness. This textual work is then supplemented by informed knowledge of the cultural context of the ancient Near Eastern world. The details of interpretation are worked out in accordance with a consistently applied methodology that finds God’s authoritative message in the text as being contained in the communication as it was understood by the human instruments (speakers or writers) and their audience(s). In this way these books are working out the principle that the Bible is written for us but not to us. The case is then presented in a series of propositions that move the reader through a logical sequence of the principal points of discussion.1 A fresh reading of the prophetic books of the Old Testament and a comparison with information from the ancient Near East can potentially provide new avenues of awareness for modern readers that will help them reclaim the message of the prophets for their lives but also serve as a guide for avoiding potential misuse.

What are these areas of potential misuse? Throughout this book, I contend that we esteem too highly our ability to construct the future from the biblical prophets, and in the process the true message of prophecy is lost. In my experience in the church, little attention is given to prophecy, with two notable exceptions. The first and foremost exception is that prophecy is studied with a focus on eschatology—the shape and sequence of the end times. Prophecy conferences promoting such a perspective may not be as common today as they were in the late twentieth century, but they still occur, and the mindset has not changed significantly. People remain interested in the end times as they construct their detailed timelines and systems and argue with those who might construct different timelines or propose different systems.2 Premillennial constructions vie with amillennial interpretations. Prophetic and apocalyptic texts remain the centerpiece of such endeavors. I will explore this approach to evaluate its validity.

The second exception that brings prophecy to the attention of churchgoers is when prophecy is used for the purposes of apologetics, most commonly to prove that Jesus is God. Apologetics books offer annotated lists of dozens—or hundreds—of prophecies “fulfilled by Jesus.” These passages are enlisted to prove that the Old Testament is the Word of God (knowing the future) and to prove that Jesus should be considered to be God (as the one in whom the prophecies were fulfilled). Admittedly, the New Testament authors themselves use the Old Testament prophets to undergird the identification of Jesus as Messiah. One must ask whether that function, as important as it is, captures fully the intent of prophecy.

Both approaches, eschatology and apologetics, are focused on the issue of fulfillment. In contrast, I find that people have little interest in the contextual message of the prophet; in fact, they may be inclined to think that the fulfillment is the message. This is a serious error that needs to be corrected because when we neglect the message of the text in context, we miss out on God’s message for us.

The problem, then, is that people today often fail to understand the role of the prophet, the nature of prophetic literature, and the significance of prophecy. This problem is not just a recent phenomenon; it has beleaguered the church (and Judaism before it) through the centuries. People believe that prophets tell the future and that in the prophecies God has embedded significance beyond the understanding of the prophet and his audience for us to decipher.3 For some, fulfillment provides the only relevance to prophetic literature. In this sense, they believe that the prophecies are to us, not just for us. In this book, I will be pushing back on that idea as I attempt to understand the context of prophetic and apocalyptic literature and reformulate how we gauge the role of fulfillment as I address how the books of the prophets function as meaningful Scripture today.


TRACKING WITH THE AUTHOR AND ACCOUNTABILITY


As in each of the Lost World books, I need to begin with a description of my approach to the biblical literature. The key to this approach is the conviction that in order to submit ourselves to the authority of Scripture we need to attend to the author’s literary intentions. We are not able to read his mind, nor do we seek to apply psychoanalysis. We simply assume that he is a competent communicator capable of effectively conveying literary intentions. If God has used such human beings as instruments of his communication, we gain access to God’s message by understanding the author’s message. If we seek to be accountable to God, we must do so by being accountable to the human instruments that he has chosen because he has vested them with his authority. If we choose to pursue a meaning that the human instruments had no knowledge of, we would be obliged either to accept that we are pursuing something without authority or to offer an alternative proposal for the source of authority. In other words, if we do not get our interpretation from the author’s literary intentions, what is the source, and why should we trust it?4 If we are not receiving it from the authors of Scripture, in what way are we being faithful readers? Ethical reading respects the author’s intentions.

I therefore contend that our accountability to God and the Bible is demonstrated by tracking with the author, to whose message we appeal as the location of authority. We may feel that the Holy Spirit guides us in interpretation, and I do not deny that possibility. But we cannot base our interpretation on the claim that we are tracking with the Holy Spirit because that is an untestable appeal to authority for the community. We can claim to be tracking with the author by presenting evidence (linguistic, literary, theological, historical) to substantiate our interpretation. But if we claim to be tracking with the Holy Spirit, what supporting evidence can we offer? Such a claim is unverifiable and unfalsifiable and therefore cannot be evaluated by the community.

If the meaning of a passage cannot be evaluated by the community, it can hold no authority for the community, and interpretation simply becomes a set of one’s own private opinions. In ruling out this procedure, I am not imposing limitations on what the Holy Spirit can do; I am proposing limitations on what we can claim that the Holy Spirit has done. When someone claims a message from the Holy Spirit today, they may well be sufficiently convinced that it carries a mandate that they feel compelled to follow. That carries private authority for them, but it carries no communal authority. Only Scripture carries communal authority.5

Consequently, my method is going to feature tracking with the author as an expression of accountability to the authority of God’s Word. Whatever the author intends carries the authority of God. For our purposes, however, the inverse of that statement may be even more important: if it is acknowledged that the author does not intend a particular aspect of the message that we would like to propose, then we must reevaluate whether that aspect can be maintained and why we should consider maintaining it.

Here the reader could well raise the objection that the New Testament authors who deal with prophetic texts do not seem to be constrained by the prophets’ knowledge or intentions. I do not disagree. Nevertheless, we must ask what it is that the New Testament authors are doing. Are they purporting to explain the message of the prophet based on what they perceive his intentions to be? I maintain that they are not and will offer a full defense of that in proposition 12.

Furthermore, even if they could be understood in that way, that is, using interpretive methods not bound by the prophet’s intentions, they have given us no methodological controls that will guide us to safely step away from the author’s intentions. When it is clear that the New Testament authors are applying a particular prophetic statement to Jesus, they invite us to consider their authorial intention as a new message for the community, not to reinterpret the prophetic passage by imitating their hermeneutic. They also have authorial intention, which is worthy of our attention but arguably does not provide for the derivation of methodological guidelines.6 How do we avoid opening the door of subjectivity such that anyone could claim anything? Again, these issues will be addressed further in the appropriate propositions.

To understand the message of the prophetic oracles and that of the compiler (when it is not the prophet), we depend on an analysis of context—literary, historical, theological, and cultural—for these hold the evidence that can substantiate interpretive decisions and lead to an understanding of the meaning of the text. For the first three, we attend carefully to the clues in the text. For the cultural context, however, we need to plunge into what is called the “cognitive environment” of the Old Testament—that is, to seek to understand the cultures of the ancient Near East. This is not based on a view that the Old Testament is to be considered merely an ancient piece of literature; it is because the Old Testament is understood best in the context of its world, which is so different from our own. To accomplish this, we must, to the best of our ability, immerse ourselves into what I call the cultural river of the ancient Near East and, to some extent, the Hellenistic world as well.7




CULTURAL RIVER


What do I mean by “cultural river”? The currents of a cultural river include politics, religious belief and practice, social norms and conventions, understanding of the world (for example, science), economic systems, philosophical concepts, values, and ways of thinking about the past and about life and death, just to name a few of the more significant categories.

We can begin then by thinking about our own cultural river, in my case, a modern North American one. Here one can see such elements as a strident individualism, a capitalist service economy based on consumerism, an approach to politics based on the values of democracy, a science driven by naturalism and materialism, and an empiricist approach to history. This cultural river is shaped not only by ambitious industry and technology but more specifically by the information available through the internet and the world of social media. Values such as globalism, diversity, and tolerance struggle against the forces of nationalism and racism. The sway of religion is waning, but the culture is still undergirded primarily by the history of Christian influence and augmented by the other monotheistic faiths, Judaism and Islam.

Beyond those values that flow in the North American cultural river, we also tend to organize our understanding of culture in siloed abstractions. We speak of law, politics, history, economics, science, religion, philosophy, metaphysics, morality, and sociology as if they are all distinct. We speak of the separation of church and state and distinguish someone’s ethics from their political activity. Such inclinations are characteristic of a North American cultural river but must not be assumed for an ancient cultural river (or even other current cultural rivers). In the ancient world they have no words for most of those abstractions and would not recognize them as separable.

Such a quick snapshot of a North American cultural river cannot help but be simplistic and reductionistic, but I hope that it is nonetheless sufficient to illustrate the concept. Asian cultures and Hispanic/Latin cultures might share some of these (independently or under Western influence) but would be characterized by variations and syncretistic manifestations. More importantly, even those who are longtime, fully invested North Americans with shared roots in Western European countries would have mixed feelings about some of these elements. In fact, most people would find that there are important ways in which they disagree with ideas or values that characterize their own cultural river. Nevertheless, we all recognize that since this is the world in which we live, all conversations are oriented to this cultural river, whether supporting it or rejecting it.

The ancient Israelites who were the authors, compilers, editors, and audiences of the Old Testament writings knew nothing of our modern cultural river. Most of the words used above to describe our cultural river (even if translated) would have little meaning to them, and whatever meaning they may have had to them would have been undermined by different definitions. Consequently, though those ancient writers may resonate with the commonalities of human nature that we also share, they could not possibly engage with our cultural river. In the globalism of our modern world, we have had ample opportunity to recognize how difficult it is to engage people even of another modern culture. This is multiplied exponentially when trying to engage with cultures of the past.

If we are truly interested in tracking with the human instruments who produced the Old Testament (and we should be if biblical authority is important to us), we must never entertain the idea that they were writing into our cultural river. We admit that God knows all cultural rivers, but if we were to imagine that he hid meaning in the words of the authors of the Old Testament that were coded for us, we would still be without controls that would help us confidently decode these messages.8 There is no authority there.

Instead, in this first step in interpretation, we should discard any aspects of our interpretation that assume a focus on our cultural river and seek instead to discover what the messages of the Old Testament authors were to their own audiences in their own cultural river.9 In the context of this book, then, we need to understand how they thought about prophecy and the literature that derives from it rather than imposing on them our own ideas about prophecy and prophetic literature that are embedded in our cultural river. We need to know how the messages of the prophets were related to the fulfillments that take place. We need to comprehend their ideas concerning God’s relationship to time and history. We need to understand the role that prophets played in their cultural river and how God used them in his plans and purposes.10

When we track with the authors in their own cultural river, we will understand how their authoritative words from God are relevant to us today. Whatever authority the prophetic words held for the ancient audience, they also hold for us. Whatever aspects would not have been known by the ancient audience should not be foundational in our interpretations. If we desire to submit to the authority of the text, we must act under controls that prevent us from having our own way with it.

As we will learn, prophecy is a well-known institution in the ancient world, and many prophetic oracles are known to us from that time, particularly from Old Babylonian (first half of the second millennium BC) and Neo-Assyrian (middle of the first millennium BC) texts. Even though we will see many ways in which the Israelites saw the institution differently from those around them, their thinking about prophecy is rooted in the ideas circulating in the ancient world, that is, more like that of the people of their time than like the thinking of people in the church today. This is true even though they viewed their God differently from the nations around them, and regardless of the developments that took place in the literary genre as God spoke through his prophets in Israel. I will therefore begin by investigating prophecy as it existed in the ancient world and discuss both the similarities and differences with Israel. We can then proceed to explore our modern ways of thinking about prophecy.










Part 1

Ancient
Near East
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Proposition 1

Prophecy Is a Subset of Divination


Readers familiar with the Old Testament will recognize that, in Israel, prophecy was treasured, respected, and a fundamental institution used by Yahweh while divination was suspect and forbidden. It may therefore seem counterintuitive to consider prophecy to be one form of divination. Nevertheless, this association can be affirmed once we recognize that divination, broadly speaking, refers to any means by which humans believed they could receive messages or direction from the gods. Some forms of divination were initiated by humans (pouring oil on water), others by the gods (celestial divination relating to signs in the heavens). Some forms required a human interpreter (dreams) whereas others gave information that did not require mediation (casting lots). Some forms were binary (that is, offering either a “favorable” or “unfavorable” assessment, such as birth omens) while others involved complicated consideration of multiple indications (e.g., extispicy, reading of the entrails of a sacrificed animal).1 Some divination was formal and involved specialists whereas other forms were informal and could be considered little more than the reflection of timeworn superstition. Martti Nissinen, one of the most prominent experts in ancient Near Eastern prophecy, refers to divination and prophecy as both belonging to the category of “mediation of divine knowledge,”2 which most readers would likely call “revelation.”

Everyone in the ancient world felt it was imperative to know what the gods were thinking and doing. Divination was based on the premise that gods communicated with humans through a wide variety of mechanisms. Some of that communication was intentional (for example, divinely given dreams) whereas other forms were more incidental (inherent in the movements of the heavenly bodies) but could nevertheless be discerned by those who knew the secrets to doing so. In the ancient world, the gods could not help but tip their hand in the events that transpired in the world because the ancients believed in the inherent connections between the gods and those events. Other times, the gods could be persuaded to divulge information by being offered something they needed or desired.

Some of the information gleaned from divination and prophecy was considered to be secret knowledge of the gods that could be pried from them. We see this perspective even in the New Testament when Jesus’ tormentors blindfold him and then strike him. “They spit in his face and struck him with their fists. Others slapped him and said, ‘Prophesy to us, Messiah. Who hit you?’” (Mt 26:67-68). Here the soldiers use the verb prophesy not in the expectation of receiving a divine message, or even in reference to telling the future; they are asking Jesus to show access to hidden information. Even Deuteronomy 29:29 refers to the “secret things” that belong to God.3 As the second part of the verse indicates, however, the focus should be not on what is secret (though such knowledge exists) but on what is revealed.

As mentioned, many forms of divination were forbidden to Israel. They did practice the casting of lots, and they at times received dreams—these were unobjectionable. In contrast, however, forms such as celestial divination and extispicy were censured. Why the distinction? By assessing the categories, I note that the approved forms of divination for Israel fall into two categories:


	those forms initiated by humans but with binary outcomes that are not subject to human mediation or manipulation (casting lots)


	those forms initiated by God in which God provided an interpreter (dreams; see Joseph and Daniel)




Other categories are encumbered with mystical speculation and magical practices, which is what made them unacceptable for Israelites.

Though divination in the ancient Near East was undoubtedly used in popular and informal ways by the general population, only elites would have had access to the specialized literature, information, and personnel to engage in divination formally.4 Documents show that Neo-Assyrian kings employed many types of divination experts as royal advisers, and a significant percentage of the documents found in Ashurbanipal’s library (seventh century BC) relate to divination.5 From the divination literature that is preserved and the royal correspondence between the king and his advisory staff, it is evident that divination typically focused on legitimation of the king as one who was sponsored by the gods and was faithfully executing his duties to them. As such, divination often justified a course of action or offered warnings that could steer his policies and decisions.

From this literature we learn that divination generally concerned the present situation and its immediate future rather than the distant future. The king wanted the gods to weigh in on decisions he was making in the present context; he did not expect the omens to tell the future. At times, negative omens would warn of looming danger or jeopardy. These entailed some level of looking at the future or, more precisely, a potential future. We find that ancient peoples thought negative omens could be reversed; they did not present an unavoidable fate. The omens do not claim “X will inevitably happen.” They do not even claim that X may or may not happen. Rather they express, with confidence, X will happen unless a course of action can be taken to prevent it.6 Given such warnings about a potential future, the king would then alter his conduct or decisions in the present. As Michael Hundley says it,

Omens portended future events by expressing the divine will, which could always be altered by the appropriate human actions. Rather than being exercises in fatalism, omens gave people agency. The gods shared their plans with humans and invited us to shape the future with them.7


This is not substantially different from someone hearing a weather report of dangerous driving conditions and therefore deciding to stay home. We might also compare modern warnings of climate change and ecosystem collapse that could lead to a dystopian future (though these typically operate in a longer time frame than divination). The common ground found in a dire weather forecast and a negative omen in the ancient world is the expectation that present behaviors will change in the hope that negative exigencies can be avoided. To the extent that people consider the future projection to be reliable, they adjust their behavior accordingly.

In this proposition, I have adopted a view, common in academia, that prophecy is a subset of divination.8 I now turn our attention to that relationship realizing that, if it is so, then many of the above statements about divination are also true of prophecy.

Just as divination involved various approaches to receiving or discerning communication from the gods, prophecy was a means by which God/gods communicated to people. As noted above, some divinatory methods of communication involved human specialists or mediators. Specialists, whether reading the stars or the liver of a sacrificed animal, would use their expertise to interpret the signs and deliver the purported divine messages to the king. Those trained in dream interpretation would supply the meaning of dreams and what response was called for, generally to their royal patrons.9

Even though prophecy also functioned through human mediation, the difference is that ancient prophets (biblical or otherwise) were not presenting their messages as an interpretation of signs or omens. Though we know that at times that message was delivered to the prophet through dreams or visions, in prophecy the message was understood to have been received through a cognitive experience. Prophecy is a subset of divination because it is counted among those mediated mechanisms through which the gods communicated. Nevertheless, it is a discrete subset in that it does not require technical skill as is necessary for the interpretation of omens. Prophecy does not involve the manipulation or observation of objects. In contrast, it operates by means of oracular speeches. The distinction is that omens are observed and need to be interpreted through technical skill; oracular speeches report the intuitive messages received by the human mediator from the divine realm.

Observed omens include movements of the heavenly bodies, behavior of animals, appearances of human or animal miscarriages, configurations of the internal organs of sacrificed animals, and even circumstances such as the color of the city dump. In the Old Testament, people occasionally request omens (rather than just observing them) and interpret them as messages from deity (Gen 24:11-14 [Abraham’s servant]; Judg 6:36-40 [Gideon]; 1 Sam 6:7-12 [the Philistines]).

Oracular speeches may result from the interpretation of omens, but prophetic oracles require no such mechanism. Nevertheless, it is undeniable that oracles belong in the category of ways in which communication comes from the divine world. Prophets were at times counted among the council of advisers to kings in the ancient world, just as diviners were. Their value was recognized, and their advice was sought and followed.

Some of the observations I made about divination in general above we can now affirm also about prophecy. This recognition will give us a richer understanding of how prophecy was understood in the ancient world. Like other divination experts, prophets in the ancient world directed their messages primarily to kings. In the Old Testament, this focus is characteristic most observably in the earlier periods (for example, Samuel, Nathan, Elijah, Micaiah, and the hundreds of prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18), though later prophets such as Isaiah and Jeremiah continued to address kings as well as the general population (more about this in proposition 4).

A more important insight that we glean from the association of prophecy and divination concerns what was believed about them. Like other forms of divination, prophecy had its focus on how people were to act in the present and immediate future. It is reductionistic to think of either prophecy or divination as a means of telling the future; the present was always the focus. The prophets often offered potential futures as they delivered messages warning of coming judgment (such as the message to Nineveh in the book of Jonah). The messages were not designed to tell the future; they were expressions of the plans and purposes of God/the gods (more about this in propositions 3, 5).

We have now learned not only that the prophetic institution was a commonplace in the ancient world but that it was part of a larger enterprise by which it was believed that the gods communicated with humanity. We have therefore learned that Israel was not unique in having prophets, though we will find that Israelite prophecy has some unique elements. It is therefore incumbent on us that we seek to understand the prophetic phenomenon in Israel both in comparison and in contrast to its cousins in the ancient world, as well as in the context of the larger category of divination. Israel was immersed in the cultural river of the ancient world, and if we are going to understand prophecy on their terms, we must take account of the context in which Israelite thoughts and ideas took shape. As always, this approach is not going to assume that the people of Israel thought exactly like their neighbors, but that broader context should stand as the default. That is, if the Bible does not demonstrate a distinctiveness on a particular point, it is more likely that the Israelites thought like those around them more than that they thought like we do; that is, our cultural river is not the default.





Proposition 2

Prophets and Prophecy in the Ancient
Near East Manifest Similarities and
Differences When Compared to Israel


Productive comparison must give attention to both similarities and differences. When comparing cultures, it is a given that as similar as practices might be, each has its own particular slant, but despite those differences, large or small, some common ground can often be found. I will explore first the commonalities and continuities between Israel and the rest of the ancient world, then give attention to those features that distinguish Israelite prophecy.


CONTINUITY


As has been discussed previously, the cultures of the ancient Near East all believed that communication between the divine and human world was at times mediated by select individuals, whom I will broadly designate as prophets.1 One question that typically stimulates our curiosity concerns how the prophets received their messages. Both in Israel and in the rest of the ancient world, occasional textual indications suggest that in some way the prophet had what could be called a seat in the corner of the divine council chamber. In this scenario, the prophet is not involved in the council’s deliberations but gets to listen in, thereby becoming informed of the divine actions and plans. Supporting passages in the Old Testament would include prominently Micaiah’s vision (1 Kings 22) and Isaiah’s throne-room vision where he received his prophetic call (Is 6; cf. Jer 23:18, 22).2 Yet, at the same time, we have passages such as 2 Samuel 7:3-17, where Nathan offers spontaneous advice to David that would likely have been perceived as a word from the Lord granting permission to build the temple. That is subsequently overturned. Would we then infer that Nathan’s presumed access to the divine council would have given him a general sense of the favor that David enjoyed with Yahweh and therefore prompted him to give approval to David’s plan? We do not know whether that was the case, so our ability to reconstruct the thinking process that generated the prophecy is limited.

Despite our ignorance concerning exactly how the prophets received the divine message,3 both in the Old Testament and in the ancient Near East, the resulting oracle often took the form of “thus says [divine name] . . .” to introduce prophetic oracles:


Thus says Adad: “I have given the whole country to Yaḫdun Lim.”4

Thus says Shamash: “I am the lord of the land.”5

Thus says Shaushka of Nineveh, the Lady of all countries: “I want to go to Egypt, the country that I love, and then return.”6



The common ground is that the oracles take the form of direct divine speech. Such prophets are therefore presenting themselves not as simply conveying the gist of what they believe to be the divine will but as relating the very words of the deity. By this very basic observation of continuity, we can see that the Israelites were not under the impression that they were providing something that was unavailable in the rest of the ancient world. The idea that certain humans could speak on behalf of God was a given in their cultural river. It was not the institution that was unique but the nature of the God who spoke.

If the prophets were believed to have access to the divine council and their oracles were accepted as divine words, it is no surprise that in Israel and the rest of the ancient world the prophets had a culturally recognized credibility. In the polytheistic world of the ancient Near East, it did not matter which god a prophet spoke for; the institution was accepted as genuine. This can be compared to how we think about the practice of meteorology today. Different outlets have different meteorologists, but they all are engaged in the same institution and use the same methods. Even though our favorite meteorologist sometimes gets it wrong, that does not lead us to dismiss the institution. We may have some that we trust more than others, but, regardless, the institution has an established cultural credibility.

This would explain, for example, why the king of Nineveh so readily accepts the credibility of Jonah’s message. Nevertheless, we also recognize that the Israelites were aware of the disturbing phenomenon of false prophecy. For them, false prophecy was not just about their assessment of messages coming from the prophets of Baal or Asherah—rendered false by virtue of the powerlessness of the god for whom they spoke. More insidiously, the book of Jeremiah makes it plain that his prophetic antagonists are giving messages purportedly from Yahweh that disconcertingly conflict with Jeremiah’s messages, and Jeremiah considers this dangerous because of the threat to the inherent credibility of the prophetic institution. His frustration is also exacerbated by the human reality that people are more likely to be willing to credit positive messages (like those given by his opponents) than negative ones (such as those presented by Jeremiah). In the ancient Near East, it is clear that the king’s diviners could at times offer conflicting interpretations and differing courses of action.

Given the cultural respect attributed to prophecy (if not always to each prophet), based on the cultural credibility that the prophets enjoyed, it is no surprise that prophetic oracles were desired, respected, and at times feared by kings. Kings and kingdoms could be toppled by the word of the prophet speaking the plan of God. If a prophet indicated that a king had lost the favor of the gods (who put him on the throne), that message could become a neon sign inviting the overthrow of the king (see the scene depicted in 2 Kings 9).

The Neo-Assyrian kings show themselves to have been well aware of how a negative omen or prophecy could undermine their sometimes tenuous grip on the reins of power. This was particularly true of dream interpreters but also extends to other forms of divination.7 The danger that divination specialists, including prophets, could be supporters of opposing factions and subvert kingship with false divinations was well recognized in the ancient world. Nissinen collects references made to prophecy in Neo-Assyrian texts that testify to this danger: “A slave girl of Bel-ahu-uṣur . . . on the outskirts of Harran; since Sivan (III) she is enraptured and speaks a good word about him: ‘This is the word of of Nusku: The kingship is for Sasî! I will destroy the name and seed of Sennacherib!’”8

In Israel, this reality is confirmed when we see Ahab’s fear of Elijah (1 Kings 17–18) and Micaiah (1 Kings 22). The exigency of a coup is explicitly demonstrated in 2 Kings 8:7-15 and 2 Kings 9. Divine condemnation of a king implicitly offered divine support of those overthrowing him. This explains why Samuel’s announcement of Saul’s loss of Yahweh’s favor (1 Sam 13:1-15; 15:1-35) is so devastating. Even though that soon leads to the anointing of David, it is many years until David comes to the throne, and the books of Samuel take great pains to make the case that David’s succession was not brought about by coup.

In the ancient world, prophets could serve officially and regularly or unofficially and ad hoc. Many of the prophetic texts from the eighteenth-century BC town of Mari are preserved in letters from regional officials to the king written to report prophetic messages for the king that were conveyed to the officials. The prophets who generated these messages had no official position in the court, and they were not necessarily known as prophets by trade.9 In Israel, we find both court prophets such as Nathan (under David) or Isaiah (under Hezekiah) and prophets whose roles were unofficial. One example is Elijah, who, though apparently following a calling as a prophet (therefore not ad hoc), was certainly not in the employ of the royal court under Ahab and Jezebel. In the next century, we encounter Amos, who explicitly denied being a formal prophet and had a relatively short time of ministry in that role.

Another aspect that is common ground between the prophets of the ancient Near East and those in Israel is that they share an inherent belief concerning the divine role in events. The gods were considered active and engaged, and Yahweh no less so. Once the premise of such activity is accepted, it becomes imperative to discover the plans and intended actions of the gods. Modern readers recognize that this premise is not generally accepted in our culture. Among Christians, it would be acknowledged, though probably not at such a pervasive level as was believed in the ancient world. Yet this is not an area where Israel’s neighbors thought differently, and it is therefore not a presupposition that differentiated the institution and operation of prophecy in Israel from others in their world. What distinction there was became manifest in the question concerning whether there was a larger comprehensive plan that drove the divine engagement.

The involvement of the gods was perhaps nowhere more essentially relevant than in the context of battle. Warfare was an expensive undertaking (in terms of both supplies and human resources) and was inherently risky. Kings therefore wanted to be assured that the gods supported any military activity that they were considering. Many of the prophetic texts from the ancient world give information concerning victory in battle or promising defeat of enemies.10 So, for example, the god Amun conveys to Ramesses II: “Go forward, I am with you! I am your Father, my hand is in yours!”11 In fact, kings would be reluctant to go to battle without such approval from the gods. One prophet exhorts the Mari king Zimri-Lim, “If you go off to the war, never do so without consulting an oracle. When I become manifest in my oracle, go to the war. If it does not happen, do not go out of the city gate.”12 As a final example, Ishtar encourages the Assyrian king Esarhaddon, “I will flay your enemies and deliver them up to you. I am Ishtar of Arbela, I go before you and behind you.”13

In the Old Testament, prophets also figure or function prominently in the military activities of the Israelites.14 In Moses’ prophetic role, he brought God’s word and mediated God’s involvement pertaining to victories over Pharaoh (Ex 14–15) and over the Amalekites (Ex 17:8-16). The elders of Israel came to Deborah the prophetess to receive a word from God regarding the Canaanites (Judg 4:1-5).15 When she gave them God’s instruction to engage in battle, her designated general, Barak, insisted that she come with him. This is not a reflection of cowardice on his part—any of the kings and generals in the ancient world would have wanted to have a prophet with them as they went off to fight the battles to which the gods sent them.16 Since they believed the gods fought the battles, they wanted to have with them someone who could offer continuing communication with the divine realm. Saul depended on Samuel and even tried to consult with him through a necromancer (1 Sam 28) when the prophets failed to give him information (1 Sam 28:6). David sought Yahweh’s instructions in battle (2 Sam 5:22-25), and other kings did the same (for example, Ahab and Jehoshaphat, 1 Kings 22). We also learn that Elisha was so effective at giving the king of Israel information about the military activities of the Arameans that the king of Aram sent an army to capture the prophet (2 Kings 6:8-12).

In the later classical period, Isaiah engages with Ahaz concerning his military problems (Is 7), and Jeremiah speaks of the foe from the north coming with devastation (Jer 4). Eventually, Jeremiah tells Judah to ignore the prophets who are proclaiming that the Babylonian threat is over and instead tells them to submit to the king of Babylon and serve Nebuchadnezzar (Jer 27). Many more examples could be gathered, but this is sufficient to confirm that in the ancient Near East and the Old Testament alike the prophets served as advisers regarding military actions.

I conclude this section on continuity by reemphasizing a common perspective about prophecy in both the ancient world and Israel that has already been mentioned and will continue to hold significance throughout this book. All agreed in the ancient world that the exercise of prophetic speech did not serve to tell the future but indicated how the gods were thinking and what they were doing. As kings particularly and eventually the people in general tried to penetrate, or at least discern, the mind and will of the god, they looked to prophets to offer those insights. Our glimpses into the ancient world have provided the basis of making this distinction. These will help us to read the prophetic texts of Scripture more accurately and guide us to think more clearly about the role of biblical prophecy today.
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