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    Habakkuk 2:2  And the LORD answered me, and said, Write the vision, and put it in writing upon tables, that he may run that readeth it.


The prophets were accustomed to write their messages on wax tablets, and the Lord commanded Habakkuk to so write what he had seen. God wanted both his law and his gospel to be clearly revealed to men, so that they might know and understand his will. Paul wrote to the Corinthians, "We speak very plainly," and the Lord wants all His servants to do the same. It is not for us to bury the Gospel under a mass of fine words, but to set it forth in the plainest and plainest language possible; for it is not the power of human words that God blesses, but the truth itself applied to the heart by His Spirit.











— Charles Spurgeon 
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General Introduction to the Twelve Prophets of the Bible
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The books of the Twelve Prophets deal with different circumstances of Israel's life that present different challenges. The unifying theme of these prophets' accounts is that in God there is no separation between the work of worship and the work of daily life, nor between individual well-being and the common good. The people of Israel are faithful or unfaithful to the covenant with God, and the measure of their faithfulness is immediately evident in their worship or neglect of worship. The people's faithfulness or unfaithfulness to the covenant with God is reflected not only in the spiritual realm, but also in the social and physical environment, including the land itself. The degree of the people's faithfulness is also reflected in their life and work ethic, which in turn determines the fruitfulness of their labors and their consequent prosperity or poverty. The wicked may prosper in the short term, but both God's discipline and the natural consequences of unrighteous labor will eventually leave the unrighteous in poverty and desolation. However, when individuals and societies work in faithfulness to God, He blesses them with spiritual, ethical, and environmental health and prosperity.

These last twelve books of the Old Testament are known in the Christian tradition as the Minor Prophets. In the Hebrew tradition, these books are found in a single scroll called "The Book of Twelve”, which forms a kind of anthology with a progression of thought and thematic coherence. The main background of the collection is the covenant that God has made with his people, and the narrative within the collection is the story of Israel's violation of the covenant and the restoration that God is slowly unfolding for the Israelite nation and society.

In this context, five of the first six books of the Twelve-Joel, Amos, Obadiah, and Micah-reflect the impact of the people's sin, both on the covenant and on world events. The next three - Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah - speak of the punishment for sin, again in terms of the covenant and the world. The last three prophetic books - Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi - deal with the restoration of Israel, again in terms of a renewal of the covenant and a partial restoration of Israel's position in the world. Finally, Jonah is a special case. His prophecy does not refer to Israel at all, but to the non-Hebrew city-state of Nineveh. It is well known that both its context and its composition are difficult to date reliably.
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Who Were the Prophets?
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A prophet was one who, called by God and filled with His Spirit, proclaimed the Word of the Lord to people who, in one way or another, had drifted away from God. In a sense, a prophet is a preacher. However, in today's working terms, a prophet is a denouncer, especially when an entire tribe or nation has turned away from God.

Prophets fill the pages of Israel's history. Moses was the prophet God used to rescue the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt and then to lead them into the land God had promised them. Time and again, this people turned away from God. Moses was God's first spokesman to bring them back into relationship with the Lord. In the Old Testament history books (Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah), prophets such as Deborah, Samuel, Nathan, Elijah, Elisha, Huldah and others rise up to speak the Word of God to a rebellious people.

Israel's religious worship was organized around the work of the priests, first in the tabernacle and then in the temple. The description of the daily work of the priests is the slaughtering, butchering, and roasting of the sacrificial animals brought by the people who offered them. However, a priest's job went beyond the hard physical labor of caring for thousands of animal sacrifices. A priest was also responsible for being the spiritual and moral leader of the people. Although the priest was often seen as the mediator between the people and God in the temple sacrifices, his greatest responsibility was to teach the people the law of God (Lev. 10:11; Deut. 17:8-10; 33:10; Ezek. 7:10).

Unfortunately, it was common in Israel's history for the priests themselves to become corrupt and turn away from God, leading the people into idolatry. The prophets rose up when the priests failed in their task of ruling the land with justice. In a sense, God called the prophets and spoke through them, using them as whistleblowers when the entire Israelite nation was on the verge of self-destruction. 

One of the most shocking misfortunes of God's people was that they continually worshiped many of the gods of neighboring pagan nations. Common practices of this idolatrous worship included sacrificing their children to Molech and ritual prostitution with every obscene practice imaginable "in the high places, on the mountains, and under every green tree" (2Ch 28:4). But an even greater perversity in abandoning Yahweh came from forgetting God's structure for community life as a holy people set apart for God. Care for the poor, the widow, the orphan, and the alien in the land was replaced by oppression. Business practices broke God's standards so that extortion, bribery, and dishonesty became commonplace. Leaders used power to destroy lives, and religious leaders despised what was holy to God. Far from enriching the nation, these ungodly practices brought it to ruin. Typically, prophets were the last voices in the land calling people to return to God and restore their community to health and righteousness.

In most cases, the prophets were not "professionals", meaning that they did not make a living from their prophetic activities. God used them for a special task while they were in the midst of their other occupations. Some prophets (such as Jeremiah and Ezekiel) were priests and had the duties described above. Others were shepherds, such as Moses and Amos. Deborah was a judge who settled disputes among the Israelites. Huldah was probably a teacher in the academic sector of Jerusalem. Being a prophet meant having to work.
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Locating the prophets within the history of Israel
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The records of the earliest prophets are woven into the history of Israel in the books of Joshua through 2 Kings, i.e., they are not found in a separate text. Subsequently, the words and deeds of the prophets were preserved in separate collections that make up the last seventeen books of the Old Testament, from Isaiah to Malachi. These are usually called the "later prophets", or sometimes the "literary prophets”, because their words were written in separate literary texts rather than throughout the books of history, as was the case with the earlier prophets.

When the united kingdom split in two, the ten northern tribes (Israel) immediately plunged into idolatry. Elijah and Elisha, the last of the earlier prophets, were called by God to exhort the idolatrous Israelites to worship Yahweh alone. The first of the literary prophets, Amos and Hosea, were called to admonish the apostate kings of northern Israel, from Jeroboam II to Hosea. Because both the kings and the people refused to return to Yahweh, God allowed the mighty empire of Assyria to overthrow the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 B.C. The Assyrians, cruel and merciless, not only destroyed the cities and towns of the land and plundered their wealth, but also took captives from among the Israelites and scattered them throughout the empire with the intention of destroying their sense of nationhood forever (2Ki 17:1-23).

As Israel neared destruction, the small nation of Judah to the south stopped worshipping Yahweh and began to worship foreign gods. The good kings made the people give up worship and bad business practices, but the bad kings overruled these actions. In the southern kingdom (Judah), the first literary prophets were Obadiah and Joel, who acted as denouncers during the reigns of Jeroboam, Ahaziah, Joash, and Queen Athaliah.

Isaiah spoke the Word of God in Judah during the reigns of four kings-Uziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah-and Micah also prophesied during this period. Hezekiah's successor on the throne was Manasseh, of whom the Scriptures say that he did more wickedness before the Lord than any of his predecessors (2Ki 21:2-16).

The accounts of the early prophets are woven into the history of Israel in the books of Joshua through 2 Kings, i.e., they are not found in a separate text. Subsequently, the words and deeds of the prophets were preserved in separate collections that make up the last seventeen books of the Old Testament, from Isaiah to Malachi. These are often called the "later prophets”, or sometimes the "literary prophets”, because their words were written in separate literary texts rather than throughout the books of history, as was the case with the earlier prophets.

When the united kingdom split in two, the ten northern tribes (Israel) immediately fell into idolatry. Elijah and Elisha, the last of the earlier prophets, were called by God to exhort the idolatrous Israelites to worship Yahweh alone. The first literary prophets, Amos and Hosea, were called to admonish the apostate kings of northern Israel, from Jeroboam II to Hosea. Because both the kings and the people refused to return to Yahweh, God allowed the mighty empire of Assyria to overthrow the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 BCE. The cruel and ruthless Assyrians not only destroyed the cities and towns of the land and plundered its wealth, but they also took captives from among the Israelites and scattered them throughout the empire with the intention of destroying their sense of nationhood forever (2 Kgs 17:1-23).

As Israel neared destruction, the small southern nation of Judah ceased to worship Yahweh and began to worship foreign gods. The good kings caused the people to abandon worship and bad business practices, but the bad kings reversed these actions. In the southern kingdom (Judah), the first literary prophets were Obadiah and Joel, who served as denouncers during the reigns of Jeroboam, Ahaziah, Joash, and Queen Athaliah.

Isaiah proclaimed the Word of God in Judah during the reigns of four kings-Uziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah-and Micah also prophesied during this period. Hezekiah's successor on the throne was Manasseh, who, according to Scripture, did more wickedness before the Lord than any of his predecessors (2 Ki. 21:2-16).
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Chronology of the biblical prophets
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The table below shows where the prophets fit chronologically in the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah.



	Period

	
Northern

Kings


	
Northern

Prophets


	
Southern

Kings


	
Southern

Prophets




	United kingdom under Saul, David, Solomon, c. 1030 - 931



	
Divided

kingdom


	
Jeroboam (931-910)

Nadab (910-909)

Baasha (909-886)

Elah (886)

Zimri (885)

Omri (885-874)

Ahab (874-853)

Jehoram (852-841)

Jehu (841-814)

Jehoahaz (814-798)

Jehoash (798-782)

Jeroboam II (793-753)

Zechariah (753-752)

Shallum (752)

Menahem 752-742)

Pekahiah (742-740)

Pekah (752-732)

Hoshea (732-722)


	
Elijah

Elisha

Amos

Jonah

Hosea


	
Rehoboam (931-913)

Abijah (913)

Asa (911-870)

Jehoshaphat (873-848)

Jehoram (853-841)

Queen Athaliah (841-835)

Joash (835-796)

Amaziah (796-767)

Uzziah (790-740)

Jotham (750-731)

Ahaz (735-715)

Hezekiah (715-686)

Manasseh (695-642)

Amon (642-640)

Josiah (640-609)

Jehoahaz (609)

Jehoiakim (609-597)

Jehoiachin (597)

Zedekiah (597-586)


	
Obadiah

Joel

Isaiah

Micah

Jeremiah

Zephaniah

Huldah

Nahum

Habakkuk





	
Babylonian

exile


	
	
	
	
Ezekiel

Daniel





	
Post-exilic

prophets


	
	
	
Zerubbabel, governor

Nehemiah, govern
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History behind the Twelve Prophets
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The context and date of the records of the prophets of Israel and Judah are the subject of much debate.

With respect to the Twelve, we will give a brief description. Within the first group, there is a broad consensus that Hosea, Amos, and Micah date from the eighth century B.C. By this time, the United Kingdom of Israel, ruled by David and later by Solomon, had long since been divided into a northern kingdom known as Israel and a southern kingdom known as Judah. Micah was from the southern kingdom and spoke to the people of his own kingdom, Amos was from the southern kingdom and spoke to the northern kingdom, and Hosea was from the northern kingdom and spoke to the people of his own kingdom.

By the early eighth century, both the northern and southern kingdoms enjoyed prosperity and border security unprecedented since the time of Solomon. But those who had eyes to see, like our prophets, saw that the picture was darkening. Internally, the economic and political situation became more precarious as dynastic strife plagued the ruling class. Externally, the reemergence of Assyria as a superpower in the region posed a growing threat to both kingdoms. In fact, the Assyrian army completely destroyed the northern kingdom around 721 B.C., and it never reemerged as a political entity, although traces of its existence can be found in the Samaritan identity (2Ki 17:1-18). The prophets rightly blame the people of Israel, and to a lesser extent Judah, for failing to worship Yahweh in favor of idolatry and for violating the ethical requirements of the law. Despite these failures, the people were lulled into a false sense of security because of their covenant with Yahweh to be His people.

The south, under the rule of King Hezekiah, somewhat survived the Assyrian threat (2Ki 19), but faced an even greater challenge with the rise of the Babylonian empire (2Ki 24). Unfortunately, Judah did not repent of its idolatry and ethical failings after narrowly escaping the Assyrians. The final defeat came at the hands of the Babylonians in 587 B.C., resulting in the destruction of Judah's social infrastructure and the deportation of its leaders into exile in the Babylonian empire (2Ki 24-25). The prophets saw this defeat as evidence of God's punishment of the people. Among the Twelve Prophets, this is most clearly recorded in the books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah. They reflect the prophetic writings of Jeremiah and Ezekiel, which also date from this period. Books other than the Bible record their prophetic careers (see "Jeremiah and Lamentations and the Work" and "Ezekiel and the Work"), but we will not discuss them here.

Cyrus, the great Persian king, defeated Babylon and took over its hegemony. In accordance with Persian policy, the empire allowed the Jews to return to their land and, perhaps more importantly, to rebuild their temple and other important institutions (Ez 1). All of this, it seems, happened because of the will of the Persian Empire. The prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi did their work during this phase of Israel's history.

In summary, the books of the Twelve Prophets cover a wide range of contextual circumstances in the life of the people of God, and therefore show different paradigmatic cases in which it is necessary for faith to be manifested in the work.
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The Faith and Work Before Exile - Oseas, Amos, Obadiah, Joel and Micah
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Hosea, Amos, Obadiah, Joel, and Micah served as prophets in the eighth century B.C., when the state was well developed but the economy was in decline. Power and wealth were accumulating in the upper classes, leaving one social class at a disadvantage. There is evidence that farmers began to focus on cash crops that could be sold to the growing urban population. This had the destabilizing effect of leaving peasants with a combination of crops and animals that could not withstand the loss of any one crop or market. Peasant communities became vulnerable to annual fluctuations in production, and as a result, cities were exposed to ups and downs in their food supply (Am 4:6-9). By the time the prophets of this era began to speak, the glory days of opulent building projects and territorial expansion were long gone. Such circumstances were a breeding ground for corruption by those desperate to cling to their declining power and wealth, and for a widening gap between the rich and the poor. As a result, God's prophets of this period have much to contribute to the world of work.
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God Requires a Transformation (Hosea 1:1-9; Micah 2:1-5)
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God blames the people as a whole for the corruption of Israel. They have abandoned the covenant with God, which breaks both their relationship with God and the righteous social structures of the Lord's law, and leads directly to corruption and economic decline. The term the prophets often use to describe Israel's covenant violation is "harlotry" (e.g., Jer 3:2; Ezek 23:7). To dramatize the situation, God takes the metaphor literally and commands the prophet Hosea, "Take a harlot for yourself and beget children of whoredom; for the land has grievously played the harlot and has forsaken the LORD" (Hos 1:2). Hosea obeys God's command and marries a woman named Gomer, who apparently fulfills the requirement, and has three children by her (Hos 1:3). This leaves us to imagine what it must have been like to make a home and raise children with a harlot. 

Although the prophets use the imagery of prostitution and adultery, God accuses Israel of economic and social corruption, not sexual immorality.

Woe to those who plan iniquity, who plot evil in their beds! In the morning light they carry it out, for it is in the power of their hands. They covet fields and seize them, houses and take them. They rob the owner and his house, the man and his inheritance (Mic 2:1-2).

This makes the situation of Hosea's family a dramatic example for those working in corrupt or imperfect places today. God intentionally placed Hosea in a corrupt and difficult family situation. Is it possible for God to deliberately place people in corrupt and difficult workplaces today? While it is possible to seek a comfortable job with a reputable employer in a respectable profession, we may be able to accomplish much more for the kingdom of God by working in places that have made moral compromises. If you abhor corruption, can you fight it more effectively by working as a lawyer in a prestigious firm or as a building inspector in a mafia-ridden city? There are no easy answers, but God's call to Hosea suggests that making a difference in the world is more important to God than staying away from sin. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote in the midst of Nazi-controlled Germany, "The most important question a responsible man must ask himself is not how to get out of the situation heroically, but how the next generation will live”.
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Dios permite el cambio (Oseas 14:1-9; Amós 9:11-15; Miqueas 4:1-5; Abdías 21)
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The same God who demands change also promises to make change possible. "A harvest is prepared, when I will restore the welfare of my people. When I will heal Israel" (Hos 6:11-7:1). The Twelve Prophets convey a crucial optimism that God is at work in the world to change it for the better. Despite the apparent triumph of evil, God is ultimately in charge and "the kingdom will be the Lord's" (Obad 21). In spite of the misfortunes people bring upon themselves, God is at work to restore the goodness with which life and work were designed from the beginning. He is "compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in love" (Joel 2:13). The final prophecies of Joel, Hosea and Amos illustrate this in explicit economic terms.

The threshing floors will be full of grain, and the jars will overflow with new wine and new oil... You shall eat your fill and be satisfied; and you shall praise the name of the LORD your God, who has dealt marvelously with you; and my people shall never be ashamed. (Joel 2:24, 26)

[The Israelites who dwell in His shadow shall again grow wheat and flourish like the vine. Their glory will be like the wine of Lebanon (Hos 14:7).

I will restore the prosperity of My people Israel, and they shall rebuild the desolate cities and dwell in them; they shall also plant vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall cultivate gardens and eat their fruit. (Am 9:14)

God's word to His people in times of economic and social hardship is that He intends to restore peace, justice, and prosperity if the people will live according to the precepts of His covenant. The means God chooses to use is the work of His people.
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Unjust Labour: A Study of Miqueas 1:1-7; 3:1-2
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Despite God's intentions, work is subject to human sin. The most obvious case is work that is inherently sinful. Micah mentions prostitution, in this case probably that which took place in sacred rituals, and promises that the proceeds will be burned with fire (Mic 1:7). A simple application would be to exclude prostitution from legitimate occupations, even though it may be an understandable choice for those who have no other way to support themselves and their families. There are other works that also raise the question of whether or not they should be performed. We can all think of various examples, no doubt, and Christians would do well to seek work that benefits others and society as a whole.

But Micah is speaking to Israel as a whole, not just individually. He is criticizing a society in which social, economic, and religious conditions make prostitution a viable option. The question is not whether it is acceptable to earn a living through prostitution, but how society must change so that no one feels the need to engage in degrading or harmful work. Micah calls for leaders who do not reform society to be held accountable, not those who are forced into harmful work. His words are harsh. "Hear now, O heads of Jacob and rulers of the house of Israel: is it not for you to know righteousness? You who hate the good and love the evil, who tear off their skin and their flesh from their bones" (Mic 3:1-2).
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