
Introduction to the Bible [series 4]

Book of Prophets [Nebiim]

The Deuteronomic history of Israel [Deuteronomy-2Kings] testifies that God spoke to people of 
Israel through prophets during the course of their history. The so called historical books outside 
of Torah and Writings are included in the Prophetic books: Joshua, Judges 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 
and 2 Kings. Prophets were also considered historians. 1 Chronicles 29:29: Now the acts of 
King David, from first to last, are written in the records of the seer Samuel, and in the records of 
the prophet Nathan and in the records of the seer Gad.

The origin of prophetic literature is obviously the presence and activity of a prophet. That 
individual could write or speak prophetic literature as in the case with Isaiah and Habakkuk, who 
are attested as both speakers and writers [Isaiah 7-8; Habakkuk 1-2]. The word prophet derives 
from the Greek prophētēs which means to foresee. Prophets in Israel played a diverse role in 
the community: prophet could be a person who sees and reports visions. A prophet is a man of 
God who represents God, who speaks on behalf of God and man. Hebrew nābî is used to name 
someone called to perform a specific task, 1Sam 9:9: “for the one who is now called a prophet 
[nābî] was previously called a seer”. Prophets are said to participate in divine council to receive 
secrets regarding world and humans [1Kings 22; Isaiah 6]. Prophets also functioned as priests. 
In Joel 1:13ff, Joel calls Israelites to a ritual lamentation at the temple to seek help in a crisis.

The oldest mention of prophetic like figures in the Bible is that of Abraham [Gen 20:7], Miriam 
[Ex 15:20] and Deborah [Judge 4:4]. Abraham is viewed as a prophet because he prays on 
behalf of others [intercessory role of a prophet]. We see more prophetic activity in Israel after 
the establishment of monarchy and during Israel’s exiles. Prophets were called to ministry 
during national crises: national schism, Assyrian threats and the destruction of the Northern 
Kingdom, the Babylonian invasion and the destruction of the Kingdom of Judah, life in exile and 
attempts at restoration of the land. The prophets addressed each of these milestones in Israel’s 
existence. 

Prophet Nathan challenged King David of his failed moral leadership [2Sam 11-12]; Prophets 
Amos and Hosea were active during the military campaign of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III 
[745-727 BCE]: 2King 15. Both books Amos and Hosea describe the effects of wars on Israel 
[Amos 6:7; Hosea 10:14]. These prophets speak of social, political, economic and religious 
misdeeds of Israel as reasons for the misfortunes of war. The southern kingdom of Judah 
too suffered under the attack of Assyrian king Sennacherib [701 BCE]. Prophets Isaiah and 
Micah were active during this time. Micah 3:1-4 indicts those who rule from Jerusalem for the 
suffering in the land. God speaks through Isaiah giving hope and comfort to the people [Isaiah 
37]. Prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel appear when the Babylonians attacked the Kingdom of 
Judah in the year 597 BCE and again in 587 BCE. The temple of Jerusalem was destroyed 
during this invasion. Ezekiel contends that Judah insulted the holiness of God and for Jeremiah 
war was inflicted upon people due to their ungodly, promiscuous life.
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