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The Prophets of the Old Testament 

X-Rays and Telescopes 
 
The purpose of this course is: 

a) To enable the student to gain an overview of the books of the Prophets of the Old Testament. 
b) To learn something of the world in which they preached their original message, and to see how the Holy 

Spirit enabled them to penetrate that world with the Word of God.  This is the meaning of the “X-Rays” 
part of the title to this series of lectures. 

c) To learn how they also looked far into the future (the telescopes), proclaiming the Word of God to future 
generations, including our own.  

 
 
1. The Historical, Social and Political Context of the Prophets 

It is perfectly possible to read the prophetic books of the Old Testament and to hear the Word of God speaking 
through them without knowing anything at all about the context in which they first preached their message.  
However, if we know nothing at all about that context, it is sometimes possible to completely misinterpret their 
message.  That is the reason for this study.  Each of the prophets was called by God to minister to his own 
generation and to preach the Word of God within the context of his own world.  In almost every case we do 
know something about that world, and in many cases we know a great deal. 
 
We must, however, recognise that it is impossible to interpret any passage of Scripture without the inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit: “knowing this first, that no prophecy of Scripture is of any private interpretation, for prophecy 
never came by the will of man, but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit.”  II Peter 1: 
20 – 21. For this reason, although we will endeavour to apply academic rigour to our study, what we are doing is 
not merely an academic exercise.  It is an attempt to hear the Word of God spoken through the prophets of the 
Old Testament, and to hear what the Spirit is saying to the church in our generation. 
 
2. The Word of God for Today 

Each of the prophets of the Old Testament not only preached in a specific historical context, but his words were 
first and foremost addressed to his own generation.  Almost certainly much of what the prophets preached was 
exclusively for their own generation, and those words have long since been lost.  The words that we read today 
in our Bibles have been preserved because they were not only for the generation of the prophets, but are also 
meant for us.  I Peter 1: 10 - 12 makes it clear that the prophetic words were also spoken for our benefit in our 
generation.  For this reason the existence of prophetic books in the Old Testament is not just of historical 
interest.  They also bring the Word of God to us today. 
 
The Word of God never changes (Matthew 5: 17 – 18).  If, today someone claims to have received a message 
from God, it must be 100% in agreement with that which God spoke in the past.  God neither lies, nor 
contradicts Himself.  As we study the historical and social context of the prophets we will also see that human 
nature has not changed in any way.  Therefore what God said nearly three thousand years ago is unlikely to be 
significantly different from what He is saying today. 
 

3. Prophecy – Prediction or Preaching 
The books of the prophets contain hundreds of predictions of the future.  The Prophet Isaiah, on several 
occasions, is given a Word from the LORD to remind the people that God has demonstrated that He is the One 
and Only True and Living God, by revealing the things that are about to happen, before they take place.  None 
of the idols worshipped by the other nations has ever been able to predict the future (see for example: Isaiah 44: 
6 – 8; 48: 3 – 5.)   The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, however, is the Lord of history.  He controls all things 
that take place in this world, and therefore He is able to reveal the future to those who truly seek Him.   
 
 Many of the future events foretold by the prophets have already been fulfilled – especially in the birth, life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus.  Others will be fulfilled at His return in glory.  However even though the 
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number and accuracy of these predictions is impressive, they form only a small percentage of the total message 
of the prophets. 
 
The Prophet of the living God was not a clairvoyant.  He was rather a preacher of the Word of God.  The 
prophet stood in the presence of God (Jeremiah 23: 18 – 22), received the Word of God and proclaimed that 
Word to the people of God.  It may have been a word of warning as in Ezekiel 33: 9: “If you warn the wicked to 
turn from his way, and he does not turn from his way, he shall die in his iniquity”  It may have been a promise 
as in II Chronicles 7:14  "if My people who are called by My name will humble themselves, and pray and seek 
My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their 
land.” 
 
Both warning and promise were almost always conditional.  Repent and the threatened judgement will not fall.  
Walk in obedience and the promised blessing will come upon you.  Walk in disobedience and the promised 
blessings are unlikely to occur. 
 
4. The Words used to describe Prophets 

I Samuel 9: 9 
Nabi =  spokesman, a speaker, one who speaks on behalf of another. The word is based on a Hebrew verb 

meaning “to call”.  This includes the sense of having received a call from God to exercise this 
particular ministry, as well as the sense of the command to call out to the men and women of this 
world with a message which has come from God. 

 
Ro’eh =  seer (i.e. one who sees).  A prophet is a man or woman of vision. 
 
The word which is used in the New Testament (and in the Greek translation of the Old Testament is the word 
 (prophétés) = one who speaks on behalf of another. 
 

5. Unknown Prophets 

The Bible makes mention of many prophets, not only the well known ones like Samuel, Elijah, Elisha or those 
whose books we read like Isaiah and Amos. With some of them we do not even know their name: I Kings 20: 13 
– 21;  20: 35 – 43.  With others, although we know their name, we know nothing else about their life and 
background: I Kings 22: 6 – 28. 
 
There were also groups of prophets, usually referred to as “the sons of the prophets”.  See for example: II 
Samuel 10: 5;  II Kings 2: 3;   4 : 1 ;   5 : 22 ;   6 : 1 ;   9 : 1.  These prophets appear to have lived in 
communities, sometimes under the leadership of one of the greater prophets like Elisha. 
 
The Panorama at the end of this chapter puts into historical perspective those prophets who have either books 
named after them, or whose ministry receives considerable coverage in the Old Testament. 
 
6. The Earliest Prophets 

Abraham is the first man to be described as a prophet (Genesis 20: 7); Aaron was declared by God to be a 
prophet, in the sense of one who spoke on behalf of Moses (Exodus 7: 1); Miriam was a prophetess (Exodus 15: 
20); all the seventy elders prophesied when the power of the Spirit came upon them (Numbers 11: 25), though 
for them it was a one-off experience.  Deborah was also a prophetess (Judges 4: 4) as well as judge;  and in the 
days of Gideon an unnamed prophet declared that the oppression by the Midianites was God’s judgement on an 
unfaithful people (Judges 6: 8).    
 
Prophetic ministry in the fullest sense of that word, however, begins with Samuel.  The anointing that was upon 
Samuel took the prophetic ministry to a whole new level, and this continued for many centuries until the time of 
Malachi.  
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7. The Prophetic Books in the Hebrew Bible 

The Hebrew Bible contains exactly the same books as the English translations of the Old Testament with which 
we are familiar.  However the books in the Hebrew Bible are placed in a different order.  The books are divided 
into three groups: Torah (the Law), Prophets, Writings. 
 
THE  TORAH  Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy 
 
THE  PROPHETS  a) The Former Prophets  Joshua, Judges & Ruth, Samuel, Kings  
    b) The Latter Prophets  Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,  
         The Book of the Twelve (the Minor Prophets) 
 
THE  WRITINGS  Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs 
    Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Lamentations. 
    Ezra/Nehemiah, Chronicles 
 
We normally think of the books from Joshua to Nehemiah as books of history.  To the Jewish scholars, 
however, the books from Joshua to II Kings were seen as prophetic books, as they were written by the prophets, 
and related the history of God’s people from a prophetic point of view. Ezra, Nehemiah, I and II Chronicles 
were placed among the writings and in that order.  This means that the first book of the Hebrew Bible is Genesis 
and the last book is II Chronicles.  This is why Jesus says in Matthew 23: 35:  “... from the blood of righteous 
Abel to the blood of Zechariah, son of Berechiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar”.  The 
death of Abel is recorded in Genesis 4: 3 – 15; the death of Zechariah is recorded in II Chronicles 24: 19 – 22. 
 
Modern Jews refer to their Bible as “Ta Nakh” which is short for Torah, Nabi, Ketuvim – these are the Hebrew 
names for the Law, the Prophets and the Writings.  In the New Testament the whole was usually referred to 
simply as “The Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 7: 12;  Matthew 22: 40;  Luke 16: 16;  Acts 13: 15;  Romans 
3: 21). 
 
8. The Minor and the Major Prophets 

The prophets of the Old Testament can be divided into various groups: 
 
a) There are, first of all, those prophets whose message and ministry is contained exclusively in the books 

of I & II Samuel, I & II Kings and I & II Chronicles. 
 Samuel, Nathan, Ahijah, Elijah, Elisha 
 
b) Then there are three prophets who are known as “The Major Prophets” who have books named after 

them in the Old Testament and whose ministries covered many decades.  They are known as “The Major 
Prophets” because of the length of their books and the period of time over which they ministered God’s 
Word. 

 Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel 
 
c) Finally there are twelve prophets, each of whom has a book named after him.  Their books are short.  In 

the Hebrew Bible, which was written on scrolls, they were all placed together on one scroll.  These are 
known as “The Minor Prophets”.  They are minor only in the sense that their books are relatively short, 
not in the sense of lacking in importance.  In order of appearance in the Bible they are: 

 Hosea, Joel, Amos 
 Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, 
 Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah 
 Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi. 
 
d) Observant readers will notice that the Book of Daniel is absent from the list of prophetic books in the 

Hebrew Old Testament.  Unlike the prophets named above, Daniel does not address himself primarily to 
the nations of Israel and Judah with the words:  “Thus says the Lord ...” Nor does he address the history 
of Israel and Judah.  He does not point out that the disasters which they are facing are God’s judgement 
on their idolatry or sexual or social immorality.  Rather by the use of dreams, visions, signs and symbols 
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he maps out the future history of the world as it proceeds towards its final end.  In this sense it falls into 
the category, not of prophetic but of eschatological1 writing. 

  
Many Jewish scholars were a little sceptical about the book of Daniel, because from Chapter 2 verse 5 to 
the end of Chapter 7 it is written not in Hebrew but in Aramaic, and there are those who claim that 
Aramaic was only spoken much later than the time of Daniel.  It was many years before the book was 
finally accepted as having a genuine place in the Canon of Scripture.  Jesus knew the book, quoted from 
it, and spoke of Daniel as a prophet (Matthew 24: 15), hence our Christian Bibles place the book of 
Daniel alongside the other prophetic books.  In my series of lectures on the Major Prophets I look at the 
three “Major Prophets”, as well as the book of Daniel.  

                                                           
1  The word “eschatological” comes from a Greek word (eschaton) meaning “the end”.  Eschatology is therefore the study of those 

things that will happen prior to the final end of this present age. 
 


