
Session 1: Introducing the Minor Prophets

The Minor Prophets are some of the least read books of the Old Testament. Most people
come across them when they are looking for the gospels, and at first glance, it seems a lot
easier to turn over to, say, Matthew, than work through all the strange names and difficult
details. But they are worth a second look, not least for the simple reason that they also form
part of the word of God. And as we shall see, when you dig a little deeper, you find that
even the most obscure of the prophets has a message that still  speaks to us today.  We
might need to do a little homework first, but this doesn't mean we should ignore what they
are saying.

But before we dive straight in, let's ask a very simple question: What is a prophet?

How would you answer that question?

To most of us, a prophet is someone who tells the future, and who can predict what is going
to happen. We often think of prophecy as some exotic spiritual gift given to a few people
who are then able to tell what the Lord is going to do next.

But that's not quite a Biblical understanding of a prophet. In essence, the work of a prophet
is twofold. 

First of all,  it is about  forthtelling.  That means his (or,  sometimes, her) job is to remind
people of what they should already know of God and His word. In Old Testament times,
God's people all too easily turned to the gods of surrounding nations, gods that promised
fertility of the soil and a good harvest, and could be worshipped in the form of an idol. The
prophet's work was to call those who heard his message to turn back to the one true God
and to point out how they much they had disobeyed Him. Although His word was aimed in a
general sense at everyone, it was often focused more pointedly at the king and the royal
household. The prophet served as a kind of check and balance to the king's power.

Secondly,  the work of  a  prophet  is  about  foretelling.  This  doesn't  necessarily  mean the
prophet will describe in great detail the events of the future. But he will tell how God is
going to act in response to disobedience, how He will punish the wicked and reward the
faithful. And again, the people who heard his message should have not been too surprised
at his words. Because God had already told them in His Word what would happen if they
failed to heed His voice. It was just that all too often they preferred to ignore the idea that
God might possibly come in judgement (isn't that always the case?)

Let's look at a passage which illustrates what I have been saying:

Hosea 8

How have the people of Israel turned away from the Lord?

What will the Lord do to them?



Some background: After the death of  King Solomon, Israel  split  in two. There was the
northern kingdom of Israel with its capital Samaria, and there was the southern kingdom
of Judah with its capital Jerusalem. To stop the people of the northern kingdom going to
Jerusalem to worship, the first king of Israel set up two calf gods in places called Dan and
Beersheba. This didn’t mean the people of the northern kingdom stopped worshipping God
or offering sacrifices to Him, as verses 2 and 12 make clear. But they didn't see anything
wrong in worshipping idols or offering sacrifices to them even while they were calling on
the name of the Lord. 

How does the message of the prophets apply to us? 

We need to break this question down into several different parts:

First  of  all,  the prophets  were speaking  to people  who should  have known what  God
wanted them to do. Who is their message is aimed at today?

The very simple answer is that their words are intended for us, the church of Christ. Their
message may have relevance to society at large, but is primarily directed at those of us who
read our Bibles and know what God expects of our lives. After all, knowing what God wants
and actually living it out are two very different things!

Secondly,  we may not bow down to idols that we have made with our hands (at least I
hope we don't!). But are there other ways we are guilty of idolatry? What idols might we
have?

An idol is anything in our life which might take the place of God. It could be our family. It
could be money. It could be a relationship. We may not recognise them as idols because
they aren't as obvious as the calf gods of ancient Israel. But they are still idols. So how do we
get rid of them?

Thirdly, how do we interpret these warnings about coming judgement? Do they have any
relevance for us?

When we do turn over from the Minor Prophets to the gospels, we find Jesus proclaiming to
the  people  of  God,  "Repent  for  the  kingdom  of  heaven  is  near."  (Matthew  4:17)  The
message of the prophets is a continual reminder to the church today not to presume on
God's salvation but to live in constant thankfulness for the cross of Christ; not to live proudly
as those who belong to God, but humbly and obediently; not, like the people of Hosea's day
to say,  "O our God we acknowledge you" (Hosea 8:2) but then fail  to live out what we
believe. 

In short, the message of the prophets challenges us to walk the walk and not just talk the
talk. We'll start looking at them in more detail next time. 


