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"God spoke to our fathers by the prophets" 

"Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers 

by the prophets" (Hebrews 1:1).[1] Right through the Bible, we meet 

people whom God specially chose to speak on His behalf. They were His 

prophets, who "spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy 

Spirit" (2 Peter 1:21). God took them into His confidence, and shared His 

plans with them (see Amos 3:7).[2] They served as His ambassadors to 

His people and to the nations around. 

We've met Enoch (see Jude 14-15), Moses (Deuteronomy 18:15), Samuel 

(1 Samuel 3:20), Nathan (2 Samuel 7:2), Elijah (1 Kings 18:36), and Elisha 

(2 Kings 9:1). Later on in Israel's history, God inspired some prophets to 

write down their prophecies―now contained in the final 17 books of 

our Old Testament. 

Behind the messages of these 'writing prophets' lie four key events, 

which we saw in Parts 25 and 26: 

 The division of the nation around 930BC. Israel divides into the 

northern kingdom, also called Israel, and the southern kingdom, 

Judah. 

 The northern kingdom's destruction by the Assyrians in 722BC. The 

Assyrians deport many Israelites and resettle other people in the 

land. 

 Judah's conquest and exile by the Babylonians over the period 605-

582BC. After the conquest, the Babylonians deport most of Judah's 

people to Babylonia. 

 The return from exile in 538BC. Cyrus, king of Persia, issues a decree 

encouraging the Jews to return to the land of Judah, and to rebuild 

the Temple. 

The chart on the next page lists the 17 books written by these prophets. 

Those in capitals are called ‘major prophets’, because they wrote longer 

books. Lamentations, although a short book, is included here, as it may 

have been written by Jeremiah. The other twelve books are shorter, so 
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their writers are called ‘minor prophets’. The books shown in green 

boxes were written by prophets in the northern kingdom of Israel; 

those in blue boxes by prophets in Judah. Ezekiel and Daniel, shown in 

purple boxes, prophesied during the exile in Babylonia. And the four 

shown in orange boxes prophesied after Judah’s return from exile (it 

isn't certain when Joel was written, but it was probably after the exile). 

Malachi is the final Old Testament prophet. Four and a half centuries 

pass. Then God sends another prophet. Malachi prophesies about him, 

saying, "Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and 

awesome day of the LORD comes." (Malachi 4:5). That "Elijah" is John the 

Baptist (Matthew 11:10-14, 17:10-13). Though his story is told in the 

New Testament, he's actually the final prophet of the Old Testament 

age. 

But the ultimate Prophet is Jesus Himself. In "these last days" God 

"has spoken to us by his Son" (Hebrews 1:2). Jesus not only speaks 

God’s message (John 12:49-50) but He is the Word of God Himself 

(see John 1:1-2,14). Moses prophesied, "The Lord your God will raise 

up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your brothers—it 

is to him you shall listen . . . ." (Deuteronomy 18:15, see Acts 3:22, 

7:37). God raised up many prophets after Moses. But ultimately, 

Moses was prophesying about Jesus. 

Our "example of suffering and patience" 

Being God's prophet wasn't a safe, comfortable occupation. It took 

courage! Take Jeremiah, for example. He's called a liar (Jeremiah 43:2), 

beaten and put in the stocks (20:1-2), threatened with death (26:11), 

and thrown into a pit, left to sink in its mud, and die (38:6). Jesus 

Himself tells the Jewish religious leaders: "you are sons of those who 

murdered the prophets" (Matthew 23:29-31). But the prophets didn't 

just suffer physically. We read that God's people "kept mocking the 

messengers of God, despising his words and scoffing at his prophets, . . 

. ." (2 Chronicles 36:16, and see Zechariah 7:11). The "prophets who 

spoke in the name of the Lord" are "an example of suffering and 

patience" to us (James 5:10). 
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"Remember the law of . . . Moses" 

The word 'prophet' might suggest that they mainly foretold the future. 

But they also proclaimed what God was saying to His people in their 

own day―they were forthtellers as well as foretellers. 

The prophets lived in an ancient Near Eastern culture very different 

from ours. They refer to events, places and people in a long-vanished 

world. They use a variety of ways to express their message, including  

poetry (such as Isaiah 1:2-3:26), pictures (like Isaiah 41:15-16), stories 

(for example, Isaiah 5:1-7 and Ezekiel 16:1-63), and symbolic actions 

(such as Jeremiah 13:1-7). There are heavenly encounters and visions 

(like Ezekiel 1:1-28 and Zechariah 4:1-14). 

The foundation of the prophets' messages is the Law of Moses. Time 

and again, they bring God's people back to His Law―His Torah, or 

‘instruction’, 'guidance'. Malachi writes, "Remember the law of my 

servant Moses, the statutes and rules that I commanded him at Horeb 

for all Israel" (Malachi 4:4).[3] 

Jesus sums up the Law of Moses in just two commands: “You shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart and . . . soul and . . . mind. This is 

the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love 

your neighbour as yourself. On these two commandments depend all 

the Law and the Prophets.” (Matthew 22:37-40, quoting from 

Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18). God loves His people "with an 

everlasting love" (Jeremiah 31:3).[4] And through the Law, God shows us 

how to love Him, and how to love other people. Micah captures what 

God requires in these words, "what does the LORD require of you but to 

do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?" 

(Micah 6:8). God wanted His people to enjoy a life rich in blessing. That's 

the life they'd enjoy if they obeyed His Law (see Leviticus 26:3-12, 

Deuteronomy 28:1-14). 

Turning away from God 

God's people were to love the Lord their God. But, time and again, they 

turn away from Him (see especially Hosea 1:2, Ezekiel 16:15-34). 

 The people give themselves to idols. They "stirred him to jealousy 

with strange gods; . . . . They sacrificed to demons . . . ." 

(Deuteronomy 32:16-17, and see also, for example, Jeremiah 22:8-9). 

That begins at the very start of their national history―as we saw in 

part 20. Idol worship subjects people to the destructive power of 

demons, and draws them into immorality, depravity, and brutality. 

Idolatry destroys people.  

 And instead of trusting God, His people turn to nations around to 

provide their security. 

And God's people were to love their neighbours as themselves. Instead, they 

sin against them. Zechariah writes, "'Thus says the LORD of hosts, Render 

true judgements, show kindness and mercy to one another, do not 

oppress the widow, the fatherless, the sojourner, or the poor, and let 

none of you devise evil against another in your heart.' But they refused 

to pay attention . . . ." (Zechariah 7:9-11, see also, for example, Isaiah 
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10:1-2, Ezekiel 22:6-12). Rampant injustice makes life a living hell; 

injustice destroys people. 

Sin “is an acid that mars and destroys whatever it touches”[5]―we saw 

that in Part 17. Spiritual adultery and injustice was hurling Israel down 

the road to self-destruction. So our holy God, in His love, sends 

prophets to warn them of judgment, and to implore them to turn back 

to Him. Jeremiah prophesies, "Now therefore mend your ways and your 

deeds, and obey the voice of the LORD your God, and the LORD will 

relent of the disaster that he has pronounced against you." (Jeremiah 

26:13, see also Leviticus 26:40-45, Joel 2:13-14). See what happens when 

even the pagan citizens of Nineveh repent (Jonah 3:6-10)! 

But persistent disobedience calls down God's judgment (Leviticus 26:14-

39, Deuteronomy 28:15-68). Jeremiah tells the people of Judah: "The 

LORD could no longer bear your evil deeds and the abominations that 

you committed. Therefore your land has become a desolation and a 

waste and a curse, without inhabitant, as it is this day.” (Jeremiah 44:22). 

The exile in Babylon is God's judgment on His people. And during the 

exile, they turn away from idolatry. Though they still sin after the exile 

(see Malachi 1:6-2:16), Israel as a nation never falls into idolatry again. 

Messages to the nations 

God doesn't speak only to His people. He calls prophets to speak to the 

nations around, too. For example, Isaiah prophesies about such nations 

as Babylon, the Philistines, Moab, and Egypt; Jonah prophesies to the 

Assyrian city Nineveh; most of Obadiah is about Edom. The prophets 

warn these nations of God's judgment. Some of these nations were―at 

one time or another―enemies of God's people. And so God's judgment 

on them would have been a great encouragement to His people.[6] 

Next time 
 

Alongside the prophets' rebukes and warnings both to God’s people 

and to the nations around, they unveil an astounding vision of future 

glory. That's what we'll be looking at next time. 

Bible Reading and Question 

You may like to read Micah 6:8, and then Genesis 6:9, 2 Chronicles 6:14 

and Jeremiah 7:23. Here's some questions to think about: 

? Why does God use the picture of people 'walking' with Him, and 

walking in all the way that He commands? And what does that look 

like for us today? 
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