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Who Are the Prophets? 

     So what exactly is a prophet?  In the Old Testament the prophets were people like Amos, Obadiah, Elijah, 
Isaiah, and Jeremiah, who had a sense of being called by God to announce God’s words and God’s actions.  
Indeed, the Hebrew word for prophet is nabi and it means “one who is called” or “one who announces.”  Early 
prophets (like Miriam, Moses, Deborah and Samuel) were “seers,” or “visionaries,” who received their 
messages from God through visions or dreams and gave words of warning, offered signs, and even made 
some predictions about how things were going to play out.  Still, it’s not really a sense of “future telling” but 
rather sharing a message from God. 

      As the role of prophet developed into a specific and revered calling, the prophets came to understand that 
God interacts in human history, not just “accidentally” but intentionally, using the stuff of human history to work 
His will in the world and redeem humankind.  So the prophets worked to see, hear, and understand how God 
was working in the circumstances and events of the day, and then interpret and announce to the people, what 
God was doing. 

     The Old Testament prophets were opposed to two main things - paganism and injustice.  Paganism meant 
not putting God first in their lives.  It meant flirting with the gods of other tribes and nations, and neglecting their 
unique covenant community.  If they ate unclean foods, neglected the Sabbath, intermarried with foreign 
peoples, worshiped on high hills (a practice of Baal worship), then they were being unfaithful to God.  If Israel 
was to be God’s chosen people, they needed to be a set-apart people, totally dedicated to God and placing 
Him first in their lives.  That was their first, best witness to the other nations around them.  After all, they were 
God’s chosen people to be a light unto the nations! 

     The other problem was injustice.  When Israel and Judah failed to put God first in their lives, they began to 
put themselves first (we still do the same thing today).  As a result, they laced consideration for their neighbors 
and they had no compassion for the weak and struggling.  People took advantage of others, took bribes, did 
not care for the poor and orphaned, indulged their own appetites to excess, and failed to be a good, obedient 
witness for the LORD. 

     So the prophets like Amos and Micah, warned the people that judgment was coming.  God would punish 
them for their disobedience and refusal to take seriously their covenant responsibility to love God and their 
neighbors.  And judgment came.  The northern kingdom of Israel fell to the Assyrians in 722 BC and the 
southern kingdom of Judah was exiled to Babylon in 587 BC.  Eventually, the Jewish people would be restored 
to Jerusalem and they would rebuild.  And they would remember to put God first…. 

  

So what is the role of a prophet these days?  Do we even have prophets?  The Biblical scholar and professor 
Walter Brueggemann writes this: 

     “The role of the prophet is to bring to public expression the dread of endings, the collapse of our self-
madness, the barriers and pecking orders that secure us at each other's expense, and the fearful practice of 
eating off the table of a hungry brother or sister.” In other words, the role of the church is to engage in the 
dangerous ministry of telling the truth. And, in telling that truth, we must also keep right on conjuring up 
alternative futures and refusing to accept “what is” when “what is” is not what it is that God wants. 

     Indeed, modern-day prophets still seek to see, hear, and understand what God is doing in the world, and 
then share the challenge and word of warning with the people.  And the primary issues are still paganism and 
injustice.    

     Do you have a prophetic word to share?  Perhaps all followers of Jesus have a prophetic calling…. 

  

 


