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Table 1. Old Testament Prophet Timeline 

Prophet
Supposed Dates of 

Ministry (B.C.) King Nation
Jewish Leader / 

Scribe

Century and 
Specific Dates 

(B.C.)
Obadiah 853 - 841 Jehoram Judah - 9th, 853 - 841 

Joel 830 - 825 Joash Judah - 9th - 8th, 835 - 796 
Uzziah (a.k.a. 
Azariah) Judah 8th, 792 - 740 
Jeroboam II Israel 8th, 793 - 753 
Jotham Judah 8th, 750 - 732 
Ahaz Judah 8th, 735 - 715 

Hezekiah Judah 8th - 7th, 729 - 686 
Uzziah (a.k.a. 
Azariah) Judah 8th, 792 - 740 
Jeroboam II Israel 8th, 793 - 753 
Jeroboam II Israel 8th, 793 - 753 
Ashurdan III Assyria 8th, 773 - 755 
Uzziah (a.k.a. 
Azariah) Judah 8th, 792 - 740 
Jotham Judah 8th, 750 - 732 
Ahaz Judah 8th, 735 - 715 

Hezekiah Judah 8th - 7th, 729 - 686 
Jotham Judah 8th, 750 - 732 
Ahaz Judah 8th, 735 - 715 

Hezekiah Judah 8th - 7th, 729 - 686 
Nahum 630 - 612 Josiah Judah - 7th, 640 - 609 
Zephaniah 640 - 621 Josiah Judah - 7th, 640 - 609 

Habakkuk 609 - 598 (especially 605) Jehoiakim Judah - 7th - 6th, 609 - 598 
Josiah Judah 7th, 640 - 609 

Jehoiakim Judah 7th - 6th, 609 - 598 
Zedekiah Judah 6th, 597 - 586 

Nebuchadnezzar Babylon 7th - 6th, 605 - 562 

Nebuchadnezzar Babylon 7th - 6th, 605 - 562 
Belshazzar Babylon 6th, 549 - 539 

Darius Persia 6th - 5th, 521 - 486 

Ezekiel 592 - 571 Nebuchadnezzar Babylon - 7th - 6th, 605 - 562 

Haggai 520 - - Zerubbabel (civic), 
Joshua (religious) 6th - 5th, 521 - 486 

6th - 5th, 521 - 486 
5th, 486 - 465 

Malachi 458 - 433 - - Ezra, Nehemiah 5th, 465 - 433 

Babylonian Exile (606), Fall of Jerusalem (586)

Return from Babylonian Exile (538)

Zerubbabel (civic), 
Joshua (religious)

- -

Daniel 605 - 536 -

Zechariah 520 - 480 

Micah 735 - 710 -

Jeremiah 627 - 580 -

Isaiah 740 - 680 

-

-

-

Amos 767 - 753 

Hosea 760 - 715 -

Jonah 760
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1 Obadiah 

1.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

The book of Obadiah concerns the nation of Edom to the south.  The internal evidence of Edom 
mocking a military destruction of Jerusalem points to three possible dates in the period of 
Judah’s Old Testament history.  By harmonizing the message of Obadiah with the available Old 
Testament historical record, Wood argues that the most probable date is during the reign of 
Jehoram (853-841 B.C.) as recorded in 2 Kgs. 8:20-22 and 2 Chr. 21:8-10.1  Wood also gives two 
reasons for later prophets’ dependency on Obadiah as further evidence that Obadiah is a ninth 
century prophet. 

For instance, Jeremiah 49:7-22 seems to be dependent on Obadiah 1-6…First, Jeremiah 
often leans on other earlier prophets in his book; and second, the passage in Obadiah is 
both briefer and rougher in style, suggesting that Jeremiah gave it greater expansion and 
smoothness.  Amos, who ministered in the eighth century, also seems to have been 
dependent on Obadiah; compare Obadiah 4 with Amos 9:2; Obadiah 14 with Amos 1:6, 
9; Obadiah 19 with Amos 9:12; and Obadiah 20 with Amos 9:14.2 

Finally, Wood interprets the order of Obadiah in the canonical section of the minor prophets as 
corroborating an early date. 

It falls among the first six of these prophets, all of which date to either the ninth or eighth 
centuries, while those that follow come from the seventh century, the exile, and finally 
after the exile.  This placement would be strange if Obadiah were written as late as the 
time of the exile.3 

Alternatively, the view of the Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible is that of a sixth century date. 

Others date the prophecy in connection with the Babylonian assaults on Judah that 
eventually resulted in her collapse in 586 B.C.  Both Scripture (Ps 137; Eze 35:1-15) and 
Jewish tradition (1 Esdras 4:45 [a noncanonical book]) explicitly connect the Edomites 
with this final catastrophe.  The text of the prophecy itself seems to refer more naturally to 
this event.4 

Since Obadiah himself does not date his prophecy, and there is little consensus among 
evangelical scholars regarding the dating question, we cannot be dogmatic about the answer.  
However, for the purposes of this study, a ninth century date is assumed. 

                                                 
1 Leon J. Wood, The Prophets of Israel (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1979), pp. 262-63. 
2 Ibid., p. 263. 
3 Ibid., p. 264. 
4 “Obadiah,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, Gen. Edit. R. Pratt, Jr. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 
p. 1456. 
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1.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

The culture of Judah during Jehoram’s reign was tumultuous and decadent.  In an unprecedented 
move to safeguard his rule, the king murdered all his brothers (2 Chr. 21:4).  He rebelled against 
the ways of his father, King Jehoshaphat, by rejecting the worship of Yahweh and allowing the 
cult of Baal to prosper within the borders of Judah.  To punish the king’s wickedness, the Lord 
removed his blessing and permitted the Arabians and Philistines to attack the land and even 
invade the royal palace.  They plundered the wealth of the house of Judah and captured the 
king’s wives and sons (except Ahaziah). Later, after Ahaziah was killed (2 Kgs. 9:27-29), 
Athaliah murdered all her grandchildren, thus removing all possible heirs and securing the throne 
for herself. 5 

It was during this time of murderous politics, warfare and invasion, and national idolatry that the 
brother nation of Edom, once under the subjugated control of Judah during the reign of 
Jehoshaphat, gloated and exalted in Judah’s hardship.  This contrast of relative peace and 
national piety associated with Jehoshaphat, and the unrest, unbridled power struggle, and 
spiritual adultery of Jehoram and Athaliah certainly informed Obadiah’s ministry. 

1.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Obadiah is a prophet of which little is known apart from his message.  Some suggest he was the 
same Obadiah that met Elijah and was a chief officer under King Ahab, since they both appear in 
the ninth century Old Testament record.  Wood explains that this identification is unlikely for two 
reasons. 

One is that the Obadiah of Ahab’s reign lived in the northern kingdom, and the Obadiah 
who wrote the book probably lived in the southern kingdom.  The other is that the two 
contrast in character.  The Obadiah whom Elijah met did not wish to aid the prophet but 
showed himself quite unsympathetic to Elijah’s interest.  The [prophet] Obadiah…was 
used of God to write one of the books of Scripture.  If the two were the same, he 
experienced a radical change of life following the time of his meeting Elijah.  This is 
possible but perhaps not likely.6 

The author of Obadiah devotedly worshipped the Lord.  He was concerned about Edom and their 
cruel treatment of God’s covenant people.  Obadiah was also aware of his world and saw 
contemporary international events from a heavenly perspective.  His interests were not confined 
to Jerusalem or Judah, but rather “he knew of Edom, he knew what Edom had done, and he was 
interested in what God was going to do to this southern neighbor in return.”7  Wood observes that 
as a prophet, Obadiah likely “preached frequently in the gates of the city and contacted specific 
individuals, urging conformance to God’s will.  He may have reprimanded Jehoram himself, in 
spite of the danger from Athaliah.”8  Beyond these specific duties of the prophets, Scripture does 
not permit us to speculate regarding further details of the person and ministry of Obadiah. 

                                                 
5 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 264. 
6 Ibid., p. 265. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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1.4 The Book (abbreviated outline9 and brief summary) 

I. Title (1a) 
II. Scene of Judgment in War (1b) 

III. Divine Speech of Judgment and Hope (2-21) 
A. Sentences Against Edom (2-9) 

1. God’s Resolve to Humiliate Edom (2-4) 
2. God Resolve to Loot Edom (5-7) 
3. God Resolve to Kill Edomites (8-9) 

B. Accusations Against Edom (10-14) 
1. Edom’s Violence (10) 
2. Edom’s Cruel Indifference (11) 
3. Edom’s Cruel Boasting and Attacks (12-14) 

C. Announcement of a New Order (15-21) 
1. International Judgment to Come (15-16) 
2. Judah’s Restoration and Expansion (17-21) 

“Obadiah shares the theological underpinnings of other oracles against foreign nations.  All of 
these oracles have at least three items in common.”10 

1. They express the universal rule of Yahweh. 
2. They express the outworking in Israel of the Abrahamic Covenant: “I will bless those 

who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse” (Gen. 12:3).11 
3. They reflect the involvement of Israel’s prophets in Holy War as the messengers of the 

Divine Warrior.12 

Dillard and Longman describe the tone of Obadiah: “a sense of outrage permeates this little 
book, outrage directed toward Edom.”13  This theme of the providential order of the nations and 
the seeming current imbalance is carried to resolution in the distant future. 

With the dynamic of the divine promises to Abraham and the blood relationship between 
Jacob and Esau as the literary backdrop for Obadiah, no wonder the sense of outrage at 
Esau’s treachery.  Edom’s attack on Israel was more than simply a matter of international 
politics and opportunism: it was the betrayal of a brother and a strike against God’s plan 
for Edom established so many centuries ago when they came from Rebekah’s womb.  
This plan established in the distant past would yet be realized in the eschatological 
future: Edom will yet serve his brother as God had purposed.”14 

Despite the ominous oracle of judgment Obadiah prophesies against Edom, a message of hope, a 
mainstay among the prophets, is still evident.  Robertson observes that when the messiah 

                                                 
9 “Obadiah,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1457. 
10 Raymond B. Dillard and Tremper Longman III, An Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 1994), p. 389. 
11 Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are from the New King James Version (NKJV). 
12 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 389.  This is an abbreviated form of all three oracle 
commonalities.  
13 Ibid., p. 389. 
14 Ibid., p. 390. 
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climactically comes to restore order to all things, Edom will be included among the elect and 
“the kingdom shall be the LORD’s” (Obad. 21). 

The Covenant LORD lists Edom among the nations who “have my name called upon 
them,” indicating that they have become the elect of the Lord.  Just as Israel was marked 
as the chosen of the Lord because God’s name was called upon them, so now 
Esau/Edom experiences that same privilege in connection with the reestablishment of the 
“fallen booth of David” (Deut. 28:9-10; Amos 9:11-12).15 

Truly the message of Obadiah is one of impending judgment yet with the hope of future 
restoration. 

                                                 
15 O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Prophets (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2004), p. 249. 

Reformed Theological Seminary 4 12/2/04 



Old Testament Prophetic Profiles: Joel Brian M. Sandifer 

2 Joel 

2.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Like Obadiah, Joel does not date his book, so internal evidence must guide its dating.  Liberal 
scholars usually place Joel in the post-exilic period.  They list as evidence no mention of a king 
or the sin of idolatry in the book, and argue that these characteristics are typical of conditions in 
post-exilic Israel.16  Other arguments for a later date include the mention of Greeks and the 
supposed reference to the Babylonian captivity in the past tense (both from Joel 3:6).17  
Generally, conservative scholars (such as Leon Wood) provide plausible, biblical-historical 
replies to this evidence to argue that an earlier date is more likely.18  Wood’s conservative dating 
places Joel in the ninth century during the reign of King Joash of Judah (835-796 B.C.), possibly 
contemporaneous to Obadiah.  Evidence for such a date includes the list of enemies of Judah, 
which corresponds nicely to the reign of Joash: “Tyre and Sidon to the north (3:4), Philistia to the 
west (3:4), Egypt to the southeast (3:19), and Edom to the south (3:19).”19  Other facts that lend 
credence to an early date are its canonical placement with the earlier minor prophets and the 
“apparent dependence of later prophets on Joel.  For instance, Amos 1:2 seems to refer to Joel 
3:16, and Amos 9:13 to Joel 3:18.  Further, Isaiah 13:6 seems to lean upon Joel 1:15.”20 

Evangelical scholars Dillard and Longman catalog twelve internal evidences that suggest a post-
exilic date.21  Since the arguments are compelling for both the pre- and post-exilic options from a 
biblical-historical perspective, there can be no certainty to dating Joel.  That being said, this 
study assumes a ninth century date. 

It is instructive to note that the locust plague that constitutes the historical setting of Joel cannot 
be used to ascertain the date of authorship, since locust plagues in the land of Palestine have 
occurred “with some frequency down through the years, the last one being as recent as [A.D.] 
1915.”22 

2.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

If Joel was a ninth century prophet, then the historical milieu in which he ministered immediately 
followed that of Obadiah, and was therefore similar being only a generation later.  King Joash 
followed the wicked Queen Athaliah as the new king of Israel.  He was not of age to rule, so the 
high priest Jehoiada exerted strong influence as Joash’s advisor.  Wood writes, 

                                                 
16 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 267. 
17 Ibid., p. 268. 
18 Many evangelicals opt for a later, post-exilic date.  These scholars usually rely on evidence in line with the 
Christian analogy of faith (as opposed to the Enlightenment’s suspicious principle of analogy).  Examples of such 
include Willem Van Gemeren, W.F. Albright, Raymond B. Dillard, and Tremper Longman III. 
19 Wood, Prophets of Israel, pp. 266-67. 
20 Ibid., p. 267. 
21 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, pp. 365-67. 
22 See Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 270 fn. 3, which cites a National Geographic report of a modern Jerusalem 
locust plague. 
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As long as Jehoiada continued as high priest, Joash remained a true follower of God; 
when he died the king changed.  He then began to listen to new advisors who were more 
sympathetic to the deposed cult of Baal-Melqart (II Chron. 24:17, 18)…One may think of 
Joel living all through this stormy period of time.  He would have known of Athaliah’s 
despicable action in slaying her grandchildren, of her own wicked rule and the Baal 
worship she imported, and of the great relief experienced when young Joash was made 
king in her place…Joel apparently wrote his book a few years after this change had 
come, when the sinful ways she had instituted were no longer existent.23 

2.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Nothing is known of Joel the man outside of his prophetic book.  He tells us that his father was 
Pethuel.  We can guess that Pethuel feared the God of Israel, for he named his son Joel (literally, 
“Yahweh is God”).  We may also speculate that Joel, as a prophet during the monarchical period, 
dutifully served as a spokesman for God to the rulers of the house of Israel, bringing charges for 
breaking the laws of the covenant.  But it is certain that Joel was a well-educated man by 
observing the polished literary style of his book, complete with stark imagery and figures of 
speech.24  Wood also perceives Joel as a prophet concerned about the future and the judgment 
that will befall Israel for her sin.  His literary tone reveals a passion for true worship of Israel’s 
redeemer and covenant Lord, demonstrating his holy character as a “man of God.”25 

2.4 The Book (abbreviated outline26 and brief summary) 

I. Superscription (1:1) 
II. Crises Demanding Repentance (1:2-2:17) 

A. Recent Devastation by Locust and Drought (1:2-20) 
B. Future Devastation on the Day of the Lord (2:1-17) 

III. Divine Responses to Repentance (2:18-3:21) 
A. Promise of Renewal (2:18-32) 

1. Renewal of the Land (2:18-27) 
2. Renewal of God’s People (2:28-32) 

B. Final Judgment and Blessings (3:1-21) 
1. Judgment on the Nations (3:1-16) 
2. Blessings for God’s People (3:17-21) 

The book contains literary and structural hints that it was “either a liturgical text intended for 
repeated use on occasions of national lament or at least a historical example of one such 
lament.”27  The vagueness (or lack) of historical details characteristic of the book’s contents may 
be explained by such an intended liturgical purpose, which in turn would provide an adequate 
reason for the difficulty of dating Joel. 

Robertson provides an excellent summary of the primary thematic elements of Joel. 

                                                 
23 Ibid., pp. 269-70. 
24 Ibid., p. 270. 
25 Ibid. 
26 “Joel,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1426. 
27 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 367. 

Reformed Theological Seminary 6 12/2/04 



Old Testament Prophetic Profiles: Joel Brian M. Sandifer 

Building solidly on the unifying theme of the coming Day of the Lord, Joel’s message 
moves dramatically toward its crescendo.  First God’s own people undergo a “scorched 
earth” judgment as a consequence of a devastating plague of locusts (1:4-2:11).  But 
beyond the defoliation of the Lord’s own land is nothing less than a miraculous 
restoration, when the Lord returns all that the locusts have eaten (2:25).  Yet the Lord’s 
concern is not merely for his own Israel.  It extends to all the nations.  Just as the sky was 
blackened by the cloud of little creatures so that sun, moon, and stars were darkened, so 
the coming Day of the Lord will bring about a universal blackening of the skies above all 
the nations (2:10, 31; 3:15).  Multitudes will be gathered in the Valley of Decision—not so 
that the peoples of the world may decide for or against God, but that God may render his 
judgment over all humanity (3:14).  In that great and terrible coming Day of the Lord, a 
finalizing divine judgment will set the stage for the inauguration of a new age.28 

 
 

                                                 
28 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, pp. 241-42. 
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3 Hosea 

3.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Hosea dates his prophetic ministry and book in the eighth century by listing the contemporary 
regents of the southern and northern kingdoms.  The book’s superscription says the word of the 
LORD came to Hosea “in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and 
in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash, king of Israel” (Hos. 1:1). 

Dillard and Longman note that a specific date for the prophecy is difficult because 
“disagreements exist about the end of the reign of Jeroboam II due to some confusion over how 
to handle the length of Pekah’s reign (i.e., how much of his reign was over the entirety of the 
northern kingdom and how much of it was a co-regency).”29  Since Hosea could not have 
ministered for all the years of each king listed (which would be close to 100 years), it is best to 
assume that Hosea’s work spanned from the later years of Jeroboam to the early years of 
Hezekiah’s reign.  This would place Hosea conservatively during the time of approximately 760 
to 715 B.C. for a ministry period of forty to fifty years.30 

3.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Hosea was a prophet to the northern kingdom of Israel during an era of shifting political loyalties 
and national moral decline that culminated in military defeat and exile at the hand of Assyria.  
The reign of the strong and influential king Jeroboam was characterized by expansion of Israel’s 
borders, economic prosperity, and regional political influence on adjacent lands.  Such worldly 
security propelled the people (and the rulers to follow) to seek protection, stability, and 
respectability from the surrounding nations instead of from the God of Israel.  Hosea saw the 
wealth and peace of the day turn to political uncertainty as “Jeroboam’s son Zechariah was 
assassinated in 753 B.C.  Following Zechariah three more kings of Israel were also assassinated 
(Shallum, Pekahiah, and Pekah), and one became a political prisoner.”31 

Hosea also witnessed the rise of Assyrian domination over Syria and his own country that 
resulted from fickle political alliances made with rival nations Egypt and Assyria. 

The post-Jeroboam II period also saw a renewed, powerful, and aggressive Assyria, first 
led by Tiglath-pileser III (745-727 B.C.), then by Shalmaneser V, who eventually began 
the conflict that led to the total defeat and annexation of the north to the Assyrian Empire 
in 722.32 

Although the difficulty in dating some prophetic literature in Scripture does not greatly hinder 
the interpretation of the message (e.g., Obadiah and Joel), it is noteworthy that the numerous 

                                                 
29 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 354. 
30 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 276. 
31 “Hosea,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1401. 
32 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 356. 
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prophetic oracles contained in Hosea are best understood in the historical context of the second 
half of the eighth century B.C.33 

3.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

All available biographical information on Hosea the man is found in his book.  Hosea introduces 
himself with the formula used by many of the writing prophets as “the son of Beeri” (1:1), but he 
is unique in that his marriage plays an integral role to the message of his book. 

God wanted to give to his people a graphic picture of his covenantal love for them despite their 
wayward and idolatrous practices, so he instructed Hosea to “go, take yourself a wife of harlotry 
and children of harlotry, for the land has committed great harlotry by departing from the LORD” 
(1:2), and to name their offspring for the purpose of symbolizing God’s unhappiness with the 
people.  Thus the marriage of Hosea and his whore-wife Gomer typified the adulterous covenant 
marriage between the unfaithful Israelites and their jealous but faithful husband Yahweh.  
Hosea’s marriage did not end in divorce, but the rocky marriage was characterized by the sin of 
adultery, public humiliation, and ultimately forgiveness. 

Wood writes of Hosea’s willingness and character in marrying Gomer: “nothing proves the 
devotion of man to God more than such obedience, and one may be sure that Hosea held a high 
place in God’s evaluation.  He was truly a spiritually mature person.”34  Also, “in a day of 
abounding sin, Hosea not only was aware of it but spoke strongly against it.  He made a parallel 
between the unfaithful way his wife Gomer had treated him and the way Israel had treated 
God.”35 

Hosea the prophet is significant in redemptive history because he served as the final covenant-
treaty emissary from God to the northern nation of Israel.  Prophets had warned of impending 
judgment and called for national repentance before him, but Hosea brought the message that the 
Lord’s patience would soon run out.  In this respect his ministry is prophetically similar to John 
the Baptist, who preached an urgent message of repentance because “the ax is laid to the root of 
the trees” (Matt. 3:10) and “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 3:2). 

3.4 The Book (abbreviated outline36 and brief summary) 

Superscription (1:1) 
I. Hosea’s Troubled Marriage Reflects God’s Relationship With Israel (1:2-3:5) 

A. Hosea, Gomer, and Their Children (1:2-2:1) 
1. Prophetic Sign-act of Judgment (1:2-9) 
2. The Relationship Restored (1:10-2:1) 

B. The Lord’s Marriage to Israel (2:2-23) 
1. The Relationship Broken (2:2-13) 
2. The Relationship Restored (2:14-23) 

                                                 
33 Ibid. 
34 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 280. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 359. 
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C. Hosea’s Restored Marriage Relationship (3:1-5) 
II. First Prophetic Cycle (4:1-11:11) 

A. God Accuses Israel of Unfaithfulness (4:1-19) 
B. God Punishes Israel (5:1-15) 
C. Hosea’s Call to Repentance Ignored (6:1-7:16) 
D. God Punishes Israel for Rejecting Him (8:1-10:15) 
E. God’s Love for Israel Overwhelms His Anger (11:1-11) 

III. Second Prophetic Cycle (11:12-14:8) 
A. Israel Sins Against God (11:12-12:14) 
B. God Is Angry With His People (13:1-16) 
C. Israel Repents and Is Blessed (14:1-8) 
Wisdom Colophon (14:9) 

Wood summarizes Hosea’s prophecy into five main themes: (1) the antitype of Mosaic covenant 
unfaithfulness; (2) the corresponding type of Hosea’s adulterous marriage; (3) God’s love and 
patience with covenant-breaking Israel; (4) warning of severe punishment upon the people for 
breaking covenant; and (5) the glorious hope of Israel’s future restoration.37 

The warnings of judgment are backed by specific covenant curses derived from the Mosaic Law; 
conversely, the calls to repentance, obedience, and the contingent blessings to follow are also 
derived from the Mosaic Law in the Sinaitic covenant blessings.  Dillard and Longman cite the 
example of Hosea 4:10-11a compared to Deuteronomy 28:17-18 and 32:24-28 to demonstrate 
this dependency of Hosea on the stipulations and sanctions of the covenant.  Hosea is explicit 
about this message he intends to convey (6:7; 8:1).38 

The marriage of Hosea and Gomer provided an ample comparison between idolatrous Israel and 
their loving God because “there are only two relationships that are appropriately exclusive: 
marriage and covenant.  Rivals could not be tolerated in either relationship.  Thus Gomer’s 
sexual promiscuity paralleled the Israelites’ religious promiscuity.”39 

For Hosea (and the rest of the prophets), the theme of the Lord’s love and patience with Israel is 
related to the thematic promise of salvation and restoration.  Because God had lovingly cared for 
his chosen people since they were children called out of Egypt (11:1-4), their present sinfulness 
cannot nullify their glorious destiny.  God promised an ultimate restoration: “I will heal their 
backsliding, I will love them freely, for My anger has turned away from him” (14:4).  But this 
restoration will not come before the purging of Israel’s severe sins.  The Lord is true to his 
word—he will certainly punish the wickedness of his people, which Hosea likens 

to a return to the wilderness.  They will once again wander away from God (2:14).  In 
historical retrospect the immediate fulfillment of his prophetic word came first when the 
northern tribes were defeated by Assyrian forces in 722 B.C. and then in 586 when 
Babylon completely subdued Judah, destroyed the temple, and placed most of the 
survivors in exile.40 

                                                 
37 Wood, Prophets of Israel, pp. 282-83. 
38 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 360. 
39 Ibid., p. 361. 
40 Ibid. 
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4 Amos 

4.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Amos was a contemporary to the prophet Hosea, but his ministry to the northern kingdom of 
Israel did not last as long.  Amos dates his book during the reigns of King Uzziah (791-740) of 
Judah, and Jeroboam II (793-753) king of Israel (1:1).  The prophecy is further dated “two years 
before the earthquake” (1:1), but Wood warns that although this must have been a severe 
earthquake since Zechariah refers to it centuries later (Zech. 14:5-7), the earthquake’s date is 
impossible to ascertain unless new evidence is found.41  After accounting for additional historical 
clues in the prophecy and the biblical history of the monarchies, his ministry may be 
conservatively confined to years between 767 and 753 B.C.42 

4.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

The historical background of Amos is the same as Hosea, but confined to the reign of Jeroboam 
II.  During this period both Judah and Israel were experiencing “prosperity and luxury, which led 
to a life of indulgence and sin.”43  Both kingdoms’ militaries had expanded their borders and 
acquired great wealth.  Dillard and Longman summarize the spirit of the day and the judgment 
that hovered on the horizon. 

A powerful and profligate wealthy class had developed in Samaria; it was the abuse of 
wealth, power, and privilege by the wealthy in Samaria that formed the focus of so much 
of Amos’s preaching.  But this period of material and military success was to be only a 
brief and glorious sunset for the Israelite kingdoms: the Assyrians were already building 
their empire to the north, and both kingdoms would soon fall under its sway.  Amos’s 
preaching occurs under the ominous shadow of a threatened invasion (3:11; 5:3, 27; 6:7-
14; 7:9, 17; 9:4).44 

4.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

More is known about Amos than many other biblical prophets.  He identifies himself as a 
sheepbreeder and a tender of sycamore fruit from the town of Tekoa (1:1; 7:14), which 
traditionally is regarded as a Judean town five miles south of Bethlehem.  His occupation seems 
to suggest he was from a lower social class, certainly not a “son of a prophet” (7:14), although 
his penetrating literary style demonstrates he was well educated.  His normal vocation 
distinguished him from other prophets, who served as God’s spokesmen full time.  It is 
impossible to discern how long he continued in the office of prophet once he received his divine 
calling, but Wood ascertains that 

he evidently returned to his home in Tekoa after this [his prophetic ministry] and 
sometime later, following the earthquake, penned the words that are recorded.  Whether 

                                                 
41 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 284. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 375. 
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he continued in any prophetic ministry after returning to Judah is not indicated, but it is 
quite possible that God permitted him to return to his former occupation.45 

Prior to his calling, Amos was a layman who “must be thought of as a dedicated person and 
spiritually mature in the ways of God.”46  Wood also observes other characteristics of Amos: he 
was probably “energetic and hard-working;” knowledgeable of the world of his day, both of the 
politics of Israel/Judah and the surrounding nations; he probably studied the Old Testament 
Scriptures of his day as evidenced by the “numerous references in his book, especially to the 
Pentateuch;” and “above all he was fully dedicated to God and ready to serve in whatever way he 
could.”47  The spiritual character of Amos undoubtedly qualified him to minister to the level of 
God’s calling.  

Although critical scholarship has questioned Amos’s “social status, his relationship to other 
prophets and to the cult, the location of the Tekoa that was his home, and how much of the book 
actually reflects the writing or preaching of the prophet himself,”48 Dillard and Longman 
conclude that “the traditional understanding [of Amos’s social status] yet has much to commend 
it.”49  They similarly argue in favor of the traditional interpretation of Amos over against other 
higher-critical conclusions that cast suspicion on the claims of the text itself.  

4.4 The Book (abbreviated outline50 and brief summary) 

Superscription and thesis (1:1-2) 
I. Oracles against the nations (1:3-2:16) 

A. Aram (1:3-5) 
B. Philistia (1:6-8) 
C. Phoenicia (1:9-10) 
D. Edom (1:11-12) 
E. Ammon (1:13-15) 
F. Moab (2:1-3) 
G. Judah (2:4-5) 
H. Israel (2:6-16) 

II. Five oracles (3:1-6:14) 
A. First oracle (chap. 3) 
B. Second oracle (chap. 4) 
C. Third oracle (5:1-17) 
D. Fourth oracle (5:18-27) 
E. Fifth oracle (6:1-14) 

III. Five visions of judgment (7:1-9:10) 
A. Locusts (7:1-3) 
B. Fire (7:4-6) 

                                                 
45 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 286. 
46 Ibid. 
47 The list of Amos’s characteristics (quoted in this paragraph) is from Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 287. 
48 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 376. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Willem A. Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1990), pp. 130-31. 
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C. Plumbline (7:5-9) 
Ca.  Autobiographical parenthesis (7:10-17) 
D. Summer fruit (8:1-14) 
E. Desolate sanctuary (9:1-10) 

IV. Epilogue (9:11-15) 

Dillard and Longman identify the major theological themes of Amos as (1) Divine Sovereignty 
and Judgment; (2) Idolatry and Social Injustice; (3) the Covenant and the Remnant; (4) the Day 
of the Lord; and (5) God’s Word.51  Robertson rightly unifies these themes in the biblical 
covenantal concept. 

…the frame of reference in Amos presupposes both the covenant with the fathers and 
the covenant made through Moses.  This nation, these families alone of all the families of 
the earth, has been favored beyond all other peoples.  They are the ones the Lord 
brought out of Egypt by the exodus.  For this reason of special privilege, they stand under 
special judgment.  Because of the covenant they came to possess the land, and because 
of the covenant they will be exiled from the land.  All the awesome judgments described 
so vividly in Amos’s prophecy will fall on this nation just because they have been 
specially favored of the Lord.”52 

Wood concurs by stressing the people’s sin against the Mosaic Law—the covenantal treaty 
between the Israelite vassal nation and their Divine Suzerain.  

Amos’s message was that people should leave off their sinful ways and return to seeking 
God and His will.  They should heed the regulations laid down in the Mosaic Law given 
long before.  If they did not, there would be a day of punishment from God.  This would 
be a day of darkness rather than light, one of punishment and sorrow rather than reward 
and gladness.53 

But the oracles of doom, fulfilled in the imminent exile, are balanced with hope in the eventual 
and certain promises of God.  Specifically, the Davidic Covenant is recalled as the basis for this 
hope.  The Lord will “raise up the tabernacle of David, which has fallen down, and repair its 
damages; I will raise up its ruins, and rebuild it as in the days of old; that they may possess the 
remnant of Edom, and all the Gentiles who are called by My name” (9:11-12).  In Acts 15:15-19, 
James recognized that these words were fulfilled in the new covenant.  The King of Israel and 
Son of David, namely the Lord Jesus, would raise Israel to victory over its enemies by extending 
his kingdom rule through his church over the nations. 

 

                                                 
51 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, pp. 382-84. 
52 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, pp. 208-9. 
53 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 288. 
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5 Jonah 

5.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Second Kings 14:25 sets the general date of Jonah’s ministry during the reign of Jeroboam II of 
Israel (793-753 B.C.).  Although the book’s historical setting is without question, the date of 
composition is uncertain because (unlike other prophetic books) Jonah does not record its author.  
Dillard and Longman note “the book contains no indication of author or date of composition.”54  
Wood takes the position that “Jonah no doubt wrote his book after he returned from Nineveh to 
Israel, when he could look back and assess more objectively the events that had transpired.”55  
Wood also examines Assyrian history for clues pointing to a more exact date.  His analysis favors 
a date about 760 because several factors were present that could have influenced the Ninevites’ 
positive response to Jonah’s message of coming judgment.  Wood’s conclusion is plausible, but it 
is safer to be less specific and date the book according to the biblical record sometime during 
Jeroboam II’s administration. 

5.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

A message of doom directed toward Assyria, Israel’s feared and hated neighbor, would have been 
wildly popular to the ear of the Jew.  The Lord was finally ready to destroy their Goliath-sized 
enemy and deliver David-sized Israel from oppression.  God’s timing seemed to be perfect as 

Assyria was preoccupied with the mountain tribes of Urartu and did not continue her 
westward campaigns until Tiglath-pileser III (745 B.C.) came to power.  Israel rejoiced in 
the Assyrian preoccupation.  She aggressively pursued a policy of defense by 
strengthening the fortified cities, building up the army, and employing international 
diplomacy.56 

Jonah was called by the Lord to preach to the inhabitants of the Assyrian city of Nineveh, which 
infuriated the prophet.  He was well aware of God’s gracious nature, and did not want to warn 
Israel’s enemies for fear that they might repent and God would thus relent.  Jonah desired that 
Nineveh, widely known for their cruelty57, be punished more than he desired the salvation of the 
large Gentile city. 

At home in Israel, the nation was experiencing a period of great material prosperity and spiritual 
deterioration.  Jonah ministered in the eighth century within the same environment as Hosea and 
Amos. 

                                                 
54 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 391. 
55 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 290. 
56 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 146. 
57 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 292. 
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5.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

The references outside the book of Jonah provide most of his known biographical information.  
Despite the argument that the story of Jonah is an allegory, Jonah was a historical person who 
served as a prophet to Israel during the reign of Jeroboam II.  His father was Amittai (Jonah 1:1), 
he made his home in Gath-Hepher (a town northeast of Nazareth in the Galilean region), and 
prophesied that Jeroboam II would expand the territory of Israel “from the entrance of Hamath to 
the sea of the God of Israel” (II Kgs. 14:25).  Beyond such details, the canonical book that bears 
his name allows us a window to his soul. 

Bullock summarizes the human side of Jonah portrayed in the story: 

The character lines in the book are well drawn, and we feel that we know Jonah quite 
well when the story concludes.  He had a mind of his own.  Even when he knew he had 
lost the war, he still waged his personal battle (4:1-11).  The book is short on oracular 
material (only 3:4b), and the psalm of chapter 2, although not an oracle, reveals one side 
of the prophet’s disposition, balanced precariously against another side drawn out in 
chapter 4…It was a very human reaction that Jonah should be thankful for his own 
deliverance but resentful about Nineveh’s.58 

Wood garners other glimpses into the complicated personality of Jonah.59  He was “interested in 
the destruction of Ninevites, not their salvation;” he “must have been a true man of God to be 
called to the important mission to Nineveh;” he demonstrated a lacking in “complete dedication 
of life” to the Lord; his thinking was “not free from a narrowmindedness that was characteristic 
of Jews of the day” regarding God’s blessing on the Gentiles; but “one can hardly characterize 
Jonah as lacking in courage” as he faced the angry waves from the ship; and he “must also have 
been a gifted speaker” to be heard above the rest of the foreign messengers that no doubt spoke 
in Nineveh. 

Jonah is a fascinating character in part because he is flawed.  God’s people struggling against sin 
and selfishness no doubt can relate to Jonah.  Dillard and Longman point out that “Jonah is not a 
flat, but a complex character.  That is, in his spiritual ups and downs he acts like a real person.  
This roundness of character is one of the reasons that Jonah is such a fascinating and rich 
book.”60 

5.4 The Book (abbreviated outline61 and brief summary) 

I. Jonah’s Disobedience and God’s Reaction (1:1-2:10) 
A. Jonah Flees From God’s Call (1:1-3) 
B. God Sends a Great Storm (1:4-15) 
C. Jonah’s Flight Is Ended (1:16-17) 
D. Jonah’s Prayer and God’s Response (2:1-10) 

1. Jonah Prays With Thanksgiving (2:1-9) 

                                                 
58 C. Hassell Bullock, An Introduction to the Old Testament Prophetic Books (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1986), 
p.44. 
59 All quotations in this paragraph are from Wood, Prophets of Israel, pp. 292-93. 
60 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 394. 
61 “Jonah,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1461. 

Reformed Theological Seminary 15 12/2/04 



Old Testament Prophetic Profiles: Jonah Brian M. Sandifer 

2. God Answers Jonah’s Prayer (2:10) 
II. Jonah’s Obedience and God’s Reaction (3:1-4:11) 

A. Jonah Obeys God’s Call (3:1-4) 
B. Ninevites Repent and God Responds With Compassion (3:5-10) 
C. Jonah’s Prayer and God’s Response (4:1-11) 

1. Jonah Prays With Anger and God Answers (4:1-4) 
2. Jonah Receives Further Explanation From God (4:5-11) 

The story of Jonah is easy to summarize, however the intended message is notoriously difficult 
to identify.  Jonah describes himself in the first chapter as a Hebrew who fears “the LORD, the 
God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land” (1:9).  He serves as a prophet for God, but 
when God calls him to a new assignment of preaching judgment to the hated Ninevites, Jonah 
balks and instead decides to disobey and sail to Tarshish which was effectively on the other side 
of the world (1:3).  The Lord follows in pursuit of his wayward servant and sends a harrowing 
tempest that nearly destroys the ship (1:4).  After Jonah confesses his disobedience, the mariners, 
with Jonah’s approval, toss Jonah overboard to appease the deity who brought the troublesome 
storm upon them.  Jonah sinks to the bottom of the sea, repents, and thus God delivers him to 
shore by way of the belly of a great fish, which vomits him onto dry land (2:10).  The Lord then 
commissioned Jonah again to go preach in Nineveh and this time the servant obeys the 
command.  After delivering the message, Jonah’s worst fears are realized—the Ninevites repent 
and God gives them grace.  The book concludes with Jonah complaining to God for being 
gracious to the enemy nation and for his own lack of creature comforts, and God responding with 
chiding words regarding Jonah’s poor attitude towards God’s grace and providence (4:8-11). 

What are we to make of such a unique prophetic book?  Robertson writes that “Jonah 
distinguishes himself among the prophetic books from several perspectives.”62  Jonah is almost 
completely a narrative, except for the single sentence oracle in Jonah 3:4.  Jonah is also the only 
writing prophet sent to a foreign nation.  In addition, there are questions about the literary genre 
of the book—is it didactic fiction (parable) or didactic history?  Despite the belief that this 
“question is irrelevant to the interpretation of the book”63 and that “the question of the intention 
of historicity is totally without effect on the interpretation of the book’s theological message or 
even the exegesis of individual passages,”64 we must remember that Jesus himself used the 
example of Jonah’s three days and nights in the belly of the fish as a sign of his own historical 
death, burial, and resurrection.  This single argument should be sufficient to establish the book’s 
historicity. 

Much has been written of the book’s theological theme.  Many read Jonah as a lesson on God’s 
compassion for the Gentiles and a stern rebuke to Israel for presuming that its special status gave 
it a monopoly on the grace of God.  This understanding focuses on God as “the God of Israel, the 
God of Nineveh, the God of the entire creation.”65  Others see the theme of worship and 
thanksgiving in chapter 2.  Still others argue that the sovereignty of God and how his rule 

                                                 
62 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, p. 250. 
63 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 393. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid., p. 395. 
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operates in the world is primary.66  McConville offers sound advice on finding the point of 
Jonah. 

Should we expect to find that a story like Jonah has only one point?  If Jonah is meant to 
teach that God may repent of his intention to judge, what is the point of it being a story 
about Nineveh?  Is that just incidental?…is not the idea of Assyrians turning to Yahweh 
the God of Israel bound to make an impact on Israelite or Jewish hearers?  Good stories 
rarely have just one point.67 

 

 

                                                 
66 J. Gordon McConville, Exploring the Old Testament: A Guide to the Prophets (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2002), p. 189. 
67 Ibid., p. 191. 
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6 Isaiah 

6.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Isaiah dates his ministry during the same period as that of Hosea, although he does not mention 
King Jeroboam II of Israel because Isaiah was a prophet to the house of David in Judah.  Isaiah 
1:1 lists the reigning kings of Judah during his lengthy ministry: Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and 
Hezekiah.  In light of the description of Isaiah’s calling in chapter six, his prophetic work 
probably did not begin until the end (perhaps the last year) of Uzziah’s tenure.  Although 
Hezekiah ruled until 686 B.C., Isaiah 37:38 refers to the death of the Assyrian emperor 
Sennacherib, which occurred in 681.  This would place the dates of his ministry from 740 to 
about 680 B.C., bridging the eighth and seventh centuries.  Wood writes, “as to a chronological 
comparison with Hosea, Isaiah began approximately twenty years after this contemporary and 
continued about thirty years longer.  Isaiah’s ministry was probably the longest of any of Israel’s 
prophets.”68 

6.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Isaiah lived and ministered to a wicked king (Ahaz) and three God-fearing kings (Uzziah, 
Jotham, and Hezekiah).  During the sixty-year period of Isaiah’s work, much in Judah changed 
regarding the religious and political climate.  The Assyrian empire grew in power and size 
throughout Isaiah’s lifetime, culminating in the exile of Judah’s northern neighbor Israel by 
Assyria (722 B.C.) and the (unsuccessful) siege of Jerusalem by Sennacherib (circa 701 B.C.).  
Despite the godliness of Uzziah and Jotham, the people were corrupt and apostate in the midst of 
material blessings.  After the righteous reigns of Uzziah and Jotham, Ahaz rejected the godly 
examples of his father and grandfather to pursue idolatry. 

Ahaz made images of Baal, observed infant sacrifices in the Valley of Hinnom, and 
worshiped in the high places.  While visiting in Damascus, he saw an altar he admired 
and had one like it reproduced in Jerusalem, establishing it as his official place of 
sacrifice at the temple.  Besides this, he intentionally damaged several of the sacred 
vessels of the temple and even closed the temple doors, thus forcing people to worship 
where and as he desired.69 

In contrast to Ahaz, his son Hezekiah observed the Mosaic Law by restoring true worship to the 
temple and purging the land of pagan influence.  He even destroyed the brazen serpent pole that 
Moses had crafted because it had become a venerated object to the people and had turned their 
worship from their Creator-Redeemer God to an inanimate object.  It was a time of renewal and 
religious reform according to the ancient religion of Yahweh. 

From a literary perspective, the period of Isaiah’s ministry may be divided as follows. 

                                                 
68 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 298. 
69 Ibid., p. 299. 
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Isaiah’s ministry falls into four periods: (1) the period of social criticism (chaps. 2-5), ca. 
740-734 B.C.; (2) the Syro-Ephraimite war (chaps. 7-9), 734-732 B.C.; (3) the anti-
Assyrian rebellion (chaps. 10-23), 713-711 B.C.; and (4) the anti-Assyrian rebellion and 
Jerusalem’s siege (chaps. 28-32; 36-39), 705-701 B.C.70 

6.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Van Gemeren provides biographical data and a glimpse into the heart of Isaiah the prophet. 

Isaiah loved the old Jerusalem but at the same time looked forward to a New Jerusalem.  
He was probably born and educated in Jerusalem.  He was married [to a prophetess] 
(8:3), had at least two sons, Shear-Jashub and Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz, and ministered 
to God’s people during an era of great political turmoil (740-700 B.C.).71 

Besides the Scriptural details provided about Isaiah son of Amoz, the “apocryphal book 
Assumption of Isaiah preserves the tradition that he was sawn in two during the reign of 
Manasseh (cf. Heb. 11:37)”72 and “the Talmud also reports that he was related to the royal house, 
a cousin of Uzziah (Meg 10b).”73  Wood’s study of the character of Isaiah reveals the man to be 
spiritually mature and full of humility, at ease appearing and prophesying at the royal court, of an 
unusual intellectual capacity as shown in his masterful poetic style and broad knowledge of 
world affairs, and courageous in his delivery of less than desirable oracles.  Isaiah must have 
deserved the title given to him in modern times: “the prince of prophets.”74 

As stated previously, Isaiah’s call was to prophesy in the royal court to the kings of Judah, and 
this he did whether the kings he served heeded his words or not.  “Besides this, Isaiah would 
have been active in preaching to people on street corners, at the gates of the city, or wherever 
they might be assembled.”75  Isaiah’s ministry was probably most significant to his 
contemporaries in Judah as a dire warning in light of the destruction of Israel. 

Certainly God wanted Judah to take notice of the punishment Israel experienced, in order 
that Judah might profit and turn in repentance to God.  But if she was to have the forceful 
lesson driven home, there needed to be a great prophet like Isaiah…to do this.76 

For this very purpose God must have raised up Isaiah as a prophet. 

6.4 The Book (abbreviated outline77 and brief summary) 

I. Superscription (1:1) 
II. Isaiah’s Message of Judgment and Restoration (1:2-6:13) 

                                                 
70 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 248.  Note that these historical periods also correspond to the 
kings listed in Isaiah’s superscription. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, pp. 275-76. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Wood, Prophets of Israel, pp. 303-305. 
75 Ibid., p. 303. 
76 Ibid. 
77 “Isaiah,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, pp. 1070-1073.  The outline as it appears in the source is much 
more detailed. 

Reformed Theological Seminary 19 12/2/04 



Old Testament Prophetic Profiles: Isaiah Brian M. Sandifer 

A. Judgment and Restoration to Righteousness and Justice (1:2-2:5) 
B. Judgment and Restoration on That Day (2:6-4:6) 
C. Judgment Leading to Restoration (5:1-6:13) 

III. Isaiah’s Response to the Assyrian Judgment (7:1-39:8) 
A. The Syrian-Israelite Coalition (7:1-12:6) 
B. International Upheaval During the Assyrian Judgment (13:1-27:13) 
C. Sennacherib’s Invasion (28:1-39:8) 

IV. Isaiah and the Babylonian Judgment (40:1-66:24) 
A. Isaiah’s Call to Proclaim Restoration (40:1-11) 
B. God’s Power to Restore His People (40:12-44:23) 
C. God’s Instruments of His Sure Salvation (44:24-55:13) 
D. Israel’s Sin, Repentance and Restoration (56:1-66:24) 

The prophecy of Isaiah is the most far reaching and encompassing book in the Old Testament 
prophetic corpus.  Its key themes78 include (1) judgment and hope; (2) the uniqueness [holiness] 
of God; (3) trust; (4) creation; (5) salvation; and (6) the Messiah-servant.  One commentator 
unifies the sub-themes under the overarching theme of the king who reigns in Zion—“sometimes 
the king is the Lord himself, sometimes he is the current king of the house of David, and 
sometimes he is the king who is yet to come.”79  Isaiah ties these major lines together in a mature 
redemptive-historical framework that serves as an excellent biblical theology in miniature. 

Although it is surely a coincidence that the number of chapters in the book of Isaiah 
corresponds exactly to the number of books in the Christian Bible, there is no other book 
in either Testament which comprehends the whole of biblical theology so completely as 
does Isaiah.  Here the terrifying holiness of God is depicted as clearly as it is anywhere in 
the [Old Testament], but also the unchanging grace of God is depicted as clearly as it is 
anywhere in the [New Testament].  Thus in many ways the book of Isaiah offers a 
summary of biblical theology.80 

Robertson offers a compelling case that the key elements in Isaiah’s call to the prophetic ministry 
as recorded in chapter six provide a complete thematic outline for the rest of the book. He 
identifies six main ideas in this brief chapter: (1) the exaltation of the Lord as king; (2) holiness 
as a defining characteristic of Isaiah’s Lord; (3) the universal character of the Lord’s domain; (4) 
the sinfulness of God’s own people; (5) the inability of the people to hear the word of the Lord; 
and (6) the exile of the people and their restoration to the land.81 

From a covenantal perspective, Isaiah is structured around the blessings and curses of God’s 
covenants with Israel.  Isaiah brings both charges against the nation for its flagrant violation of 

                                                 
78 J. N. Oswalt, “Isaiah,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), pp. 
219-22. 
79 John Yeo, Isaiah, unpublished handout presented at Isaiah-Malachi class at Reformed Theological Seminary, 
Washington, p. 1.  Yeo cites J. Alec Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 
pp. 37-39, and relies heavily on his analysis of Isaiah. 
80 Oswalt, “Isaiah,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, p. 217. 
81 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, pp. 212-227.  With his unifying thesis firmly established, Robertson proceeds 
to tackle the critical reconstructions of the book of Isaiah, demonstrating that the necessary assumptions for 
reconstruction are flawed and unjustified.  See pp. 227-40 for this excellent analysis.  Evangelicals would do well to 
examine his conservative and faithful responses carefully in light of recent concessions to a deutero-Isaiah. 
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the Law, and hope for the nation through the message of future restoration.  “The prophet spoke 
of many different curses that would come, the most serious of which would be destruction and 
exile.”82  These harbingers of woe are balanced with soothing words of hope for the godly 
remnant. 

He spoke of many different kinds of blessings, but for the most part his positive words 
focused on the principle blessing of restoration after exile.  As a result, Isaiah called the 
godly to persevere in seeking the Lord, in cultivating hope for God’s kingdom, in 
experiencing God’s peace within themselves during times of trouble and in responding to 
God’s new acts of redemption in faith.83 

 

                                                 
82 “Isaiah,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1069. 
83 Ibid. 
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7 Micah 

7.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Micah was a contemporary prophet of Isaiah.  The superscription in Micah 1:1 dates his ministry 
during the reigns of the Judahic kings Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah.  Wood calculates that since 
Uzziah is not listed among the kings, “he evidently started his ministry a little later than Isaiah, 
and because he mentions nothing concerning the invasion of Sennacherib in the day of Hezekiah 
he probably ceased earlier.”84  The years 735-710 B.C. seem likely for his ministry. 

Although critical scholars have questioned these dates, further biblical evidence argues for the 
likelihood of a late eighth century dating85.  Jeremiah 26:18-19 demonstrates that Micah 
prophesied during Hezekiah’s reign and also quotes Micah 3:12.  His prediction of Samaria’s fall 
in 1:2-6 proves that he ministered prior to the fall of Samaria in 722 B.C.  In 5:10, the mention of 
horses and chariots of Judah implies a period of prosperity, which well describes the years of 
Jotham’s rule after Uzziah.  

7.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Micah’s work fell entirely within the prophetic ministry of Isaiah, and because they ministered to 
the same audience (the southern kingdom of Judah), the background history is the same as that of 
Isaiah.  Since Micah’s career was relatively brief compared to Isaiah’s long and distinguished 
ministry, he did not share the experience of Sennacherib’s invasion.  However, Micah was not a 
stranger to Assyrian assaults as he lived during the vicious attacks on Judah’s northern neighbor, 
Israel.  The fall of Israel and the subsequent exile certainly “affected his ministry just as it did 
that of Isaiah.”86  Van Gemeren notes that 

with the fall of Samaria the Israelites fled for asylum to Judah, and we may deduce from 
the archaeological record of Jerusalem that the city increased rapidly up to four times its 
previous size.  Her leaders grew more corrupt (3:9-12), and the moral fiber further 
disintegrated (7:1-6).87 

Although Assyria was the primary threat to Judah during the days of Micah, he looked to the 
future and prophesied of “the destruction of Judah at the hands of the Babylonians, which took 
place in 586 B.C., and even further ahead to the restoration from captivity [in 539].”88 

7.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Micah identifies his home town of Moresheth (1:1), which is probably the same as the 
Moresheth-gath cited in 1:14.  This rural village was located in a valley approximately 20 miles 

                                                 
84 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 309. 
85 Citations of biblical evidence in this paragraph are from Wood, Prophets of Israel, pp. 309-10. 
86 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 310. 
87 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 150. 
88 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 399. 
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southwest of Jerusalem.  Since Micah is only mentioned in one other book (Jer. 26:18-19), we 
must glean from the few clues in his book to deduce personal characteristics.  Micah was raised 
in a small rural village, therefore Wood concludes he had close contact with poor people, which 
contributed to his obvious concern for their plight.  His words reveal he was well acquainted 
with international affairs, especially those of Israel.  Wood suggests Micah may have acquired 
this knowledge as a result of Moresheth’s proximity to an international caravan route running 
north-south.  Furthermore, Moresheth was located only 20 miles from Tekoa, so it is possible 
Micah may have had contact with and been influenced by the elderly prophet Amos (who had 
ministered at Bethel only 25 years earlier).  Micah was an influential prophetic voice in 
Jerusalem, as evidenced by another prophet (Jeremiah) mentioning his name a century later (this 
is a rare occurrence in the prophetic corpus).  He certainly would have prophesied against the 
false prophets of the city and the moral laxity of the people. 

Micah was “fully aware of what was happening to Israel in the north, where destruction was 
already being experienced, and [he] used that illustration to impress Judah that the same could 
well happen to her.”89  His ministry supported the far-reaching religious reforms of Hezekiah.  
No doubt the prophetic critiques offered by Micah (and Isaiah) influenced King Hezekiah to 
restore the sole worship of Yahweh in the land.  Van Gemeren draws attention to the lasting 
significance of Micah and his message. 

A century later Micah’s ministry was still remembered by some of the elders of Judah.  
They reminded King Jehoiakim that King Hezekiah had left Micah unharmed, even 
though he, like Jeremiah, had proclaimed the destruction of Jerusalem.  Because of this 
remembrance of Micah, Jeremiah escaped death (Jer. 26:17-24).90  

7.4 The Book (abbreviated outline91 and brief summary) 

I. The heading (1:1) 
II. First series of prophecies: God gathers the elect remnant into Jerusalem (1:2-2:13) 

A. God punishes Samaria and Judah (1:2-16) 
B. Woe to the oppressors (2:1-11) 
C. God preserves a remnant in Zion (2:12-13) 

III. Second series of prophecies: God restores Jerusalem’s former dominion to the purified 
remnant (3:1-5:15) 

A. Old Jerusalem and its corrupt leaders fall (3:1-12) 
B. New Jerusalem exalted over the nations (4:1-8) 
C. Zion’s present pangs will give birth to a new era (4:9-13) 
D. The birth and exaltation of the Messiah (5:1-6) 
E. The remnant rules the nations (5:7-9) 
F. God protects his purified kingdom (5:10-15) 

IV. Third series of prophecies: God forgives the remnant of his sinful people (6:1-7:20) 
A. Israel accused of breaking covenant (6:1-8) 

                                                 
89 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 311. 
90 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 150. 
91 Bruce Waltke, “Micah,” in New Bible Commentary, 21st Century ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
1994), p. 823. 
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B. The covenant curses fulfilled on Jerusalem (6:9-16) 
C. Jerusalem’s social structures break apart (7:1-7) 
D. Victory song: Who is like the remnant’s pardoning God? (7:8-20) 

The 19 oracles of Micah are arranged in a tri-cyclical pattern (chapters 1-2; 3-5; 6-7).  Each cycle 
begins with the theme of judgment and ends on a salvific refrain.  Micah predicts judgment for 
Judah because they had broken the terms of the covenant they entered with the Lord.  God had 
redeemed his people from Egypt, but they had not remained faithful to the Mosaic Covenant 
stipulations.  Thus “the Lord now brings his covenant-based lawsuit against them, calling on the 
earth and its peoples as witnesses (1:2; 6:1-2); (see also Deut. 4:26; 30:19; 31:28; 32:1).”92  Their 
only hope for restoration is the Lord’s covenant promise to the patriarchs.  “You will give truth to 
Jacob, and mercy to Abraham, which You have sworn to our fathers from days of old” (7:20).  
The Lord revealed to Micah that restoration would occur in the remnant, which is the key to 
understanding the prophecy of Micah.  The promised (Davidic) ruler from the tribe of Judah will 
hail from Bethlehem and be none other than the Christ (5:2), “whose goings forth are from of 
old, from everlasting.”  Following the devastation of Israel and Judah, the restoration will 
manifest itself in a small but purified remnant that will constitute the re-gathering of dispersed 
Israel (2:12; 4:6; 5:3).  This remnant will be blessed with the glorious, promised covenant 
inheritance. 

Once reestablished, this remnant shall multiply and flourish as they come to possess the 
wealth of the nations in the name of the Covenant LORD, and as the nations flow to the 
mountain of the Lord (2:12; 4:13c; 4:1-3).  As the kingdom is restored, so the king will be 
restored, and paradise will be renewed.  As Bethlehem was the birthplace of great King 
David, so Bethlehem will be the home of the greater than David, even though his origins 
have been from eternity (4:8; 2:13; 5:2-4).93 

Micah instructs God’s chosen people today in how to live in light of the restoration they 
currently have and will eventually receive at the hand of the Covenant LORD.  In light of their 
promised salvation, they respond, “for all people walk each in the name of his god, but we will 
walk in the name of the LORD our God forever and ever” (4:5).  Furthermore, they are to depend 
and trust in God’s sovereign grace (5:9), not the works of their own hands (5:10-15).  Those 
saved by grace can be confident in trials today and tomorrow because God will be faithful to his 
covenant promises (7:18-20). 
 

                                                 
92 Robertson, Christ of the Covenants, p. 211. 
93 Ibid., pp. 211-12. 
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8 Nahum 

8.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Nahum’s prophecy must be dated according to internal clues in his book since he does not 
confine his ministry to the reign of any monarch.  Two references allow us to date Nahum’s work 
between 664 and 612 B.C.  Dillard and Longman provide the standard date calculation. 

The prophecy places itself in the seventh century B.C.  This date is established by the 
mention of the destruction of Thebes, which occurred in 664 B.C. (3:8), and the major 
focus of the prophecy: the destruction of Nineveh, which took place in 612.  If the 
prophetic nature of the book is taken seriously, then Nahum must be dated at least a 
couple of years before the destruction of the city.  It is difficult to be more precise.94 

Some scholars argue for a date closer to 664 B.C. because the description of Thebes is so vivid.  
Others suggest that the prophecy should be concurrently dated with Zephaniah around 630 B.C., 
since Zephaniah (who places his own ministry during the reign of Josiah) also prophesied the 
destruction of Nineveh.  However, Nahum’s vivid imagery can be explained in light of his 
powerful poetry, and it is possible that Nahum prophesied Nineveh’s destruction earlier than 
Zephaniah.  In the final analysis, there is simply not enough evidence to warrant a more specific 
date range than the aforementioned period of 664-612 B.C. 

8.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

The historical milieu in which Nahum lived must be understood in the context of the reigns of 
preceding monarchs of Judah95.  Manassah, the son of the good King Hezekiah, ruled 55 years 
from 697-642 B.C.  Manassah, being a wicked ruler, was the longest tenured king in the history 
of both Israel and Judah, and thus exerted a tremendous influence for evil on the people.  Second 
Kings 21:9 records that Manassah seduced the people to “do more evil than the nations whom 
the LORD had destroyed before the children of Israel.”  Toward the end of his life he repented 
and sought to bring religious reform to the land.  Amon (642-640 B.C.), the next king and the son 
of Manassah, chose the path of his father’s earlier wickedness.  His reign was cut short by 
assassination at the hands of his conspiring servants.  Amon’s young son Josiah (640-609 B.C.) 
became the next king at age 8 and benefited from royal advisors who feared God.  His life and 
rule were marked by righteousness, and because his reign coincided with the weakening of the 
once-mighty Assyrian Empire, these years in Judah were characterized by peace and prosperity 
amidst Josiah’s reforms.  In 622 B.C. a book of the Mosaic Law was discovered in the temple, 
which led Josiah to initiate extensive religious reforms in the land.  These years were known for 
the removal of the high places, religious prostitution, child sacrifice, and other syncretistic cult 
practices to make way for proscribed Yahwistic worship. 

Nineveh, the intended metropolitan audience of the prophet Nahum, was the capital city of the 
waning and crumbling Near Eastern empire of Assyria.  During Nahum’s ministry the balance of 

                                                 
94 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 404. 
95 I have relied heavily on Wood, Prophets of Israel, pp. 316-18 for the background history in this paragraph. 
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political and military power was shifting from the Assyrians to the Babylonians96.  From 652 
until the fall of Assyria in 612 B.C., the Babylonians were off-and-on at war with Assyria.  In 
612, the Medes (Babylon’s ally) destroyed Nineveh by looting the city and its temples.  The 
Medes, unable or uninterested in possessing the city, abandoned the city ruins for Babylon’s 
taking. 

8.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Nahum was an Elkoshite, which probably means he was from a place named Elkosh.  Although 
the location of Elkosh remains uncertain, four possible locations of this site have been proposed 
in the history of interpretation: 

(1) Eastern medieval tradition located Elkosh in the vicinity of Nineveh (at a site called Al-
Kush) and argued that Nahum was the descendant of an exiled northern Israelite family.  
(2) Others…place Elkosh in Galilee at a site called El-Kauzeh.  (3) A second site in the 
northern kingdom has also been proposed.  This is Capernaum on the northern shore of 
the Sea of Galilee.  A possible etymology of Capernaum is “Nahum’s city.”  (4) A still 
further proposed location is in Judah…in the area around Begebar, the modern Beit 
Jibrin.97 

Wood deduces that Nahum “must have been knowledgeable of the world around him and 
particularly the Assyrian Empire and its capital of the day, Nineveh.”98  He knew of the history 
of the Assyrian Empire and its threatening relation to Israel (culminating in exile by Assyria) and 
Judah.  Although his book is an oracle against Assyria, he most likely also prophesied to his own 
people in Judah.  Nahum knew of King Manassah’s period of captivity in Assyria and 

doubtless used this fact as a word of warning to people generally.  Knowing also of the 
destruction of Thebes in Egypt (3:8-10), he may have warned against any dependence 
on Egypt, in the vein of Isaiah a century earlier.  Being thus aware of the world at large, 
he certainly had contact with the king of his own country, Josiah, and no doubt along with 
Zephaniah and Jeremiah had much to do with encouraging the king in making his 
reform.99 

8.4 The Book (abbreviated outline100 and brief summary) 

I. Title (1:1) 
II. Praise to the Divine Warrior (1:2-8) 

III. Judgment for Nineveh and Salvation for God’s People (1:9-2:2) 
A. Nineveh’s Judgment (1:9-11) 
B. Judah’s Salvation (1:12-13) 
C. Nineveh’s Judgment (1:14) 
D. Judah’s Salvation (1:15) 
E. Nineveh’s Judgment (2:1) 

                                                 
96 Similarly, I have relied on information in Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 405, for the 
historical background in this paragraph. 
97 Ibid., p. 404. 
98 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 319. 
99 Ibid. 
100 “Nahum,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1480. 
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F. Judah’s and Israel’s Salvation (2:2) 
IV. A Vivid Vision of Nineveh’s End (2:3-10) 
V. Mockery of Doomed Nineveh (2:11-3:19) 

A. Taunt Against Nineveh, the Lion (2:11-13) 
B. Woe Over Nineveh, a City Destroyed (3:1-7) 
C. Taunt Against Nineveh, a City Like Thebes (3:8-17) 
D. Applause Over Nineveh, a Fatally Wounded City (3:18-19) 

Judgment and salvation are recurring themes in the prophets, and no less so in the message of 
Nahum.  Although at first glance the prophets may appear schizophrenic in pairing judgment and 
salvation beside each other, Robertson explains why they must be intimately conjoined. 

These two elements, the destruction of God’s enemies and the salvation of God’s people, 
must be combined if the kingdom of God is to be actually realized on earth.  God’s 
righteousness must be established, and his enemies must be overthrown.  Apart from the 
defeat of God’s enemies, no genuinely good news can be announced to God’s people.101 

Jonah and Nahum were called to prophesy to the same people (Nineveh) a century apart, but 
Nahum’s message was one of certain doom in light of Nineveh’s failure to continue in 
repentance.  Whereas Jonah witnessed to his chagrin Ninevite repentance from the least to the 
greatest, Nahum’s prophesy reveals God as one whose patience must never be construed as 
weakness or indifference.  The bell hath tolled for Nineveh, and judgment would soon come for 
its myriad of sins: (1) unrestrained hunger for power and domination (2:12; 3:1, 4); (2) dishonest 
trade practices and crass materialism (2:12; 3:16); and (3) merciless martial practices. 

Nahum invited the people of God to join in mocking their hated enemy as the Lord brought 
together judgment and salvation.  “Judgment, however, is not the Lord’s final word.  His acts of 
retribution are also acts of redemptive judgment that stand in the service of his love for his 
people and his covenant with them (1:15; 2:2).  He destroys the forces of chaos with the purpose 
of recreating a new world of freedom, peace (1:13) and lasting comfort.  He knows and cares for 
those who trust in him (1:7).102 

                                                 
101 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, p. 259. 
102 “Nahum,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1481. 
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9 Habakkuk 

9.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

The superscription of Habakkuk does not include the familiar monarchical dating formula and 
the prophet Habakkuk is not mentioned by name elsewhere in the Bible, therefore any dating 
schema must arise from indirect internal evidence.  The extant clues lead conservative scholars to 
date the prophecy from the late seventh century to the early sixth century B.C.  The lack of any 
reference to the Assyrian empire and its capital at Nineveh, which fell to the Babylonian war 
machine in 612 B.C., argues for a date range from sometime after 612 up until a few years before 
the first Babylonian invasion of Judah in 605 B.C.103 This would place Habakkuk’s prophecy 
during the reign of Jehoiakim (609-598 B.C.).  Wood further argues that the severe sin that 
Habakkuk confronted offers a better match with the wicked reign of Jehoiakim than an earlier 
period of religious reform in the days of Josiah.  Dillard and Longman demonstrate that the 
question of dating is largely tied to the identity of the “wicked” in 1:4 and 1:13. 

In 1:4 the wicked appear to be the evil inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem; however, 
some scholars identified them as the Assyrians, the oppressor of Israel defeated by the 
Chaldeans.  Yet it is unlikely that wicked Assyrians would be described in terms of their 
“paralyzing the law” (1:4), an idiom more appropriate for internal corruption within Judah.  
In 1:13 the wicked appear to be the Chaldeans.104 

9.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Habakkuk lived during a period of intense spiritual turmoil, shifting political allegiances, and a 
keen sense of injustice on the part of God.  The prophet saw one enemy to the north (Assyria) 
grow weaker and finally destroyed by another nation (Babylon) that would become an even 
greater threat.  The people lived with a newfound hope of peace and prosperity in the wake of 
Assyria’s demise, but this optimistic mood was short-lived as the neo-Babylonian Empire (the 
Chaldeans) soon threatened the peace of Judah, who found this new turn of events difficult to 
swallow.  Perhaps Habakkuk’s bitter complaint against the Lord (1:2-4) for using a “wicked” 
nation to enact judgment on Judah reflected the prevailing national sentiment.  Van Gemeren 
describes the radical changes in Judah’s national life. 

Habakkuk witnessed significant shifts as the death of Josiah brought an end to the era of 
reform and Judah rapidly lost her independence.  She could only dance to the piping of 
the international powers around her.  Jehoiakim, a selfish, tyrannical, and godless king, 
took over following the brief reign of Jehoahaz (609 B.C.).105 

The Davidic monarchy was also in shambles.  Wood summarizes its state of affairs that led 
shortly to the downfall of the dynasty. 

                                                 
103 This date approximation (612-605 B.C.) is from Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 323. 
104 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 411. 
105 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 168. 
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On his death, the second son of Josiah, Jehoahaz, was put on the throne, the people by-
passing his eldest son, Eliakim.  Jehoahaz had reigned only three months, however, 
when Pharaoh Necho, now in authority over Judah since the defeat of Josiah, ordered his 
replacement by the older brother, whose name was now changed to Jehoiakim.  It may 
be that Necho believed Jehoahaz would not cooperate with him and thought the older 
son would do so in greater degree.  He took Jehoahaz prisoner to Egypt where the man 
died as predicted by Jeremiah (22:11, 12).106 

On the international scene, the puppet king of Judah was foolishly vacillating international 
allegiance between Egypt and Babylon.  After the battle of Carchemish in 605 B.C., where 
Babylon won clear Near Eastern supremacy, Babylon began to assert its military might.  
Nebuchadnezzar became the king of Babylon in 604 B.C.  He busied himself with conquering 
the remnant Assyrian strongholds until 598 when he marched south into the region of Palestine 
and carried Judah’s king Jehoiachin, much of the royal family, and many of its choice citizens 
into the Babylonian exile (2 Kgs. 24:8-17; 2 Chr. 36:9-10). 

9.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Based on dating alone, we know that Habakkuk was a contemporary of the prophets Jeremiah, 
Nahum, and Zephaniah.  Other than this, little is known of Habakkuk the man or his ministry.  
He was certainly recognized as a prophet according to the prophetic designation in the 
superscription (1:1).  “Habakkuk cried out against the violence he witnessed (1:2).  He spoke 
God’s word in a crisis situation arising from increasing lawlessness and injustice in Judah (1:2-5) 
after Josiah’s sudden death (609 B.C.) and the rise of Babylon.”107  Wood conjectures that the 
stark contrast of the righteous reign of Josiah and the wicked Jehoiakim would have informed 
Habakkuk’s message and served as motivation to continue prophesying and praying for national 
repentance.  Surely the experiences of Nahum and Zephaniah would have provided him hope for 
success.  “Though Nahum and Zephaniah were likely now dead, Jeremiah still continued, and it 
may well be that Habakkuk teamed up with Jeremiah to bring about the best conditions 
possible.”108 

Apart from the apocryphal legends that have arisen to fill in the gaps of our knowledge of 
Habakkuk the man, we can assume he was a godly, faithful man.  The prophet’s prayer (3:1-19) 
reveals “a heart fully devoted to the interest and will of God.”109  He was a man consumed with 
the holiness of God and concerned that it was not being properly recognized in his day.  Wood 
also notes in passing that the closing statement of the book (3:19b), “to the Chief Musician, with 
my stringed instruments,” may indicate that Habakkuk was a Levitic temple singer and could 
play one or more musical instruments.  Thus the man may have doubled in his ministry as a 
prophet and musician.110 

                                                 
106 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 324. 
107 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 168. 
108 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 325. 
109 Ibid., p. 326. 
110 Ibid. 
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9.4 The Book (abbreviated outline111 and brief summary) 

I. Title (1:1) 
II. First Complaint and Response (1:2-11) 

A. Habakkuk’s Complaint About Judah (1:2-4) 
B. Divine Response of Babylonian Judgment (1:5-11) 

III. Second Complaint and Response (1:12-2:20) 
A. Habakkuk’s Complaint About the Babylonians (1:12-2:1) 
B. Divine Response of Judgment for Wicked (2:2-20) 

1. A Crucial Distinction (2:2-5) 
2. Woes Against the Wicked (2:6-20) 

IV. Closing Prayer of Resolve and Faith (3:1-19) 
A. Superscription (3:1) 
B. Invocation (3:2) 
C. Divine Theophany (3:3-15) 
D. Faith’s Expectation (3:16-19a) 
E. Postscript (3:19b) 

Habakkuk’s book is wonderfully honest in light of every man’s tendency to complain to his 
maker for justification, which makes it very applicable to the believer’s life of faith in the new 
covenant.  The prophet begins his book by crying out to God against the wickedness of his 
people.  Specifically, the land is full of plundering and violence (1:3), strife and contention (1:3), 
powerless law and injustice (1:4).  This complaint is followed by a divine response that 
Habakkuk dislikes – the covenant people will be punished in the same manner as the northern 
kingdom.  Exile at the hand of the Babylonians is the Lord’s prescribed judgment.  Habakkuk 
replies with a second complaint that this method of punishment is beneath God since the 
Babylonians incur greater guilt than the nation of Judah.  “Why do You look on those who deal 
treacherously, and hold Your tongue when the wicked devours a person more righteous than he” 
(1:13)?  Robertson sums up the prophet’s tension. 

Now the prophet has a more serious problem.  The Covenant LORD is the holy one, the 
rock who can do no wrong.  But how can he remain silent when the wicked swallow up 
those more righteous than themselves (1:13)?  Granted, the sinfulness of his own people 
is great, as he himself had argued.  But will the Almighty allow an even more wicked 
nation to be his instrument for devastating his own people?112 

This time the Lord profoundly responses with a surprise, and prefaces his answer by telling 
Habakkuk that what is coming next is truly worth the wait (2:2-3).  “Behold the proud, his soul is 
not upright in him; but the just shall live by his faith” (2:4).  Robertson continues by explaining 
the significance of the Lord’s answer. 

…they shall survive God’s judgments that bring about the collapse of one nation after 
another.  Nations will crumble.  God’s own people will experience the severest 
chastening.  After the Babylonians have fulfilled their divine commission, they in turn will 
undergo their own devastation by the hand of the Lord.  Yet throughout this whole period 
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112 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, pp. 261-62. 
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of the shaking of empires, a word of hope rises above the rubble.  The person who has 
been declared just by his trust in God alone shall continue to live through his steadfast 
trust.  As a member of the faithful remnant who shall witness these cataclysmic events for 
himself, the prophet must continue to trust in the Lord through it all.  The Lord will 
maintain his presence in his holy temple even in a time of the breaking up of nations.  So 
all the earth must keep reverential silence before him (2:20).113 

The Apostle Paul built his defense of the gospel around this passage in Habakkuk.  The remnant 
in the Old Testament would make their homes in the land of exile by faithfully anticipating their 
redemption and restoration to the land of their Sabbath rest.  So also are New Testament 
Christians living as pilgrims in this world that is not their home.  By faith God’s covenant people 
today anticipate their redemption and restoration to the land of Sabbath rest prepared for them by 
Christ (Heb. 11:13-16; Rev. 21). 

 

                                                 
113 Ibid., p. 262. 
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10 Zephaniah 

10.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Most commentators set the date of Zephaniah’s book during the reign of Josiah (640-609 B.C.) 
sometime before 622 B.C.  The reason for such dating is that the book does not contain any clear 
references to the religious reforms implemented by the king upon the discovery of the law book 
in the temple (2 Kgs. 22-23) in 622/621 B.C.  Van Gemeren summarizes the arguments for dating 
Zephaniah’s ministry to shortly before Josiah’s reforms. 

First, the royal princes still practiced the excesses (Zeph. 1:8-9).  Second, the idolatrous 
practices of 1:3-5 were already being abolished (“every remnant of Baal,” v. 4).  
Zephaniah’s preaching may well have encouraged young King Josiah to develop a 
reform program and to align himself with God’s program.114 

However, some have argued that Josiah’s reforms as recorded in Kings and Chronicles are not 
subject to a precise dating.  They assert that Kings tracks the reforms in concentric circles 
originating in Jerusalem, while Chronicles uses a chronological timeline to describe the reforms.  
Furthermore, Dillard and Longman wonder if 

we need to maintain a distinction between the official reforming activities of the king and 
the abuses among the wealthy and the general populace, such that the sins decried in 
the book cannot be used with confidence to determine whether Zephaniah was active 
before or after Josiah’s reform.  While the reform would almost certainly have affected the 
character of popular religious expression, it is unrealistic to think that it eliminated all 
commercial and religious transgression.  In the final analysis it is probably not possible to 
determine a more precise setting for Zephaniah’s ministry.115 

Robertson dates the book after the discovery of the law book because “it hardly seems likely that 
Zephaniah would have anticipated this discovery by many phrases identical to the language of 
Deuteronomy.”116  Perhaps Zephaniah served as the Lord’s anointed messenger to support and 
lend divine approval to Josiah’s radical reforms.  “Zephaniah thus based his message on the law 
of the Lord as it had been revealed to Moses and rediscovered by Josiah.”117 

Although there is much disagreement over the precise dating of the prophecy, all evangelical 
scholars affirm that it must have been written prior to Nineveh’s destruction 612 B.C. since it 
speaks prophetically of this event as still future.  Finally, to provide historical reference, 
Zephaniah’s ministry may be taken to roughly correspond to that of the prophet Nahum. 

                                                 
114 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 173. 
115 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 416. 
116 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, p. 264. 
117 Ibid. 
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10.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Zephaniah’s work occurred in the same historical context as the ministries of Nahum, Habakkuk, 
and Jeremiah.  These four prophets of the Lord called upon Judah one last time to repent under 
threat of impending judgment and exile.  Although Judah heeded their warnings for a time (in the 
form of King Josiah’s reforms), national contrition was short-lived as the people and monarchy 
soon lapsed into wickedness under the reigns of Jehoiakim and Zedekiah.  Zephaniah’s 
passionate prophetic plea to God’s people was ultimately unheeded and inevitably brought about 
the predicted punishment. 

10.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

The superscript (1:1) provides a four-generation genealogy of Zephaniah.  Such a lengthy record 
of the author’s relatives is unique to this book.  Wood argues it is likely that the genealogical 
terminus (Hizkiah, listed as Zephaniah’s great-great-grandfather) is King Hezekiah of Israel, and 
that the length of time since the king lived fits Zephaniah’s age in the seventh century.  If this is 
the case, then Zephaniah was of royal lineage and a second cousin of Josiah (and therefore a 
third cousin of Josiah’s reigning sons Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, and Zedekiah). 

If this relationship did exist, Zephaniah had an access into the royal court not available to 
other prophets.  He may have been able to contact and have influence with Josiah to a 
greater degree than either Nahum or Jeremiah.118 

In the early part of his ministry, using the probably easy access to the royal court noted, 
he no doubt visited Josiah numerous times and urged the institution of reforms.  
Sometime during those years he wrote his book.119 

Zephaniah possessed a keen knowledge of the international scene surrounding Judah, and in 2:4-
15 he prophesied judgment on nations in four directions from Judah: Philistia (west), Moab and 
Ammon (east), Ethiopia (southwest), and Assyria (northeast). 

Some have attempted to link Zephaniah with other men of the same name in the Old Testament.  
The name is used of a priest during Jeremiah’s time (Jer. 21:1; 29:25) and of other persons (Zech. 
6:10, 14).  “Although the prophet employed priestly vocabulary at several points (1:4-5, 7-9; 3:4, 
18), there is no conclusive evidence to indicate that he was officially associated with the 
temple.”120 

10.4 The Book (abbreviated outline121 and brief summary) 

I. Heading (1:1) 
II. Judgment (1:2-6) 

III. The day as judgment (1:7-3:8) 
A. Judah (1:7-13) 

                                                 
118 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 321. 
119 Ibid., p. 322. 
120 “Zephaniah,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, p. 1495. 
121 David W. Baker, “Zephaniah,” in New Bible Commentary, p. 849. 
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B. The day of the Lord (1:14-2:3) 
C. Individual nations (2:4-3:8) 

IV. The day as hope (3:9-20) 

Zephaniah is preoccupied with judgment, particularly in the development of the day of the Lord 
theme.  The theme of this specific “day” of judgment was introduced in the prophetic literature 
centuries earlier (Amos 5:18-20; 8:9-14; Isa. 2; 13; 24; Joel 2) and continued later (Jer. 46-51; 
Ezek. 7), but is nowhere central to a prophet’s message as in Zephaniah.122  Baker explains that 
the meaning of the day of the Lord is fraught with dualities.  It is a day of weal for Yahweh’s 
faithful remnant and a day of woe for transgressors of covenant law.  It is a day of imminent, 
swift judgment and a day of far-off judgment in the distant eschaton.  It is a day of blessing for 
the faithful covenant people and also a day of blessing for those foreign to the covenant who are 
penitent.  Despite Zephaniah’s testimony, Israel did not comprehend the dualities in the nature of 
the day of the Lord. 

Israel misunderstood the Day; they thought that as they were God’s “chosen people,” it 
must be a day of blessing and light for them.  However, because they had broken the 
covenant, it would rather be a time of darkness and judgment.  Birth into the family of 
Israel is no guarantee of future blessing, since Judah, as well as the pagan nations 
around it, is subject to judgment (Zeph. 1:2-6, 8-18; 2:4-3:8).123 

Israel’s chauvinism is subverted also with respect to blessing from God.  This blessing is 
not reserved for Israel alone; all peoples and nations who repent of their paganism can 
become God’s children and benefit from that relationship (3:9-10; Isa. 2:1-5; Amos 9:7; 
Micah 4:1-5).  Since Judah’s neglect of the first covenant commandment against having 
other gods than Yahweh makes them de facto pagan, they also need to repent (3:11-13), 
rather than arrogantly presuming of God’s blessing (2:3).124 

The theology and background of the day of the Lord is developed in a distinctively covenantal 
framework.  The Noahic, Abrahamic, and Mosaic covenants are each recalled reminding the 
people that the nature of the threatened judgments is wholly covenantal.  Robertson insightfully 
links these references in chapter 1 to covenant curses. 

Using the language associated with Noah’s covenant, God declares that he will sweep 
away everything on the face of the earth, including men, animals, birds, and fish (Zeph 
1:2-3; Gen. 6:7).  Employing imagery that compares closely with the description of the 
covenant-making ceremony in Abraham’s day, the prophet indicates that the Lord has 
prepared a sacrifice in the form of victims who must undergo his judgment, have 
consecrated his guests for the coming banquet (Zeph. 1:7; Gen. 15:9-11).  Echoing the 
circumstances surrounding the inauguration of the Mosaic covenant at Sinai, Zephaniah 
declares that the coming day of judgment will be a day of darkness and thick darkness, of 
cloud and thick cloud, of trumpet and battle cry (Zeph. 1:15-16; Exod 20:21)…So in 
Zephaniah the Day of the Lord may be equated with the day of covenantal inauguration 
or enforcement.  The day of the covenant is in a unique sense the “Lord’s day,” the day in 
which the Lord displays his sovereignty among the people of this world through the 
establishment and enforcement of his covenant.125 

                                                 
122 David W. Baker, “Zephaniah,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, p. 254. 
123 Ibid., p. 255. 
124 Ibid. 
125 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, p. 265. 
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Zephaniah confronts the nation’s pride by calling them to humility.  The hope of blessing is 
offered on the day of the Lord if Judah humbly repents of its foolish pride (3:12).  The dual time 
frames of the day of the Lord come into play as God offers immediate and future blessing to the 
chosen nation and the rest of the nations.  “National, social and individual hope can only flourish 
in the context of humility.”126  This restoration is not merely hypothetical; on the contrary, the 
Lord will providentially bring restoration to pass for not only the remnant of Judah, but also for 
the nations. 

God’s purifying work in relation to Jerusalem his holy hill will go forward (3:11, 14).  He 
will gather those who have been scattered and bring them home from every land where 
they have been put to shame (3:19-20).  Restoration to the land clearly plays a significant 
role in Zephaniah’s anticipation of the future, but the dimensions of this restoration have 
been extended to embrace all humanity.127 

 

                                                 
126 Baker, “Zephaniah,” in New Bible Commentary, p. 849. 
127 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, p. 266. 
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11 Jeremiah 

11.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Jeremiah dates his ministry to the reigns of the Judahite kings from Josiah until the end of the 
monarchy.  He received his prophetic call in the thirteenth year of Josiah’s reign in 626 B.C. 
(1:2-3) and served as prophet in Judah until approximately 580 B.C. when he was unwillingly 
carried to Egypt by some of his countrymen attempting to escape Babylonian exile.  In summary, 
“Jeremiah prophesied during the reigns of the last kings of Judah: Josiah (640-609 B.C.), 
Jehoahaz (609 B.C.), Jehoiakim (609-598 B.C.), Jehoachin (598-597 B.C.), and Zedekiah (597-
586 B.C.).”128  Wood notes that although the date parameters that Jeremiah confines himself to in 
the superscription (1:1-3) do not mention any ministerial activity during the exilic years, it is 
clear that he continued his work for a time after the third and final Babylonian invasion (586 
B.C.).  Chapters 40-44 record that Jeremiah continued to serve in Judah under the governor 
Gedaliah, and later in Egypt when fearful Jews brought him there.129  The date of his death is 
unknown, therefore many scholars suggest that 580 B.C. is a conservative and useful estimate. 

11.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, and Jeremiah all prophesied during the same time in Judah’s 
history.  They all witnessed the demise of the Assyrian empire and saw Judah experience short 
periods of both independence and subjugation in relation to the neighboring nations of Egypt and 
Babylon.  But unlike Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah, Jeremiah’s ministry continued into the 
exilic period after 586 B.C.  After the death of King Josiah, Judah’s kings alternated their 
allegiance between Egypt and Babylon depending on which alliance seemed to afford the best 
protection.  When Babylon finally achieved regional dominion at the battle of Carchemish (605), 
Nebuchadnezzar soon after began demanding loyalty and tribute from Judah.  King Jehoiakim 
eventually angered Nebuchadnezzar by refusing to pay tribute, which provoked the Babylonian 
siege of Jerusalem in 597 B.C.  The forces of Babylon conquered the city and deported the king’s 
son Jehoiachin (Jehoiakim did not survive the siege), the royal establishment, leading citizens of 
Jerusalem, and skilled craftsmen of Judah.  This second deportation in 597 (the first being in 
605) left Judah with a shred of autonomy because Nebuchadnezzar placed Zedekiah (another son 
of Josiah) on the throne in Jerusalem to rule as a vassal king.  But in 588 B.C. the Babylonians 
returned to Judah and laid siege to the capital city Jerusalem.  A year and a half later in 586 B.C., 
the Babylonian victory was sealed when they destroyed the four hundred year old temple and the 
Jerusalem.  Judah officially became a province of Babylon at Nebuchadnezzar’s appointment of 
Gedaliah as its regional governor. 

In the years after 586, the people left in Judah were described as “the poor of the land” and were 
not great in number (II Kgs. 25:12).  These defeated people were allowed to cultivate the land 
and were expected to not cause trouble for their Babylonian governor.  But many of God’s 
people who remained in the land continued in their unrepentance.  A Babylonian resistance 
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movement arose led by Ishmael the Judahite, and quietly murdered the governor Gedaliah.  This 
rebellion brought a fearful expectation of swift judgment among the Jews remaining in the land.  
Many fearful Jews, despite Jeremiah’s urgings to remain in the land, fled to Egypt with the 
prophet and his scribe Baruch in tow. 

11.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Much is known of Jeremiah’s character and ministry.  His prophetic book offers a wealth of 
information about his person and message.  He stood as a giant among the prophets judging by 
the duration of his work (approximately 46 years), and much like Hosea and Ezekiel, his lifestyle 
and message mirrored each other.  Wood’s character study of Jeremiah reveals a man of (1) deep 
spiritual maturity; (2) courage; (3) intense emotion; (4) heartfelt compassion; and (5) the highest 
integrity.130 

Jeremiah revealed his spiritual maturity in his willingness to preach a bitter and unpopular 
message to the people and kings of Judah, all the while knowing that his voice would not be 
heard above those of the soothing but lying prophets.  Even so, Jeremiah loved God despite the 
difficulty of his vocational task.  His words abound with warm devotion and high exaltation to 
Yahweh. 

The unpopular message not only required spiritual maturity and faithfulness in the face of 
opposition, but it also demanded courage.  While the false prophets preached peace and victory 
for the covenant people, Jeremiah’s message of covenant judgment and exile from the land for 
their continued wickedness and covenant unfaithfulness sounded treasonous by comparison.  
Although the normal human emotions of discouragement and despondency occasionally surfaced 
in his life (15:10; 20:14-18), the prevailing character of his person was one of courageous 
preaching of the Lord’s word. 

Jeremiah bears his emotional heart in many passages.  His nickname of the “weeping prophet” is 
perhaps derived from 9:1, “Oh, that my head were waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears, that I 
might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of my people!”  He describes his weeping 
in other passages such as 13:17 and 14:17.  But the prophet’s lows were coupled with his intense 
emotional highs of joy, exaltation, and confidence in God as representatively expressed in 15:16 
and 20:11. 

His compassion for God’s people is revealed in 17:16 and 18:20; when he decries the sins of the 
people his heart is moved for those involved.  On the other hand, Jeremiah often strongly 
rebuked sinners for their wickedness and unrepentant hearts (11:20; 15:15).  Wood summarizes, 
“Jeremiah despised the sin being committed, but he had great love for the people and wanted 
them to cease the sin that their punishment might be lessened.”131 

Integrity comes to mind when one remembers Jeremiah’s faithfulness in preaching such 
unwelcome oracles.  He never altered his message to align with the desires and expectations of 
his hearers despite persecution and ridicule.  Judah’s leaders warned him that he would suffer if 
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he did not cease urging capitulation to the Babylonians, and the threatened suffering eventually 
materialized in the form of stocks, prison, and the dungeon.  Through it all Jeremiah remained 
faithful to his promise to God to keep preaching the pure and unadulterated message, and in turn 
he earned his stripes of integrity. 

11.4 The Book (abbreviated outline132 and brief summary) 

I. Superscription (1:1-3) 
II. Jeremiah’s Call (1:4-19) 

III. Opening Case Against Judah (2:1-3:5) 
IV. Judah’s Sins and Judgments (3:6-6:30) 
V. The Temple (7:1-10:25) 

VI. The Broken Covenant (11:1-13:27) 
VII. The Judgment of Drought (14:1-15:21) 

VIII. Symbols of Coming Judgment (16:1-17:18) 
IX. A Sermon About the Sabbath (17:19-27) 
X. The Divine Potter (18:1-20:18) 

XI. Judgment and Hope in Judah’s Last Days (21:1-24:10) 
XII. Severity and Length of Exile (25:1-29:32) 

XIII. Certainty of Restoration (30:1-33:26) 
XIV. Representative Violations and Judgments (34:1-36:32) 
XV. Final Encounters and Jerusalem’s Fall (37:1-39:18) 

XVI. Aftermath of Jerusalem’s Fall (40:1-45:5) 
XVII. Oracles Against the Nations (46:1-51:64) 

XVIII. Exile and Release From Prison (52:1-34) 

Robertson contends that Jeremiah’s main themes (like Isaiah) are revealed in the key phrases 
found in the prophet’s call to ministry.  These key words, found in seven important passages in 
the book, are all contained in verse 10 of chapter 1: “to root out and to pull down, to destroy and 
to throw down, to build and to plant.”133  In chapter 1 (the prophetic call of Jeremiah), the Lord 
puts his words in the prophet’s mouth to declare the plan for nations and kingdoms – to root out 
and to pull down, to destroy and to throw down, to build and to plant.  These words define 
Jeremiah’s divine commission.  In chapters 11 and 12 (God’s covenant for Israel and the 
nations), 

these key words thus frame Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry in terms of disaster and 
deliverance, of exile and restoration, according to the terms of God’s covenant.  Israel 
and its neighbors will be driven from their homeland.  But they also will be brought back 
to the land of their origins.134 

Chapters 18 and 19 (the prophet’s visits to the potter) describe the result of Jeremiah’s preaching 
to the nation of Judah.  The people sealed their fate by continuing in disobedience in the face of 
the Lord’s call for repentance.  The key words, as pictured in the parable-like account of 

                                                 
132 See “Jeremiah,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, pp. 1193-95 for a more in-depth outline. 
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Jeremiah’s experience with the potter, predict that the nation’s devastation will soon come to 
pass. 

Jeremiah 24 (the vision of two baskets of figs) answers the question of identity many Israelites 
had regarding the spiritual status of those exiled.  The key words reveal that the two baskets of 
figs (one good and one rotten) do not represent what they seem: the exiled people are the good 
figs that will be preserved for a future restoration while the people left in the land (the perceived 
remnant) are the bad figs who “will be banished once and for all from the land given to their 
fathers (24:9-10).  Those remaining in the land will experience the Lord’s righteous judgment by 
expulsion.”135 

Chapter 31 (the prophecy of the new covenant) teaches in striking detail God’s plan to restore 
and ultimately redeem his people.  Whereas the Lord once watched over Israel for ill (to root out 
and pull down, to destroy and to throw down), he will make a new covenant with the house of 
Israel to build and plant them (31:28). 

Jeremiah 42 (a word to the surviving remnant) demonstrates that the Lord had not ceased 
reaching out to the people left in the land after the majority was deported to Babylon.  In a time 
of fear and uncertainty following the sudden assassination of Gedaliah, the Jews inquired of 
Jeremiah what they should do.  Jeremiah’s response came from the Lord—do not leave the land 
and flee to Egypt for refuge—and the message was couched in the familiar key words of 
Jeremiah’s original call (42:10).  Robertson writes, 

over forty years have passed since Jeremiah’ original commission.  Yet the same 
wording that shaped his call as a young man defines the message he brings just before 
he himself is forced by these rebellious people to leave the land and share in their self-
imposed exile.  Throughout this entire period, the most crucial moments of his ministry 
have found him echoing the same key words that ushered him into the office of 
prophet.136 

Finally, in Jeremiah 45 (Baruch and the saga of the scroll), the prophet’s scribe laments the 
woeful spiritual state of his people.  He certainty also recalled the king’s deplorable actions of 
burning the Jeremiah prophecy (recorded on a scroll) for his own warmth in the winter cold, and 
then unabashedly ordering Jeremiah’s and Baruch’s arrests (36:20-26).  The word of the Lord 
came to Baruch in a message of comfort.  God declared he was giving the people over to the 
hardness of their hearts.  Israel’s Covenant Lord was sealing their judgment by exclaiming, 
“Behold, what I have built I will break down, and what I have planted I will pluck up, that is, this 
whole land” (45:4). 

Beyond these things the book of Jeremiah has much else to say.  Jeremiah is portrayed as the 
new (or second) Moses.  Like the prototypical prophet before him, Jeremiah received the very 
words of God in his mouth (1:9; Deut. 18:18), he was at the outset called to a Gentile nation (1:4, 
10; Ex. 3:10), and he similarly offered excuses for his lack of eloquence (1:6; Ex. 4:10).  Many 
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other parallels between Moses and Jeremiah have been explored.137  Lastly, Jeremiah (like the 
other prophetic writings) majors on the theme of hope in restoration.  The familiar new covenant 
passage of 31:31-40 outlines what this future hope will look like.  Dillard and Longman rightly 
show that the onus of the key words does not ultimately rest in judgment, but on the good plans 
of God. 

Jeremiah speaks of a day when Israel’s king will be known by the name “The Lord Our 
Righteousness” (23:6; cf. 33:16).  To know that Yahweh is “our righteousness” is to know 
him in grace.  God’s purpose for Jeremiah was not only to “uproot, tear down, destroy, 
and overthrow,” but also to “build and plant” (1:10).138 

 

                                                 
137 See Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, pp. 299-300; Van Gemeren, Interpreting the 
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12 Ezekiel 

12.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Ezekiel provides precise information regarding the dates of his prophetic call and work.  
According to Ezekiel 33:21, he was deported to Babylon during the second exile in 597 B.C., 
since the twelfth year before Jerusalem was destroyed (586 B.C.) was the date of the second 
exile.  Second Kings 24:11-16 indicates that King Jehoiachin was also taken into captivity in 
597.  Ezekiel records the year of his prophetic call in 1:2 as the fifth year of Jehoiachin’s 
captivity (593).  The last recorded date in the book (29:17) is the twenty-seventh year of captivity 
(571), which would mark the length of Ezekiel’s ministry at least 22 years.  In other words, the 
prophet ministered from 593 to at least 571 B.C.  To be even more specific regarding the dating 
question, Dillard and Longman write, 

Our chronology for the latter half of the first millennium B.C. is quite firm due to 
chronological records both from the Bible and from extrabiblical documents in a variety of 
languages from the ancient Near East.  Astronomical observations recorded by ancient 
scribes enable us to correlate the ancient and modern calendars with a high degree of 
confidence.139 

Thus when Ezekiel records the date of his calling in the superscription, we may calculate the 
Julian calendar date as July 31, 593 B.C.  Similarly, the last date mentioned in the book (29:17) 
may be converted to April 26, 571 B.C.  Finally, note that Ezekiel records eleven more dates in 
his book, nine of which can be calculated to the day.140 

12.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Until he was twenty-five years old when he was exiled to Babylon, Ezekiel lived in Judah.  His 
formative years were shaped by the tumultuous period leading up to his nation’s destruction and 
tri-exilic experience.  Dillard and Longman list the events that probably influenced his early life. 

Ezekiel was born just a year or so before the law book was discovered in the temple as 
part of Josiah’s reforms (621 B.C. – II Kings 22-23), and as the son of a priest he no 
doubt witnessed the consequences of Josiah’s piety in the royal support of the temple 
and the worship of Yahweh in Judah.  The prophet would have been a boy through the 
period when Assyria’s power continued to decline.  He no doubt hoped as a young man 
that the failing fortunes of Assyria might mean freedom from foreign domination for 
Judah.  He would have known about the ominous recrudescence of Babylon and Egypt 
as they too escaped the yoke of Assyria.  When he [was] barely a teenager, he would 
have heard the news of Josiah’s death at Megiddo while seeking to block the advance of 
Pharaoh Neco (609 B.C. – II Kings 23:29; II Chr. 35:20-25). Ezekiel had probably heard 
the preaching of Jeremiah and may have known the ministries of Habakkuk and 
Zephaniah.  He witnessed the period of political instability and vacillation following 
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Josiah’s death when Judah’s fortunes shifted with her allegiance to Egypt and then to 
Babylon in turn.141 

12.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

During his exilic years in Babylon (593-571 B.C.), Ezekiel lived with his wife and prophesied in 
Tel Abib, located on the canal of the Kebar River.  There he countered a host of false prophets 
who soothed the people’s ears with promises of a speedy return to the land.  His preaching served 
as a warning to the exilic community not to listen to the “foxes in the desert” (13:4), and instead 
to prepare for certain judgment to come on Judah in the form of complete destruction of the city 
and temple, and finally complete exile for those still in the land.  It was not until God’s judgment 
finally fell on Judah in 586 B.C. that Ezekiel’s message changed from that of judgment to the 
glorious future restoration of God’s once-loved but now rejected people. 

Van Gemeren describes Ezekiel as a Priest-Prophet-Watchman.142  He was the son of Buzi the 
priest and would have begun his priestly function at age thirty – the same year he was divinely 
called to ministry.  In his role as a priest, Ezekiel was responsible for “teaching and applying the 
message of guilt and condemnation through word and symbolic acts.”143  As a prophet, Ezekiel 
was the Lord’s mouthpiece during the exilic period to deliver oracles of lamentation, mourning, 
and woe (2:8-10).  Ezekiel also served as a watchman over Israel (3:17-21).  As a watchman, the 
Lord held him personally responsible to forewarn the people of was God would soon do to the 
holy city Jerusalem, explain their responsibility in light of the ensuing covenant curses, and call 
them to repentance.  In summary, “Ezekiel was responsible to the people as God’s priest-prophet-
watchman.  But once he had forewarned them, they became individually responsible for their 
actions.”144 

The prophet is also depicted as the Suffering Servant of God through the employment of 
dramatic symbolism.  These divinely mandated symbolic actions were intended to merge the 
message and life experiences of the prophet to vivify the effect on his audience and communicate 
a vicarious aspect of his suffering with his countrymen remaining in Judah.  For example, 
Ezekiel portrayed the Siege of Jerusalem by lying on his side in his house for 390 days while 
being rope-bound and fed ceremonially unclean food (Ezek. 4).  Other symbolic actions are 
recorded in 5:1-4 (a word against Jerusalem), 3:26 and 24:27 (act mute except for declaring 
prophecy), and 24:15-18 (no public mourning of his wife’s death).  These symbolic actions must 
have given Ezekiel an existential empathy for his people’s suffering, and also probably deeply 
affected his fellow exiles. 

Even if they refused to listen to his words, they could not but wonder why Ezekiel was 
willing to suffer personally for the word of God…No one could accuse Ezekiel of rejoicing 
in the fate of Judah and Jerusalem, because the prophet identified with the adversity of 
his people.  He, too, experienced God’s abandonment of Judah and Jerusalem (5:8).145 

                                                 
141 Ibid., pp. 314-15. 
142 Van Gemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, p. 323. 
143 Ibid., p. 324. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid., p. 325. 
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12.4 The Book (abbreviated outline146 and brief summary) 

I. Judgment on Judah and Jerusalem (1:1-24:27) 
A. Ezekiel’s First Set of Visions, Commission, Symbolic Acts and Related Speeches 

(1:1-7:27) 
1. Vision and Commission (1:1-3:27) 
2. Symbolic Acts (4:1-5:4) 
3. Related Speeches (5:5-7:27) 

B. Ezekiel’s Second Set of Visions, Commission, Symbolic Acts and Related 
Speeches (8:1-24:27) 

1. Visions and Commission (8:1-11:25) 
2. Symbolic Acts (12:1-20) 
3. Related Speeches (12:21-24:27) 

II. Oracles Against the Nations (25:1-32:32) 
A. Ammon (25:1-7) 
B. Moab (25:8-11) 
C. Edom (25:12-14) 
D. Philistia (25:15-17) 
E. Phoenicia (26:1-28:26) 
F. Egypt (29:1-32:32) 

III. Future Blessings for Judah and Jerusalem (33:1-48:35) 
A. Judah’s Fall and Restoration (33:1-39:29) 

1. Ezekiel Recommissioned as a Watchman (33:1-20) 
2. Judah’s Fall and Two Groups of Israelites (33:21-33) 
3. Shepherds of the Past and Future (34:1-31) 
4. Edom’s Condemnation (35:1-15) 
5. A Prophecy to the Mountains of Israel (36:1-38) 
6. The Resurrection of Dry Bones (37:1-14) 
7. Joining of Two Sticks (37:15-28) 
8. Victory in the Future Battle (38:1-39:29) 

B. A Vision of Restored Jerusalem (40:1-48:35) 
1. Visionary Transport to Jerusalem (40:1-4) 
2. The Temple Structures (40:5-42:20) 
3. Return of God’s Glory (43:1-27) 
4. The Sacred Personnel (44:1-46:24) 
5. The River, the Land and the City (47:1-48:35) 

Like Isaiah and Jeremiah before him, Ezekiel received a commissioning vision that provides the 
key to interpreting his book’s thematic elements.  Ezekiel’s message to the people was two-fold – 
foretelling the great and final exile to come upon those left in Judah, and the glorious restoration 
of God’s people that would follow their punishment.  This message of exile and restoration is 
graphically communicated with an image of the theophanic Glory-Spirit abandoning and 
eventually returning to the Lord’s house.  Robertson explains this withdraw of God’s Spirit as it 
appears in Ezekiel’s commissioning vision. 

                                                 
146 See “Ezekiel,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, pp. 1306-07 for a more in-depth outline. 
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Distinctive above all other elements in this vision is the presence of the wheels.  In the 
original imagery of the throne of God in the sanctuary of Israel, the cherubim were 
present (Exod. 25:17-22).  But unique to this vision is the prominence given to the 
wheels, wheels within wheels (Ezek. 1:15-21).  Wheels covered with eyes, wheels 
whirling, wheels in which abide the spirit of the living creatures, wheels moving like 
lightning in any direction, but always in perfect harmony with the living creatures…The 
wheels represent a God who cannot be contained conveniently in a single place.  This 
mobile sanctuary, this divine chariot-throne cannot be restrained so that it remains 
forever in Jerusalem.  God’s sovereignty can touch down on earth just as easily in 
Babylon as it can at Jerusalem.  If the vision of God’s glory as revealed to Ezekiel 
teaches anything, it communicates the truth that the presumption that God’s presence 
can be restricted to one place must be forever abandoned.147 

Just as dramatically as the Lord’s glory-cloud presence indwelt the Solomonic temple at its 
dedication (I Kgs. 8:1-13), the Spirit of God would soon depart.  This single divine act would 
consummate the prophetic message that Israel was no longer Yahweh’s protected, favored 
people.  Ezekiel records the fulfillment of this vision of departure in the protracted narrative of 
chapters 9-11. 

But God showed mercy.  He remembered his covenant with the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob.  Just as the Lord promised Abraham that his “shield and exceedingly great reward” would 
be God himself (Gen 15:1), this same God provided the exiles a glimmer of hope with 
reassurance that despite the destruction and abandonment of the earthly sanctuary in Jerusalem, 
the Lord would be the people’s sanctuary wherever they were (Ezek. 11:16).  Moreover, 
immediately preceding the finalization of the Spirit’s temple-departure process, the promise 
comes that God will someday restore Israel to the land and once-and-for-all solve the problem of 
man’s sinful, rebellious heart.  “…I will gather you from the peoples, assemble you from the 
countries where you have been scattered, and I will give you the land of Israel.  And they will go 
there, and they will take away all its detestable things and all its abominations from there.  Then I 
will give them one heart, and I will put a new spirit within them, and take the stony heart out of 
their flesh, and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in My statues and keep My 
judgments and do them; and they shall be My people, and I will be their God” (Ezek. 11:17-20). 

Ezekiel continued to preach judgment to his audience of Babylonian captives until Jerusalem 
finally fell (Ezek. 33).  From this point forward Ezekiel concentrated on the future blessings 
coming to Judah and Jerusalem. 

Several themes dominate this final section of the book of Ezekiel.  Most prominent are 
the following: the imagery of the divine Shepherd and the restored kingship of David; the 
revival of the dry bones; the reunification of the divided kingdoms of Judah and Israel; the 
consummation of the divine covenants; the final victory over all opposing powers; and the 
plan for the final temple of God.  The unifying factor of all these themes is the expectation 
of restoration that now must follow the experience of exile.148 

 

                                                 
147 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, pp. 294-95. 
148 Ibid., p. 300. 
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13 Daniel 

13.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Daniel was taken captive as a young man to Babylon in 605 B.C.  His training as a statesman in 
the king’s palace began almost immediately.  Daniel and his Hebrew friends proved faithful to 
their God in the midst of a foreign land from the outset.  Daniel 1 records his first faith test that 
propelled him to prominence and the respected status he enjoyed throughout his life.  In Daniel 
10:1, he dates his final vision to third year of Cyrus in 536 B.C.  Thus Daniel’s lengthy 
ministerial career spanned virtually the entire exilic period (605 – 536 B.C.).  Daniel dates the 
events of his book to the reigns of Nebuchadnezzar (chapters 1-4), Belshazzar (5-7), Darius the 
Mede (5:30-6:28; 9), and Cyrus the Persian (10-12). 

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the critical consensus had been to date the book to 
the second century B.C.  Dillard and Longman explain the primary reasons for such a dating 
schema. 

…there are two reasons for moving away from a sixth-century date for the book.  The first 
is the opinion that such exact prophecy is not possible.  We have found this to be an 
unacceptable presupposition.  Second, however, there are the supposed historical errors.  
These are difficult…[but] reasonable, though not certain, harmonizations are possible.149 

Despite disagreements surrounding the book’s authorship between conservative and critical 
scholars, all agree that Daniel was a sixth century historical personage who held an official post 
in the Babylonian government. 

13.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Like Ezekiel, Daniel lived the first period of his life in Judah during the last remaining years of 
the country’s sovereign rule.  He was a young man when Nebuchadnezzar attacked Jerusalem for 
the first time in 605 B.C., and was among the first round of captives carted off to Babylon.  
Wood describes the historical background during this lamentable era. 

Nebuchadnezzar following his great victory at Carchemish came south into the Palestine 
area to assert his control over cities of the eastern Mediterranean seaboard.  Jerusalem 
apparently was one of the first contacted, and Nebuchadnezzar wanted two things from 
the city.  One was booty and this proved to consist especially of the valuable objects of 
the temple.  The other was captives including especially choice young men whom 
Nebuchadnezzar might train, and from whom he might later make selection for staffing 
offices in his kingdom.150 

                                                 
149 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 332.  See pages 330-32 for a fuller discussion. 
150 Wood, Prophets of Israel, p. 345. 
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13.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Wood’s analysis of Daniel’s work is instructive for categorizing his various responsibilities.151  
He lists the general matters for which Daniel worked: (1) serving as God’s chosen representative 
for the purpose of maintaining God’s honor in a foreign land; (2) maintaining the welfare and 
protection of the captive Judahites; and (3) recording the prophetic revelation of the future that 
God revealed to him. 

Similarly, Wood catalogues specific episodes of work God prepared for Daniel: (1) the test 
involving abstention from the king’s food that resulted in recognition of wisdom and promotion; 
(2) the revealing of Nebuchadnezzar’s first dream and interpretation which led to the king 
praising God and granting high governmental positions to Daniel and his friends; (3) the test of 
not worshipping the statue and the fiery furnace punishment that resulted in supernatural 
deliverance and the king once again giving praise to God; (4) the interpretation of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s second dream that resulted in the king’s temporary insanity and eventually 
more praise to God from the king; (5) the reading and interpreting of the writing on the wall that 
immediately resulted in King Belshazzar’s defeat at the hand of Darius the Mede; and (6) the 
account of Daniel cast into the lion’s den for ignoring the royal decree and continuing to pray to 
God that resulted in his miraculous salvation from the beasts, and thereafter the king delivered 
the officers who were behind the plot against Daniel to the same lions for punishment. 

Furthermore, God revealed to Daniel on four occasions information regarding the future and 
even the last days of the age. 

Although nothing is known of Daniel outside the pages of his book, much can be ascertained 
about his character from its content.  Wood describes Daniel as a person of great spiritual status 
and maturity (demonstrated by his forthrightness in speaking with the king, the faith he 
demonstrated in believing God for dream interpretations, and his obedience in the face of 
persecution and danger), righteousness (shown in his choices to do right despite unpleasant 
consequences), courage (related to his choice of righteousness in hostile environments), immense 
capabilities (evidenced in his favorable status among the king’s most trusted wise men and 
administrators), and thoughtfulness of others (revealed when he remembered his friends and 
requested high positions for them, and his concern for the king recorded in Dan. 4:19).152 

13.4 The Book (abbreviated outline153 and brief summary) 

I. The Narratives (1:1-6:28) 
A. Vindication of Daniel and His Friends (1:1-21) 
B. Nebuchadnezzar’s First Dream (2:1-49) 
C. Deliverance From the Furnace (3:1-30) 
D. Nebuchadnezzar’s Second Dream (4:1-37) 
E. Judgment on Belshazzar (5:1-31) 
F. Deliverance From the Den of Lions (6:1-28) 

                                                 
151 Wood, Prophets of Israel, pp. 345-48. 
152 Ibid., pp. 348-52. 
153 “Daniel,” in Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible, pp. 1375-76. 
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II. The Visions (7:1-12:13) 
A. Vision of the Four Beasts (7:1-28) 
B. Vision of the Ram and the Goat (8:1-27) 
C. Vision of the Seventy Weeks (9:1-27) 
D. Vision of the Future of God’s People (10:1-12:13) 

1. The Angel’s Message to Daniel (10:1-11:1) 
2. From Daniel Until Antiochus IV Epiphanes (11:2-20) 
3. The Rule of Antiochus IV Epiphanes (11:21-12:3) 
4. A Final Message to Daniel (12:4-13) 

The major theme tying together the book is the kingdom of God, which is not restricted to a 
nationalistic and Jewish embodiment, but rather this kingdom is universal in its dominion.  As 
literature written from the perspective of the Babylonian exile, Daniel teaches the theological 
significance of Israel’s exile for (1) apostates; (2) disobedient believers; (3) Israel as the type of 
“servant of the Lord;” and (4) the faithful remnant whom God has reserved for himself.  
Regarding apostates who had demonstrated their disbelief through syncretistic religious practices 
or outright idolatry, 

this category of people has always lived in the midst of God’s elect nation.  But by the 
exile, the final fate of the apostate is vivified.  They have fallen under the ultimate curse of 
God.  In accordance with the law of the covenant, those who worship other gods must be 
cut off, for they had broken the covenant.  For these people, exile depicted eternal 
banishment from the presence of the Lord.154 

For disobedient believers, Daniel teaches a lesson still applicable today: “For whom the LORD 
loves He chastens” (Heb. 12:6). 

These chastening actions of the Lord against his own people may be severe at times.  
Yet, it must be remembered that the worst chastening judgment in this life is always less 
than the punishment that every sin deserves.  Only by this acknowledgment will God’s 
chastening judgments lead to true repentance rather than to resentful rebellion.155 

Robertson explains the typological identification of Israel as the “servant of the Lord.” 

Clearly none of Israel’s sufferings may be regarded as atoning in substitution for the guilt 
of others, since no Israelite has ever existed who has not himself sinned.  Yet this 
imagery of Israel’s sufferings found its fulfillment when Jesus Christ as the true Israel of 
God became “not my people” on behalf of his people in the “exile” of his crucifixion.  In 
his unique role as servant of the Lord, he suffered banishment “outside the camp,” the 
innocent for the guilty (Heb. 13:11-13; I Pet. 2:22-25).156 

As for the faithful remnant that also experienced the exile alongside their apostate and 
disobedient countrymen, they were given the revelation of the worldwide expansion and domain 
of God’s kingdom. 
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The provincialism of Israel was broken by the very act of divine judgment that scattered 
these faithful ones among the nations.  As a consequence, the door was opened in a new 
way for participation in God’s kingdom by all the peoples of the earth.  This principle finds 
consummate manifestation in the sufferings of the disciples of Jesus today as they “fill up 
what is lacking in the sufferings of Christ” for the sake of the spread of the gospel to the 
ends of the earth (Col. 1:24).157 

Summarizing the book of Daniel, Robertson denotes five critical points158 that dominate the 
prophetic/apocalyptic passages.  These dreams and visions outline the history of the Gentile 
nations and their rule over Israel from the time of Daniel until the last days.   

1. The colossus of Nebuchadnezzar (Dan. 2:31-45) 

This section identifies the components of the dream with four kingdoms that will rule over 
Israel: Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and Rome.  Some interpreters see a revival of the 
Roman kingdom in the last days before the second coming of Christ. 

2. The stone made without hands (Dan. 2:34-35) 

Robertson singles out this particular passage within the context of the colossus of 
Nebuchadnezzar as especially significant.  The stone made without hands is Christ, who 
strikes the great statue of kingdoms and destroys them, and then grows into a mountain to fill 
the whole earth (symbolizing the growth and maturation of Christ’s kingdom). 

3. The four beasts, the little horn, and the Son of Man (Dan 7:2-28) 

The beasts are identified in parallel with the four kingdoms of Daniel 2 (Babylon, Medo-
Persia, Greece, and Rome).  The little horn is “the embodiment of governmental powers 
arising as a late manifestation of the fourth empire…and represents the epitome of human 
authority in opposition to the kingdom of God.”159  The little horn is remarkably similar to 
(and probably identified with) the beast described in Revelation 13.  Many interpreters see 
the little horn as the final personified Antichrist to come in the final days before the parousia.  
The Son of Man “parallels the image of the stone cut out without human hands in Daniel 
2”160 and is almost universally held to be a reference to Jesus. 

4. The seventy sevens (Dan. 9:24-27) 

This complex prophecy delivered to Daniel from the angel Gabriel speaks to the 
chronological ordering of the times determined for the people of God and even history itself.  
The seventy “sevens” (or weeks) are best understood as seventy units of seven years totaling 
490 years.  The division of the sevens into subunits (7, 62, and 1) is meant to communicate 
when the old covenant prophetic revelation would cease (approximately 400 B.C., 
corresponding with the subunit of 7), the time of the messiah’s earthly ministry 

                                                 
157 Ibid., p. 358. 
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159 Ibid., pp. 332-33. 
160 Ibid., p. 335. 
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(approximately A.D. 30, corresponding with the subunit 62), and perhaps the age of the new 
covenant161 (from Christ’s resurrection to the consummation of all things at the end of the 
age, corresponding with the subunit of 1). 

5. The stern-faced king (Dan. 8:23; 11:36) 

This section prophetically describes in unsurpassed detail the Grecian persecution of God’s 
people in the historical context of the kings of the north (Seleucids) and the south 
(Ptolemies). 

In these last chapters of Daniel, it is explained that this third kingdom will be the great 
oppressor of God’s people, thereby anticipating the last great persecution that would 
come at some future date.  This perspective appears to provide adequate rationale for 
the extended treatment of the period embracing the third of Daniel’s kingdoms.162 

 

                                                 
161 The shift of interpreting the weeks of Daniel’s vision from literal to figurative is a hotly debated topic, especially 
between dispensational and covenant theologians.  In any case, the nature of the seventieth week is less clear than 
the others. 
162 Robertson, Christ of the Prophets, p. 350. 
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14 Haggai 

14.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Haggai begins the ministry of the post-exilic prophets.  His first prophecy is dated precisely in 
the superscription (1:1) to the second year of King Darius in the sixth month on the first day of 
the month (approximately September 520 B.C.).  Haggai records that he received three additional 
revelations from God in the year 520.  Each of these oracles is dated with similar precision.  
Thus the messages of Haggai span a period of four months in the year 520 B.C. 

Dillard and Longman guess that Haggai’s brief ministry may be explained by old age. 

Beyond the four months of his public ministry known from the book, we know nothing of 
the fate of Haggai.  If he had himself originally been one of the citizens of Jerusalem 
taken into captivity by Nebuchadnezzar, as some deduce for 2:3, he would have been an 
elderly man by the time of his ministry.  Once the work on the reconstruction of the 
temple had begun, his prophetic cal had been discharged, and he may have died shortly 
after that.163 

14.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

King Cyrus of Persia became Israel’s messiah (in a sense) when he issued an edict in 536 B.C. 
allowing the exiled Jews to return to their homeland for the purpose of rebuilding the Lord’s 
temple (Ezra 1:1-4).  The faithful remnant of God’s people seized the opportunity and 
enthusiastically made the pilgrimage to Palestine.  They began the temple rebuilding project with 
zeal, but soon met opposition and discouragement.  The temple project ceased shortly after its 
launch, and the people avoided the work for 16 or 17 years. 

If Haggai had indeed been a citizen of the old Jerusalem before the exile, he was a man of two 
eras.  He and the rest of the elderly Jews would have remembered the former glory of the 
Solomonic temple and understood the disappointment of the people.  They had lived in 
established homes in Babylon and were now pioneers in a desolate land.  Moreover, the people 
had high hopes of restoration, blessing, and glory as they looked toward the eschatological age of 
which the prophets had spoken.  But their hopes were dashed as they experienced trials and 
hardships from both inside and outside their ranks.  The reality of their situation did not match 
their hopes.  Van Gemeren observes the mood of the restoration era Jews. 

They were members of the new community in the Land of Promise, but the slowness of 
the restoration frustrated them.  They were disappointed with the new era that had 
promised God’s presence, kingship, blessing, and protection.  They had come to think 
that their hopes were mistaken and that they had to bide their time in the land waiting for 
God to inaugurate the era of prophetic fulfillment…They went through a vicious cycle 
believing that economic hardship signified God’s absence and that God’s absence meant 
that he did not want the temple rebuilt.  They concluded that the prophetic fulfillment 
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pertained to another generation.  They were not atheistic or idolatrous, but they became 
complacent as they set aside hope of a speedy restoration.164 

The historical background of the temple rebuilding years is recorded in the book of Ezra, which 
refers to the prophets Haggai and Zechariah and their role in stirring up the people to finish the 
temple rebuilding process. 

14.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

Haggai is only known from the few times he is mentioned in Ezra and from his prophetic book.  
Because the temple was in a state of incompletion, the Jews were sending a message to the 
nations that they cared little for God and the honor of his name (although this was not actually 
the case, since their inaction is best explained from a perspective of depression, apathy, and the 
prevailing corporate notion that God was not inaugurating the restoration era quickly and 
therefore did not desire the reconstruction of the temple immediately).  Even so, the seventy-year 
exilic period of punishment, as prophesied by Jeremiah, had come to an end, and it was time to 
rebuild the Lord’s house.  Haggai was probably already burdened with the lack of effort and zeal 
that his people displayed toward the God of their fathers.  It was to this end that God called 
Haggai as a prophet and gave him four messages to convict and motivate the Jews to action.  
Wood surmises that Haggai was a devoted person, “one who longed to see the temple rebuilt and 
its sacrificial system restored.”165  Haggai also was most likely a man of humility in his role as a 
servant of the Lord.  He certainly was a capable public speaker who delivered the relevatory 
messages he received from God to the people with passionate gusto.  His words did not fall on 
deaf ears, for God’s Spirit moved in the hearts of his remnant to heed the prophet.  Even so, 
Haggai met God’s sovereign, monergistic act of moving the hearts of the people with his own 
creaturely responsibility to speak forcefully, persuasively, and with conviction.  In conclusion, it 
is important to note that Haggai gives no hint of failure regarding the temple construction or the 
reform efforts of the governor Zerubbabel.  The prophet’s work probably ceased before the 
governor’s reformation program ultimately failed. 

14.4 The Book (abbreviated outline166 and brief summary) 

I. Call to Rebuild the Temple (1:1-15) 
A. The People’s Problem: Lethargy (1:1-4) 
B. The People’s Poverty: Economic and Spiritual (1:5-11) 
C. The People’s Response: Repentance (1:12-15) 

II. God’s Greater Temple and Blessings (2:1-9) 
A. Encouragement From God’s Presence (2:1-5) 
B. Encouragement From God’s Promise of Blessing (2:6-9) 

III. God’s Blessing for a Defiled People (2:10-19) 
A. The Cause of Their Defilement (2:10-14) 
B. God’s Reaction of Curses and Blessings (2:15-19) 

IV. Victory for God’s People (2:20-23) 
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A. Overthrow of the Nations (2:20-22) 
B. Enthronement of David’s Son (2:23) 

Haggai is neatly structured around the prophet’s four messages.  The first is addressed to 
Zerubbabel, the governor, and Joshua, the high priest.  Haggai explains that the struggles and 
opposition that they are experiencing are a direct result of God working against them.  As long as 
the temple lay incomplete, the people would not receive the blessing of the Lord, but rather the 
curses of covenant disobedience.  Unlike their hard-hearted forefathers, the once-exiled people 
responded in repentance and action by restarting the temple project within 23 days.  Haggai’s 
second message addressed the people’s lament upon hearing the elderly compare the glory of the 
former temple to the humble design of the new.  Haggai assured them that “God was at work in 
the world…and he would shake the nations until their silver and gold poured into Jerusalem, so 
that the glory of the second temple would be greater than that of the first (2:6-9).”167  More 
importantly, the prophet gave comfort as he promised that the Lord’s Spirit was among them 
once again (2:5).  Haggai warned the people in his third message that working on the temple 
would not make the people holy by association with a holy task. 

Haggai emphasized that holiness was not transferable from one object to another or from 
an object to a person, whereas defilement was contagious (2:11-13)…Building the temple 
would not automatically make them holy, but it did give them an opportunity to make a 
new start.168 

Dillard and Longman correctly emphasize, “the only hope the nation had for divine approval and 
acceptance was the grace of God.  The temple would not be a magic talisman.”169  The final 
message served as a restoration of Zerubbabel, the heir of the Davidic throne.  Before the exile 
Jeremiah prophesied that God had rejected King Jehoiachin as the leader of the nation by 
comparing him to a discarded signet ring (Jer. 22:24-25).  Haggai employed the same imagery by 
likening Zerubbabel to God’s signet ring, and declaring “I have chosen you” (2:23).  This 
signified the reestablishment of the covenant promise of blessing through the Davidic line (cf. II 
Sam. 7:8-16).  This oracle must have excited the remnant into a frenzied expectation of the 
imminent day of the Lord occurring during the rule of their current governor.  But alas,  

although Haggai, Zechariah, and their contemporaries may have hope for the overthrow 
of foreign domination and the restoration of Davidic rule in their own day, Zerubbabel 
would not be this Davidic king, but rather would point forward to an eschatological day 
when God would shake the heavens and the earth (2:6-7, 21).170 

The oracles contained in Haggai contain important and reoccurring themes from Israel’s rich 
theological heritage.  In two short chapters, Haggai used the name “LORD of hosts” to refer to 
Israel’s covenant Lord and paint a picture of countless armies of angelic warriors under God’s 
command who protect the people and the temple from enemies.  “By his use of this terminology, 
so clearly linked with the past, Haggai indicated that the great God of Israel’s history, the God of 
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the covenant, was the same God who spoke to the post-exilic community.”171  Haggai also 
employed the theme of divine blessing and its connotation of harmony and peace between God 
and his people.  The rebuilding of the temple was the impetus for returning Israel to a state of 
divine blessing and ushering in a new era of peace between God and men (2:19).  Furthermore, 
the prophet utilized the theme of the blessed and faithful remnant that had been refined in the 
holy fires of punishment. 

Earlier prophets who taught that Israel would be punished by God also affirmed that a 
remnant would survive (Isa. 7:3; 46:3; Amos 5:14-15).  Haggai applied the term “remnant” 
to those living in Jerusalem, to assure them that they were heirs to the rich heritage of the 
covenant people (1:12, 14).172 

Finally, the temple motif serves as the immediate historical context and primary theme of the 
book.  The destruction of the first temple was associated with Israel’s alienation from God.  
Indeed, the visible Glory-Spirit, the “Shekhinah glory” had departed from the temple as 
witnessed by Ezekiel’s vision (Ezek. 10; 11:22-23). 

In this context the enthusiasm of Haggai for the rebuilding may be understood.  The new 
temple represented the renewal of divine favour towards Israel: God’s protective 
presence would once again be manifest in a harmonious relationship among his people 
(1:13; 2:4); the promises to David, represented by God’s acceptance of Zerubbabel the 
Davidic prince, would be fulfilled (2:23; cf. Matt. 1:12); and God’s purposes for the nations 
would be revealed (2:6-9).173 

Future biblical revelation would seal up the imagery of the temple and the glory it was designed 
to house. 

In spite of Ezekiel’s depiction of the glory of God returning to the city (Ezek. 43:1-7), there 
is no hint or suggestion that the pillar of fire and cloud ever appeared above the second 
temple.  So too, although the Jews of Judah would enjoy a measure of autonomy under 
Persia rule, the power of foreign nations was not broken (2:22), and Judeans would 
continue to serve a variety of foreign masters…The visible presence of God would finally 
appear at the second temple, when Jesus “tabernacled in our midst and we beheld his 
glory” (John 1:14), for he was “the radiance of God’s glory, the exact representation of his 
being” (Heb. 1:3).174 
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15 Zechariah 

15.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Zechariah was a contemporary of the prophet Haggai.  Of the four separate occasions when he 
received divine revelation, he dates three of them precisely.  According to the superscription 
(1:1), he preached his first oracle in the eighth month of the second year of Darius (520 B.C.), 
several months after Haggai began his prophetic ministry.  His second revelation (1:7) came 
three months later (520 B.C.), and his third prophetic speech (7:1) was delivered two years later 
in the ninth month of Darius’ fourth year (518 B.C.).  Zechariah’s undated fourth oracle (9:1) is 
commonly dated much later, perhaps after 480 B.C., due to the reference to Greece (9:13).  
Although the nation of Greece did become more prominent in the Palestinian region in the fifth 
century, Israel’s knowledge of its existence antedates Zechariah, and therefore it is uncertain that 
the undated prophecy should be assigned a significantly later date.  Another reason scholars posit 
a much later date for the fourth message is its inclusion of prophecies that regard the distant 
future compared to the more immediately relevant prophecies contained in the first three 
messages.  Further complicating the dating question is the lack of scholarly consensus whether 
Zechariah is the author of the final section of the book (9:1-14:21).  Critical scholarship tends to 
favor another author while conservative, evangelical scholars argue for the singular authorship of 
Zechariah.  Either way, it is impossible to be dogmatic regarding the date of Zechariah’s fourth 
oracle. 

15.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

Haggai and Zechariah prophesied to the same post-exilic Jewish community, both beginning 
their prophetic work in 520 B.C., and therefore the historical background that Zechariah 
ministered in is identical to that of Haggai.  Van Gemeren adequately summarizes the setting of 
Zechariah’s prophecies. 

The people of Judah had returned from exile in 536 B.C., but the joy and enthusiasm 
(see Ps. 126) that had characterized their return were gone.  Almost twenty years had 
elapsed, and the temple had not yet been rebuilt.  When Haggai and Zechariah began to 
prophesy in 520 B.C., the Jewish people were disheartened, apathetic, and generally 
depressed.  Their failure to complete the temple had brought judgment from God in the 
forms of drought and poor harvests (Hag. 1:11).  In response to Haggai’s preaching, the 
Jews renewed their efforts at rebuilding the temple (Hag 1:14).  Two months later the 
Spirit of God spoke through Zechariah to the same people (1:1), encouraging them with a 
vision a God’s kingdom and with the reality of prophetic fulfillment.  They responded 
positively to the ministry of Haggai and Zechariah; the temple was dedicated on March 
12, 515 B.C. (Ezra 6:15-18).175 

15.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

The prophet Zechariah, whose name is a popular biblical moniker (there are over twenty-five 
individuals in the Bible named Zechariah), identifies himself as the son of Berechiah and the 
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grandson of Iddo (1:1).  If he is the same Zechariah referred to in Ezra and Nehemiah (cf. Ezra 
5:1; 6:14; Neh. 12:16) as “the son of Iddo,” then he was a member of a priestly family that 
returned from the Babylonian captivity.  It is likely that he attended to his priestly duties while 
also serving as the Lord’s prophetic spokesperson to the Israelite remnant.  Bullock concludes 
that “his assumption of the head of his priestly clan (Neh. 12:16) seems to support the idea that 
he was a young man when he began his prophetic career in 520.”176  If Zechariah was indeed a 
priest, “this would also serve to explain his familiarity with and interest in matters pertaining to 
the temple (e.g., 1:16; 3-4; 6:9-15; 8:9, 20-23; 14:16-21).”177 

Wood provides an additional glimpse into the character of Zechariah.  The prophet was called by 
God as a young man or na‘ar (2:4) shortly after the much older Haggai received his prophetic 
commission.  Being a young man, he must have been spiritually mature beyond his years for God 
to call him for the immensely important task of rebuilding the temple. 

One should think of Haggai as having been selected for this purpose at the close of his 
life and Zechariah at the beginning of his, thus complementing each other as a team.  
Haggai would have had more appeal to older folk to encourage their participation and 
Zechariah to younger people.178 

The function of Zechariah’s ministry seems to differ in emphasis from Haggai’s.  Whereas the 
message of Haggai was primarily aimed at calling the people to action to begin temple 
reconstruction, Zechariah’s message seems to be directed at the attitude of the people as they 
worked.  Drawing from the purpose of the prophet’s eight night visions, Wood notes, “his 
interest was that the people have right attitudes of heart, showing true dependence on God for 
His blessing.”179 

God must have had other tasks for Zechariah during and after the temple building process.  For 
example, he addressed the people’s practical questions, one of which was whether they should 
continue to observe the various fasts commemorating the stages of the nation’s fall to the 
Babylonians.  Zechariah answered with a word from the Lord that the fasts would in the future 
be celebrated as joyfully feasts in light of God’s redemptive plan to restore Israel (8:18-19).  The 
people, once exiles and now pioneers, also asked about what the future held now that the 
remnant was back in the land and the temple was build anew.  Again the prophet responded with 
a word from the Lord, but this time he spoke in terms of the distant future that God would 
faithfully and certainly bring the glorious fulfillment of the messianic kingdom. 

15.4 The Book (abbreviated outline180 and brief summary) 

I. Zechariah’s claim to authority (1:1-6) 
II. The night visions (1:7-6:8) 

A. The commander and his scouts (1:7-17) 
B. Four horns and four craftsmen (1:18-21) 
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C. Man with a measuring line (2:1-13) 
D. The high priest in filthy clothes (3:1-10) 
E. The menorah and olive trees (4:1-14) 
F. The flying scroll (5:1-4) 
G. The basket of wickedness (5:5-11) 
H. Four chariots (6:1-8) 

III. Crown for the high priest (6:9-15) 
IV. A question about fasting (7:1-8:23) 
V. Two oracles (9-11; 12-14) about Israel’s enemies and the coming of Zion’s king and 

shepherd 

Robertson’s analysis of Zechariah revolves around the state of the people, the state of the 
nations, and anticipations of the future.181  There are three primary elements that characterize the 
state of the returned exiles: 

they are living in self-centeredness, neglecting the house of the Lord; they remain subject 
to the chastening hand of God, even to the point of facing a second, more permanent 
exile; and yet they may experience by God’s grace the gift of repentance leading to 
salvation.182 

The state of the nations in relation to Israel involves two aspects: (1) they are at rest and 
experiencing relative peace despite their participation in the persecution and exile of God’s 
people; and (2) they will eventually experience the wrath of God in divine judgment.  This 
duality of God’s purposes for the nations is clearly revealed in the meaning of Zechariah’s night 
visions (1:7-6:8).  The prophet borrows the image of Babylon (the nation that specifically carried 
out judgment against God’s people) by identifying it as “the land of the north” (2:6-7; 6:6, 8).  
Robertson extrapolates the eschatological significance of this northern land. 

But even in the days of Zechariah, Babylon has assumed a symbolic value, since the 
Babylonian Empire had been in ruins for a generation.  This nation served as the 
appropriate symbol of political opposition to the kingdom of God for many reasons.  
Babylon had destroyed the Lord’s chosen city of Jerusalem, burning it to the ground.  
Babylon had terminated the four hundred years of Davidic succession to the throne of 
Israel, displaying its readiness to bring an end to God’s covenant promises.  Babylon had 
displaced God’s own people from the land that had been promised them.  Because of this 
determination to destroy the whole redemptive purpose of God in the world, Babylon 
serves as a most suitable image for the visible and invisible powers set against God.183 

Zechariah couches this image of the land of the north, the corporate Satanic national powers, in 
an ultimate timeframe pointing toward the final divine judgment.  God will defeat this final 
enemy and thereby bring rest to the covenant people.  Thus the state of affairs for Israel and the 
nations will be reversed in the eschaton—restless Israel will finally obtain its coveted rest 
through the defeat and destruction of its restful enemies, who will have their false rest snatched 
from them.  Robertson describes the cyclic completion of the states of both Israel and the land of 
the north: 
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Now in the eschatological perspective of Zechariah, final rest is realized in the defeat of 
God’s ultimate enemy.  As the parallel passage in the final chapter of Zechariah’s 
prophecy indicates, the definitive destruction of the Lord’s enemies means that the Lord 
is established as “king over the whole earth” (Zech. 14:9 NIV).184 

Finally, Zechariah’s prophecy anticipates five events of future significance: (1) Jerusalem and the 
temple will be rebuilt; (2) God himself will return to live with them; (3) many more people will 
return [to the land]; (4) sin will be removed; and (5) the Lord’s priestly servant-messiah will 
come.185  Each of these elements had an important redemptive purpose in God’s plan for history. 

Regarding the rebuilding of the temple, which Haggai and Zechariah saw to completion, note 
that 

the people of the exile had to return to the land and the temple had to be rebuilt in order 
to provide a sanctified theater in which the great acts of divine redemption could be 
brought to completion.  By these significant events of the sixth century B.C., the 
groundwork was laid for the climax of redemptive history at the appearance of Jesus the 
Christ.186 

While the immediate fulfillment of God’s promise to return to live with his people was realized 
in the Spirit working in the hearts of the remnant, this was but a token, a deposit of the glorious 
new covenant reality of the Word “tabernacling” among his people (John 1:14) and the Spirit 
building the new temple of the Lord with the living stones of his church (Eph 2:21-22).  The 
multitude of people returning to the land likewise finds its fulfillment in the new covenant 
grafting of the Gentile nations into the branch of Israel to form the complete number of the 
people of God.  Again, Robertson recognizes the vitality of grasping this truth for today. 

Gentiles are not simply participants, but equal participants of all the promises of God’s 
covenants; not merely sharers in the inheritance, but equal heirs with Israel in all God’s 
promises; not only strangers who have been welcomed, but members together in a single 
body with Jewish believers—this is the mystery associated with Gentile participation in 
the salvation of Israel.  This mystery has now been made known, but it is regularly 
denied.  This mystery has the potential of changing the total perspective on the Lord’s 
ongoing work of redemption among the nations of the world and of bringing the church of 
Christ to its full maturity.187 

Zechariah vividly describes the removal of sin in both sections of his book.  In the book’s first 
section, the prophet portrays the resolution of the sin problem in the context of his dramatic night 
visions.  “The centerpiece of Zechariah’s visions anticipates the resolution of this ongoing 
problem of sin and its inevitable liability to punishment.  The symbolism associated with the trial 
of Israel’s high priest communicates the way of finally setting aside sin (3:1-10).”188  In the 
second section, sin is dealt with through the cleansing waters of a fountain that “shall be opened 
for the house of David and for the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (13:1).  With the image of both king 
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and people washed of their sin, the offices of king and high priest will be conjoined at the arrival 
of that future day, thus completing the restoration after the exile. 

Finally, the prophet develops the theme of the Lord’s priestly servant-messiah to come.  
Zechariah predicted the emergence of a God-appointed Davidic monarch and the combining of 
the offices of priest and king in this consummate Davidic king.  This merger of priestly and 
kingly functions is underscored by the command to crown Joshua the high priest instead of 
Zerubbabel the governor who stood directly in the lineage of David (6:9-13). 

When the prophet indicates that the “counsel of peace will be between them both” (6:13), 
he refers to the peace between the Lord himself and the priest-king who rules with him.  
Sharing in God’s own throne, the messianic priest-king must be in perfect harmony with 
the Lord himself.189 

Obviously, the biblical answer to the identity of this coming priest-king can only be the Lord 
Jesus Christ. 
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16 Malachi 

16.1 The Date (of the prophet’s ministry and work) 

Malachi does not date his prophecy, but the overwhelming consensus among scholars is that it is 
a product of the Persian period.  The first clue is the mention of the Persian governor (pehah) in 
1:8, which would place the writing of the book sometime after Judah’s return from captivity in 
536 B.C.  Second, the references to certain religious ceremonies indicate that the temple 
reconstruction was complete and functioning in the cultic life of the people (1:7-10; 3:8), thus 
placing the date of the book sometime after 515 B.C.  Third, the sins of the people according to 
Malachi reflect the state of the nation during the era of Ezra and Nehemiah rather than that of 
Haggai and Zechariah.  Wood concludes that since neither Ezra or Nehemiah mentions Malachi 
by name, he likely ministered after the writing of their books, perhaps sometime around 430 
B.C.190  Dillard and Longman argue conversely that Malachi does not mention Ezra or 
Nehemiah, therefore a date preceding them is preferable, perhaps 460 B.C.191  Such arguments 
from silence are not conclusive, therefore it is safest to say Malachi prophesied during the 
general timeframe of the Ezra and Nehemiah reforms of the latter half of the fifth century B.C. 

16.2 Background History (historical setting of the prophet) 

After the initial excitement of the exiles returning to the land to be pioneers of a new restoration 
period, the people became disillusioned with the slowness of arrival of the promised blessings.  
They had abandoned the temple reconstruction project after a short time and returned to their 
homes to eek out a meager living.  The prophets Haggai and Zechariah stirred up the people to 
complete the temple and they responded with action. 

By the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, the people had grown increasingly impatient with Israel’s 
servile international status and had lapsed into a new set of moral failings.  No longer were they 
primarily guilty of spiritual depression, lethargy, and apathy.  Malachi confronted a culture that 
was intermarrying with pagans (2:11-15), robbing God of the commanded tithe (3:8-10), and 
holding the Sabbath in contempt (2:8-9; 4:4).  Furthermore, Israel’s religious leaders (the priests) 
were corrupt (1:6-2:9) and the people were inflicting social injustices on the downtrodden in 
their community (3:5). 

16.3 Work and Person (character and ministry of the prophet) 

The book of Malachi does not begin with the ordinary prophetic superscription formula.  There is 
no mention of the prophet’s family of origin or hometown.  Some have suggested that the 
prophetic call recorded in 1:1 (“the burden of the word of the LORD to Israel by Malachi”) is not 
indicating authorship by a man named “Malachi.”  The name means “my angel” or “my 
messenger” and is translated as such in the Septuagint.  Although this interpretation of the word 
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“Malachi” is a possibility, it is unlikely because it would leave Malachi as the only anonymous 
prophetic book in the Old Testament. 

Bullock summarizes what can be said of this prophet of whom we know little. 

As to the person of Malachi, we know only what we deduce from the book itself.  He 
obviously prophesied in Jerusalem near the Temple and priesthood.  Quite likely he was 
born and lived his life in Judah.  His zeal for proper cultic observance was inseparable 
from his demand for moral integrity in personal affairs.  Both were proper expressions of 
loyalty to the covenant.  That was the real passion of Malachi’s heart.192 

Malachi probably worked alongside Ezra and/or Nehemiah to urge the people to put away their 
sin.  He was a spiritually mature man who served as a dedicated prophet.  His calling was to 
confront the many sins of the people: interfaith marriages, failure to pay tithes, and offering 
unworthy sacrifices.  Like the prophets before him, Malachi was knowledgeable of the covenant 
law that God held forth as the standard for his people.  He preached the Lord’s love for Israel, 
confronted their flagrant violation of the covenant sanctions, and called them to repent, all with 
an eye on the eventual coming of Elijah followed by “the great and dreadful day of the LORD” 
(4:5). 

Finally, it is significant to note that Malachi was the last in the distinguished line of Old 
Testament prophetic voices.  His words conclude with a deafening silence when no messenger in 
Israel proclaimed an inspired word from the Lord for over 400 years. 

16.4 The Book (abbreviated outline193 and brief summary) 

I. Superscription (1:1) 
II. Dispute about God’s love for Israel (1:2-5) 

A. Introduction: The Lord has loved his people. 
B. Question: “How have you loved us?” 
C. Answer: By describing the destruction of the Edomites, the offspring of Esau. 

III. Dispute about the contempt the priests show God (1:6-2:9) 
A. Introduction: God is father and master, deserving of honor. 
B. Question: “How have we defiled you?” 
C. Answer: “You have placed defiled food on my altar.” 

IV. Dispute about Israel’s covenant breaking (2:10-16) 
A. Introduction: God is the father and creator of all. 
B. Question: “How do we profane the covenant of our fathers by breaking faith with 

one another?” 
C. Answer: By divorcing the “wife of your youth.” 

V. Dispute about God’s justice (2:17-3:5) 
A. Introduction: The Lord is weary of the words of his people. 
B. Question: “How have we wearied him?” 
C. Answer: By accusing God of honoring or ignoring evil. 

VI. Dispute concerning repentance (3:6-12) 
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A. Introduction: God does not change, but you must. 
B. Question: “How are we to return?” 
C. Answer: By not robbing God of the tithe. 

VII. Dispute about harsh words against the Lord (3:13-4:3) 
A. Introduction: The Lord accuses the people of harsh words. 
B. Question: “What have we said against you?” 
C. Answer: You have said, “Serving God is pointless.” 

VIII. Appendix (4:4-6) 
A. A call to observe the Lord (4:4) 
B. Announcement of the future arrival of the prophet Elijah on the eve of the day of 

the Lord (4:5-6) 

As the last of the old covenant prophetic voices, Malachi’s task was to respond to “the 
deteriorating situation among God’s people at the end of the long movement toward the 
accomplishment of redemption.”194  Robertson finds in Malachi a fitting, final prophetic appeal 
based on the three ancient foundational mandates: worship, marriage, and labor.195  These themes 
do not appear at random, but form a literary inclusio with their institution at the beginning of the 
Old Testament in Genesis, thus creating an effect of “relevatory completeness”. 

Malachi addressed the Lord’s displeasure with the corrupt worship practices of the priests and 
the worthless sacrifices brought by the disrespectful laity.  The people were robbing God of his 
tithes and blaspheming him by declaring futile any service to God (3:13-14).  The prophet also 
accused Israel of profaning the sacred marriage covenant by forsaking the wife of their youth to 
marry the daughter of a foreign god (2:10-11).  Robertson comments on the importance of this 
message on marriage. 

Rooted in creation, founded on God’s redemptive covenant, solemnized by the Lord 
himself acting as covenantal witness, marriage is lifted far above the concerns of human 
convenience.   No full restoration of his people from the captivity brought about by sin can 
be complete apart from the proper reverence directed toward this God-ordained 
institution of marriage.196 

Drawing on the theme of the curse on the land first introduced in Genesis, Malachi explained 
that this same curse is causing the devourer to destroy the fruit of the ground and the vine to fail 
to bear fruit (3:11).  The reason is that “God has come to them in judgment, testifying against 
those who defraud laborers of their wages, oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive 
aliens of justice (3:5).”197  The rich were oppressing the poor and defenseless, therefore God’s 
curse afflicted this merciless, unjust, greedy people. 

But Malachi’s covenant lawsuit against the nation was not devoid of the common prophetic 
theme of hope for restoration.  Despite the cloud of disillusionment that hung over the people, 
Malachi offered a glorious vision of the future.  “Yes, a day was coming, a day that would see 
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God intervene in the affairs of men and women, bringing victory to those who obey God’s laws 
and judgment to those who do not (3:1-5; 4:1-6).”198 

Although written approximately 500 years before the next biblical revelation, the message of 
Malachi (especially its closing remarks) seems to flow seamlessly into the opening chapters of 
the New Testament.  The Lord’s messenger (3:1), identified in Malachi as Elijah the prophet, will 
return before the day of the Lord to “turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the hearts 
of the children to their fathers” (4:6). 

In English translations of the Bible, which follow the Greek tradition, Malachi concludes 
the canon of the Old Testament.  Its position among the twelve [the Minor Prophets] is 
likely due to the fact that Malachi was the last to minister.  While the collocation is not 
intentional, it is notable that the book concludes the Old Testament looking forward to the 
coming of the prophet Elijah, while one of the early voices of the New Testament period 
is that of John the Baptist, whom Jesus identifies with Elijah (Matt. 11:15).199 
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