


Prepared by Pastor Ted Rathman and Todd Frehafer 
with the grateful assistance of Table Group Leaders

How to Read the Bible For All Its Worth
An 8 week introductory study with 

classroom participation 
Week 4: Literary Genre: Hebrew Prophecy

Week 3: RECAP: Hebrew Narrative
➢ 3 levels of narrative. God is the ultimate hero
➢  Select stories retelling the historical events to 

provide meaning & direction to present generation
➢ Not intended to explicitly teach moral lessons
➢ Author expects us to be familiar with Scripture



Prophecy - Old Testament

4 Major Prophets

➢ Isaiah
➢ Jeremiah
➢ Ezekiel
➢ Daniel

12 Minor
(Shorter) Prophets

➢ Hosea
➢ Joel
➢ Amos
➢ Obadiah
➢ Jonah
➢ Micah
➢ Nahum
➢ Habakkuk
➢ Zephaniah
➢ Haggai
➢ Zechariah
➢ Malachi

● Prophecy is as much forth-telling as 
fore-telling.

● Most oracles concerned the immediate 
future of Israel and surrounding nations 
than our own time.

● Interpret at oracle (smallest literary 
unit) level.  Look for changes in 
subject, time, topic, location, style, etc.



The Concentric Circles of Bible Interpretation
Identify smallest (minor) literary units 
Paragraphing is already provided in most 
translations.
● Epistles and Hebrew Narrative: 

paragraph
● Poetry: strophe or stanza
● Proverb: overall theme encircling 

individual proverb
● Prophecy: entire oracle
● Gospel: paragraph (narrative); 

elsewhere one teaching session, 
parable, theme



Basic Prophetic Pattern
➢ An identification of Israel’s sin or of God’s love for His people

➢ A prediction of a curse or a blessing, depending upon the circumstance

➢ Blessings for Obedience

● Leviticus 26:1-13
● Deuteronomy 4:32-40; 28:1-14

➢ Curses for Disobedience

● Leviticus 26:14-39
● Deuteronomy 4:15-28; 28:15-32:42
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Two Major Invasions Dominate Prophetic Books
1. Following death of Solomon (c. 930 BC), the Kingdom is split in civil war

a. “Israel” or “Ephraim”: 10 Northern Tribes (Reuben, Simeon, Dan, 

Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, Zebulun, Manasseh, and Ephraim) 

b. “Judah”: 2 Southern Tribes (Judah, Benjamin)

c. Each new nation has its own line of kings

2. Apostasy and wicked kings in both kingdoms

3. Assyria invades and completes conquest of Israel c. 722 BC.  Exile.

4. Babylon invades and completes conquest of Judah c. 586 BC.  Exile.



The Function of Prophecy
1. The prophets were Mosaic covenant enforcement mediators.

a. God’s direct representatives (ambassadors) to the nation
b. Not societal reformers and they suffered greatly for being covenant spokesmen

2. Announced God’s blessings and curses for covenant obedience (Leviticus, Deuteronomy) 
a. Blessings include: life, health, prosperity, agricultural abundance, respect, safety
b. Curses include: death, disease, draught, dearth, danger, destruction, defeat, deportation, 

destitution, disgrace
3. Blessings and curses were NOT specific to any individual, but corporate (nation)
4. The prophets’ message was not their own, but God’s

a. “This what the LORD says” or “declares the LORD”
b. Many prophecies relayed directly in first-person “I”, but it is God who speaks

5. The prophets message is unoriginal
a. Inspired by God in their generation not to teach (priests), but to remind and warn nation
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The Forms of Prophetic Utterance
1. The Messenger Speech

a. Most common.  “This is what the LORD says” or “says the LORD”, etc.
b. e.g., Jeremiah 35:17-19, “Therefore thus says the Lord, the God of hosts, the God of Israel”

2. The Lawsuit 
a. A summons, a charge, evidence, and a verdict (implict or explicit)
b. e.g., Isaiah 3:13-26, “The Lord arises to contend, And stands to judge the people”

3. The Woe 
a. An announcement of distress, the reason for distress, and a prediction of doom
b. e.g. Micah 2:1-5, “Woe to those who scheme iniquity”

4. The Promise 
a. Reference to the future, mention of radical change, and mention of the blessing
b. e.g., Amos 9:11-15, “In that day I will raise up the fallen booth of David”

5. The Enactment Prophecy
a. Accompany oracles with symbolic acts to vividly reinforce divine prophetic message
b. e.g., Isaiah 20, “Even as My servant Isaiah has gone naked and barefoot three years”
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The Prophets As Poets
1. Synonymous Parallelism

● The second or subsequent line reinforces the sense of the first line
➢ “I have wiped out your transgressions like a thick cloud // and your sins like a 

heavy mist” Isa. 44:12 (NASB95)
2. Antithetical Parallelism

● The second or subsequent line contrasts the thought of the first, often reinforcing the 
thought of the first line through contrast

➢ “They did not cry out to Me with their heart // when they wailed upon their 
beds” Hos. 7:14 (NKJV)

3. Synthetic Parallelism
● The second or subsequent line adds to the first line in any manner that provides 

additional information
➢ “The deliverers will ascend Mount Zion to judge the mountain of Esau // and 

the kingdom will be the LORD’s”  Obad. 1:21 (NASB95)

Gordon Fee, Douglas Stuart “How To Read the Bible For All Its Worth”



Some Exegetical Tips For Prophetic Books

1. Historical setting is paramount - context, context, context

a. Pre-exile (586BC) or post-exile prophet?

b. Who is the reigning King?

c. Major characters/nations?

2. Oracle Form (Messenger, Lawsuit, Woe, Promise, Enactment)

3. Nearly all oracles of coming judgment or salvation were intended for the immediate 

future of Israel (now past) and not for our future

4. Eschatalogical (‘last times’) language is often metaphorical, not literal
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Closing thoughts

➢ Less than 5% of OT prophecy specifically mentions new covenant age

➢ Less than 2% of OT prophecy is Messianic

➢ Less than 1% of OT prophecy concerns events yet to come in our time
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Read at least one Psalm every day including Psalm 27 
(Old Testament Poetry)

Assignment for Week 5





The Promise of the Spirit and 
The Day of the LORD

Joel 2:28-32

Today’s Table Group Discussion-Hebrew Prophecy 



Week 4
SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL





The Divided Kingdoms before the Invasions, c. 800 BC



Assyrian Invasion of Israel, 722 BC



Babylonian Invasion of Israel, 607-586 BC







Nelson’s Complete Book of  Bible Maps & Charts



Nelson’s Complete Book of  Bible Maps & Charts




