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Prophets of Judah

Bible Text:  Isaiah 5:1–7; 9:2–7; 10:1–2; 1:16–20; Jeremiah 31:31–34; 7:1–15, 23–26
Lesson Focus: Though the people were not always faithful to God, God was always faithful to them.
Big Question: Who will I always be able to count on?
Key Words: JUSTICE, HOPE, CONFESSION

Prepare
Quick Prep
• The books of Kings and Chronicles tell the history of the Southern Kingdom—stories of how the kings, with few exceptions, failed to be faithful to Yahweh.
• Judah's primary prophets during this period were Isaiah and Micah.
• Isaiah understood Judah's defeats and subjection as God's judgment on an unfaithful people and their leaders.
• Isaiah used the image of the people as God's vineyard to call the nation to repentance.
• Isaiah envisioned a righteous and compassionate city embodying faithfulness to Yahweh. This city was a standard for measuring Jerusalem and the life of the people.
• Isaiah articulated a vision of a king who would be just and compassionate and lead the people in their understanding of the sole sovereignty of Yahweh.
• Isaiah is a model of how to remain a part of a community of faith while at the same time acknowledging and dealing with its faults.
• Two kings represent the ends of the spectrum. At one extreme, Manasseh was regarded as the most brutal and faithless king Judah had ever known. At the other extreme, Josiah was regarded as the best king next to King David. Josiah instituted religious reforms but was not adept in international relations.
• The prophets Zephaniah, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Jeremiah belong to this period. Jeremiah's prophecy was the most extensive.
• Jeremiah had both a deep understanding of human sin and a deep trust in God's constancy and determination to do whatever was needed—a new thing—to renew and sustain relationship with the people.


Deep Prep
The history of the Southern Kingdom of Judah is in 1 Kings 12–15 and 22:41–50 and 2 Kings 9–25. Judah's history is told as the story of the successive reigns of its kings and one queen, Athaliah. See the chart on page 545 of the Lutheran Study Bible for more details.

Following Solomon's death in approximately 922 B.C., the kingdom that David had unified as one nation divided again into south and north, Judah and Israel, respectively. It was two centuries from the time of the divided kingdom to the fall of Judah to Assyrian domination. During this time Judah was beset not only by the stronger Northern Kingdom of Israel, whose border was a scant 10 miles north of the southern capital of Jerusalem, but also by various international threats. Though one might think that the kings turned to God in times of crisis, the history of Judah is a litany of how each king, with few exceptions, failed to be faithful to Yahweh.

This period also includes the ministry of important prophets through whom God's truth was spoken. Isaiah and Micah were prophets to the Southern Kingdom during the eighth century B.C. Isaiah prophesied to the royal household and the Jerusalem temple—the king and the priests. Isaiah 1–39 is the portion relevant to this period. Isaiah's context and message were relatively urban. By contrast, Micah saw the same injustices as Isaiah from a rural viewpoint and wrote of small towns and villages, agricultural concerns, exploitative landlords, stolen inheritances, and the appropriation of family lands.

Close to both the royal dynasty and the Jerusalem temple, Isaiah prophesied against these institutions but did not call them into question. Isaiah united the covenant of the king's anointing with the responsibility to uphold the covenant establishing Yahweh's sole sovereignty with the people. Isaiah spoke the vision of the king as the prime defender of Yahweh's sole sovereignty (1:26). The king would understand himself and his office as empowered by and accountable to God with no power of its own. The king would be a model of justice, righteousness, faithfulness, and true worship of Yahweh. Isaiah envisioned a future Jerusalem as a righteous city—not an otherworldly city but one by which historical reality would be measured.

As people of faith, we are formed and sustained in and by a community of faith. In the face of the shortcomings of the church, the individualism of our culture leads many people to opt out of any faith community. They leave behind not only its faults but also its role in shaping us as just and compassionate people. Yet it is dangerous to be unquestioning and uncritical of the communities of which we are a part. Isaiah's solution to this dilemma is well worth considering. On one hand, Isaiah prophesied against the injustice of the dominant institutions—kingship and temple—at the heart of his community's common life. On the other hand, Isaiah prophesied in the name of God, who had formed the people together as a community, for the sake of their common life. Isaiah was committed to life in a faithful community.

This period witnesses the extremes of Judean kingship. Manasseh's reign began when he was 12 and lasted several decades (2 Kings 21:1), from 687 to 642 B.C.E., longer than that of any other king of Judah. Reversing Hezekiah's reforms, Manasseh flouted covenant obligations, built altars and a temple to other gods, and was murderous, even sacrificing a son to an Assyrian deity. Second Kings regards Manasseh's unjust and faithless leadership as the prime cause of Judah's sinfulness and its destruction in 586 and subsequent exile. (Second Kings 21:10–15 and 2 Chronicles 33 suggest that Manasseh's behavior may have been the result of subjection at the hands of the Assyrians.)

By contrast, 2 Kings regards Josiah for his faithfulness as one of the greatest kings of Judah, second only to David. Apparently converted when he read a mysterious text (Deuteronomy) that the high priest showed him, Josiah began instituting reforms—repairing the temple, renewing the covenant, and restoring sole worship of Yahweh.

Reading Deuteronomy seems to have changed King Josiah's life so that he led religious reform. Deuteronomy is primarily a restatement of law or teachings for the living out of the Exodus covenant. The teachings encompass both legal and religious laws, including ethical and ritual provisions. The purpose of the covenant provisions was to provide a way of life that would allow the people to remain in relationship to God, who had freed them. By the covenant, God was teaching them a way of life for freedom. Deuteronomy called the people to remember and love their liberator God and the way of life God had provided.

Like Isaiah, Jeremiah proclaimed the promise of a king who would be righteous and compassionate, a leader who would fulfill God's purpose in a people faithful and just (Jeremiah 23:1–8). Yet Jeremiah was not closely connected to the Jerusalem institutions of temple and kingship and centered his prophecy on recalling the early covenant of God with the community. Jeremiah proclaimed both God's faithfulness to a faithless people and God's doing something new in the face of their sin. In his profound awareness of human brokenness, Jeremiah sensed that no institution—neither kingship nor temple—had the power to overcome the depth of human sin. Only God's intervention, which Jeremiah continued to trust, could matter. The difference would come not in institutions but in the heart of the community made new by God's action in a new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31–34; 32:38–41). The renewal of the community and the renewal of its members were inextricable. God would give the people each and together a new heart for relationship with God. The depth of human sin could not match the depth of God's faithfulness and determination to hold on to the covenant people.


Adolescent Connection
Who will I always be able to count on?

Asking youth to name the people who will be with them, no matter what the circumstances, will help them understand the concept of commitment. Identifying the actual people—perhaps parents, grandparents, teachers, or valued friends—will bring home the reality of God's unending and constant love for them. Use this lesson to help students see that the people they have named will stand beside them, fight for them, and never give up on them. Anchor this point further in their lives by asking the youth whom they love enough to stand beside, fight for, and never give up on. Help them focus on the true depth of this feeling and relate it to the fact that they will never be abandoned by God. Commitment and constant love are powerful concepts best understood with concrete examples.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to strive for justice and peace in all the earth" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

Working for justice and peace is central to the call to follow God. God is faithful to us and wants us to be faithful to him. Prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah made it clear that what God wants from God's people is for them to work in this world on behalf of those who are in need of justice and peace. In response to the gracious gift we have been given in Christ Jesus our Lord, we naturally want to share that love with others. When we work for peace and justice, we are being faithful to God's call.


