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Prophets of Israel

Bible Text: 1 Kings 11:1–13; Amos 1:1; 5:21–24; 8:1–18; Hosea 1:1–9; 4:1–3; Jeremiah 11:18–23; 15:15–21
Lesson Focus: When the rulers of Israel ignored God's prophets, Israel was lost.
Big Question: What would a prophet say to us today?
Key Words: PROPHET, JUDGMENT, JUSTICE

Prepare
Quick Prep
• The story of the Northern Kingdom is a story of decline. The books of 1 and 2 Kings present the story by integrating the accounts of the kings with narrative about the prophets who interpreted God's perspectives to them.
• The measure of a king, regardless of his political success, was his fidelity to Yahweh.
• The reign of Jeroboam II was the last period of peace and prosperity for the Northern Kingdom. Within 25 years, the kingdom was gone.
• The stories of 1 and 2 Kings were written during and just after the exile.
• The exile forced the question of what it meant to be the chosen people of God—if they were chosen, why did they feel so abandoned?
• We can let the theological struggle to discern God's will and way inform us as we face events that reorient our thinking. We can remember the message from the prophet Amos—God's desire is justice and righteousness.


Deep Prep
The Northern Kingdom's story continues beyond Jeroboam, its first king. In the first 50 years of its existence, from about 922 to 869 B.C.E., Israel saw six kings to Judah's three. The next 150 years were no less tumultuous. Interestingly, historical records indicate that some of Israel's kings (Ahab, 869–850 B.C.E., being a case in point) were great political leaders, but their political finesse is not the concern of these stories. King after king was evaluated instead on his fidelity to Yahweh. And king after king was found wanting.

The reign of Jeroboam II (786–746 B.C.E.) produced a period of relative peace and prosperity in Israel. It was to be the last, however. After Jeroboam II, four kings were assassinated in 14 short years. The Assyrians were breathing down the kingdom's neck, and the country was in political chaos. In only a few more years Damascus would fall (733–732 B.C.E.), and then came the final blow—Samaria was besieged and fell (722–721 B.C.E.). The people of the Northern Kingdom were dispersed all over the Assyrian Empire.

Though kings may be the historical reference point for these stories, the stories are not about history. The prophets whose voices course through the stories carry the real meat and reason for preserving these stories. They are the ones who call the people of the Northern Kingdom back to faithfulness to the God who loves them still.

We cannot underestimate the theological crisis sparked by the exile. The people of Israel, and of Judah as well, understood themselves to be the chosen people of God. The covenant promised them land, progeny, and fame. They lost it all in exile. Certainly their land was no longer theirs, and they were forced to live as strangers on someone else's turf. Fame was no longer theirs. Strangers had no standing in these cultures—recall the treatment of the visitors in the story of Sodom and Gomorrah! Even their children, as we know from immigrant peoples today, no doubt quickly began to assimilate to their new surroundings. How could they make sense of what appeared to be a profound abandonment by the One who had chosen them?

The prophets in these stories give us the theological answers that were being worked out as they were recorded and refined both during the exile and just after. The work of other prophets sets the groundwork for this theological interpretation. Amos, from Judah, writing during the reign of Jeroboam II, is relentless in calling the people back to faithfulness. He derides the very prosperity that might be seen as confirmation of the reign of Jeroboam II (Amos 5:21). Hosea, a native northerner, writes in the years following the death of Jeroboam II, during the death throes of the Northern Kingdom. Hosea's tone is decidedly different. His entire life is a metaphor for the relationship between the people of Israel and their God. He marries a harlot, Gomer, but in the midst of her unfaithfulness, he persists in loving her. So his message would be: God is faithful to Israel even if Israel has not been faithful to God.

How shall we integrate these stories and this message into our contemporary lives? The Elijah and Elisha stories have long been featured in Sunday school materials, and in their own right they are exciting. Mendelssohn was inspired enough to create the oratorio Elijah (first performed in 1846), and visual artists have used these stories to give "voice" to their faith.

If our modern sensibilities struggle with the violence and "either/or" nature of God's judgment as represented in these stories, we can look to them positively for a witness from our forebears in faith about our need to make sense of the nature of God's intervention in our world. For many North Americans, the fall of the World Trade Center in September 2001 represents a potentially similar turning point in our theological perspective. Perhaps the invitation of these kinds of tragedies is to reassess our convictions about what is right and wrong, and our perspective of ourselves and how we are living in relationship to the God who so loves us. Are we being true to God's deepest desires for justice and righteousness?


Adolescent Connection
What would a prophet say to us today?

God sent prophets to warn the people of Israel. Youth need to explore who the prophets were and what messages they brought. Without this basic understanding, they will not be able to connect to the teachings of prophets in the biblical tradition or listen to the voices of present-day prophets. Helping youth discern who the prophets are in their world will help anchor this idea. Prophets today provide us with guiding lights. Martin Luther King Jr., John Paul II, and others are recent prophets who have spread God's message of peace, love, and justice.


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. Prophets like Amos 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 of love we have been given in Christ Jesus our Lord, we naturally want to share that love with others. Working for peace and justice is one of the most important ways we can share God's love with the world.


