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In his book on the Minor Prophets, Robert Chisolm quotes Alice in Wonderland. After going through the looking glass, Alice discovered a nonsensical poem called “Jabberwocky.” Having read it, she declared, “It seems very pretty, but it’s rather hard to understand! Somehow it seems to fill my head with ideas – only I don’t exactly what they are!”
That’s often they way we feel when reading the Old Testament, especially the often bizarre and puzzling words of the prophets in the Old Testament. Martin Luther thought that the prophets had a strange way of talking, like people who, instead of proceeding in a an orderly manner, ramble off from one thing to the next so that you cannot follow them or get a clear understanding of what they are getting at.

Later on in the story Alice met a character by the name of Humpty Dumpty, who claimed he could interpret “Jabberwocky” for her. He boasted that he could explain all the poems that ever were invented – and a good many that haven’t been invented yet. Well you know what happens to people who set themselves up so high. They usually have a great fall at some point.

For all of his self-professed skills, I am not sure that even Humpty Dumpty would find definitive rhyme or reason with some of the Old Testament Prophets, and I certainly don’t want to put myself up so high on the wall of understanding that a great fall is inevitable. However, we are going to take a few sermons to take a look at what are traditionally called the Minor Prophets: Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.

As I said, they are traditionally known as the “Minor Prophets,” but that is an unfortunate epithet. Minor, in the English language connotes that something is insignificant. “It was a minor offense,” or “it was a minor cut.” We don’t have to be overly concerned because of its insignificance. Or we have “minor leagues.” They are not up there with the hotshot professionals, but they are wannabes. They just may not have the talent or the lucky break to take them to the big times.

None of that is true with the Minor Prophets. There was nothing insignificant about their message to the people of their time, nor their message as it resonates through the millennia to our time. And they weren’t the wannabes of the Isaiahs, Jerimiahs, or Ezekiels. Just the opposite, many of them didn’t “wannabe” at all. They would just as soon have kept their mouths shut and lead a nice peaceful life, except for this thing called the Spirit of God who grabbed hold of their spirit and would not let them rest.

There is nothing minor, about being a Minor Prophet. Instead, “minor” simply denotes that their writings are short compared to the other prophets like Isaiah, et al. (Given that definition, I wouldn’t be surprised that many of you would want “minor” preachers.)

The other word in their title, “Prophet,” also may need some delineating. And while this is not new to you, let me just remind you that a “prophet” as we talk about it in our faith history, is not someone who can see the future. They are not clairvoyants. They do not use ouiji boards or look into crystal balls. What prophets are adept at is reading the times they are living in. They are not seeing the inevitable future. They are prognosticating the consequences of present action. Specifically for the Minor Prophets, that means the consequences of living outside the covenant with God.

So what we have with the Minor Prophets is not a bunch of insignificant fortunetellers, but God-inspired individuals who see that what God wants for the people is better than what the people want for themselves, and calls them back into community and covenant with God.

The Hebrew tradition doesn’t call them Minor Prophets. They are simply the Twelve. The Hebrew Bible is divided into three sections: The Law, The Prophets, and the Writings. The Twelve are a unit that is included with The Prophets -- combined with Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, they make up what is known as the Later Prophets. The Former Prophets being Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings.

What we have with the Twelve are gems in the rough. Not that they are rough and need polishing, but our understanding of them is rough. They lived at a specific time under specific situations, and unless we take time to understand what they were speaking to, then we run the risk of grossly misinterpreting their message. It doesn’t help that we as a Christian church haven’t spent much time with them.

I fell in love with the Twelve while in seminary, but in my 27 years of ministry I have not taken the time to systematically read, study, or preach from these prophets. The church’s liturgy doesn’t help us. According to Elizabeth Achtemeier, of the sixty-six chapters that make up the Twelve, the Common Lectionary, that body of Scripture to be used for preaching on any particular Sunday that is divvied up over a three-year period, only uses 12 passages. Two texts are listed from Hosea, Joel, and Micah. One text is used from each of Amos, Jonah, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, and Malachi. None from Obadiah, Nahum, and Zechariah (perhaps for good reason as we shall see in a moment from Obadiah).

To fully understand the Twelve, you have to know ancient history, and quite honestly, there is nothing more confusing than keeping straight all the names of the empires and leaders occupying the Near East during the time of The Twelve. These prophets span a period of over three hundred years – from the eighth to the fifth centuries B.C. This is after the heyday of Israel as far as being a unified nation under David and Solomon. After Solomon’s death in the mid 10th century BC, there was controversy as to the acceptance of Solomon’s son Rehoboam as king, and the kingdom split, north and south. Judah was the southern kingdom and Israel the northern kingdom.

Outside of a few border disputes, Judah and Israel actually came to a comfortable mutual existence. The first half of the eight century B.C. was a prosperous time for both Israel and Judah. They expanded territory and life was good. It is during this time that we begin to see the rise of the so-called Minor Prophets. There always seems to be a correlation between when the times are easy and prosperous, we forget that we are in covenant with a God who has been clear about what it means to live in community and the expectations of community and the responsibilities of community.

This is where the prophets step in. To remind the people that God is still sovereign and we have an obligation to community as God has laid that out in covenant with us.

That was basically Obadiah’s message, although I have to admit that Obadiah is one that is hard to relate. There are some who believe that Obadiah is the oldest of the prophets twelve, but I think most would believe he comes a bit later in the pack in the mid sixth century B.C.

Here’s what’s hard about Obadiah. It is one thing to prophesy within your own house. It is another thing to chastise your neighbor. It is sort of like having a crazy uncle living with you who is always shouting over the fence and yelling at your neighbor. It comes across as a bit selfish and egocentric. Obadiah has long been my favorite book in the Old Testament for this one simple reason – it is the shortest book in the Old Testament – all of 21 verses long.

Here’s what was probably happening. Obadiah was taking it to the Edomites because they were laughing at, taking glee in, and perhaps took part in the pillaging of Jerusalem when Judah fell to the Babylonian empire in 587 B.C. It’s like when your brother gets into trouble and you are happy about it and poke fun at him for it - literally, your brother. That is who Edom was to Judah and the Israelites. They were neighboring nations, but they were also brothers of sorts. The forebear of the Edomites was Esau, the twin brother of Jacob who is the father of the Israelites. God’s promise to Abraham flowed through Isaac and then Jacob, although it should have gone to the oldest of the twins, Esau. But you might remember that Jacob stole the birth right with a bowl of food.

That at least is the reason given for the enmity of these two nations throughout the centuries. So when Judah fell to Babylon, the Edomites danced in the streets, and that made Obadiah mad. Perhaps it made God mad as the word of God came upon Obadiah. This isn’t how brothers should be treating each other. This isn’t what God had in mind when God outlined covenantal community. This isn’t how we should care and support one another.

So in this short little prophecy, that at first glance appears to be a nationalistic and vengeful rant, is actually a very succinct rendition of some of the basic theology of the twelve prophets and of Scripture generally.

1. People should not live at the expense of others.

2. We have a responsibility for our brothers and sisters, which moves beyond our familial and national borders.

3. God is the God of all people and the sovereign of all nations.

4. And there will come a time when that will be known to all and the Lord’s Day will come.

In the coming weeks, listen for these themes as we plumb the depths of these Minor Prophets. But more importantly let us listen for these ancient concerns with the ears of today. 
Do they have meaning and relevance for us today? I believe they do. In fact Jim Harnish, your former pastor’s twin brother, wrote a book on the Minor Prophets titled “God Isn’t Finished With Us Yet.” I believe that is true, too.

I invite you to journey with me as we discover how ancient words from ancient times still might be the Spirit of God speaking to us today.

May God grant us open spirits and ears to hear.
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