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Prophetie Discourse on "Israel" 

Reinhard G. Kratz 

1. THE IDENTITY OF "ISRAEL"

In the Hebrew Bible, the name "Israel" designates two things: (1) the whole peo­

ple oflsrael (including Judah) as the people ofGod; (2) the political entity ofthe 

northern kingdom of Israel (Samaria) in contrast to the southern kingdom of Judah 

(Jerusalem). In his History of Israel, Martin Noth, a renowned biblical scholar and 

historian of ancient Israel, tried to explain the double usage of the name "Israel" 

(Noth 1954, 9-15; ET 1960, 1-7). He located the first usage in "the language of 
faith" (Noth 1954, 169; ET 1960, 184) and thought that it was the original mean­

ing of the name "Israel." The political and geographical usage, however, is­

according to Noth-secondary. And the reason is because it covers only parts of 

the twelve tribes of the people of Israel and consists also of some foreign (Ca­

naanite) elements. 

Noth deserves the credit of having expressed the problem so clearly at the 

beginning of The History of Israel. His explanation and historical reconstruction, 

however, is highly problematic and fails to be convincing anymore (Kratz 2015a 

and 2015b; for discussion, see Crouch 2014; Weingart 2014). Outside the Hebrew 

Bible, the name "Israel" is first attested in the famous stele of Pharaoh Merneptah 
(around 1200 BCE) for a group ofpeople somewhere in the land ofCanaan. lt is 

not attested again until the ninth century BCE, when Neo-Assyrian and Moabite 

inscriptions refer to the northern monarchy as Israel and/or Bit Humri (that is, the 

house of Omri, after the king that founded the capital city, Samaria). While the 

political and geographical usage is thus well attested, and is quite natural and easy 

to explain, the other usage of the name Israel is in "the language of faith." This 
biblical notion of"Israel," including Judah and designating the people ofYHWH, 

is rather curious and requires an explanation. The question, then, for us is: When 

and under which circumstances did the notion of a unity of Israel and Judah as 

one people ofthe same God emerge? 
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For Noth, the Israel in the "language of faith" dates to pre-monarchic times, 

to the time ofthe "Conquest." Following the analogy of a Greek model of settle­

ment, he saw the historical context as the "amphictyonic" organization oflsrael's 

tribes. Since many can no longer embrace the historical hypothesis of a tribal am­

phictyony, we have to look for alternatives. Some think ofthe time ofthe "United 

Monarchy" under David and Solomon in the tenth century BCE, the splendid be­

ginning of the monarchic period according to the Hebrew Bible. However, the 

idea of a united Davidic-Solomonic empire was recently questioned by archaeol­

ogy and cannot be taken for granted anymore (Finkelstein 2001; Finkelstein and 

Silberman 2006a). The same holds true for the alternative: the Josianic period 

(late seventh century BCE). The Tel Aviv archaeologist Israel Finkelstein, along 

with many others, tend to date the emergence ofthe pan-Israelite national identity 

of"Israel" to Josiah's reign. Yet we know as much, or as little, about the Josianic 

period as we know about the Davidic-Solomonic era. And what we know, or think 

we know, comes from (late) biblical accounts. 

Another possibility for a political and social explanation is the time between 

David and Josiah-under the dynasties of Omri (first half of the ninth century 

BCE) and Jehu (second half ofthe ninth and first half ofthe eighth century BCE). 

In this period, the kingdom of Judah existed more in the shadow ofthe northern 

kingdom and was a kind ofvassal to it. Temporarily, it was even connected to the 

house of Omri through marriage. Others think of the time of the destruction of 

Israel and Samaria in 722 BCE, when a number of refugees from Israel came into 

Judah. And still others ofthe time after 701 BCE, the siege of Jerusalem by Sen­

nacherib under king Hezekiah, when the territory of the province of Judah was 

reduced. 

Many scholars suggest a pan-Israelite movement in the seventh century BCE 

under Hezekiah or Josiah, and they combine this idea with the emergence ofthe 

book of Deuteronomy and its notion of a unified people of God as expressed in 

the centralization of the cult and the Shema' Israel: "Hear, 0 Israel: YHWH is 

our God, YHWH alone" (for the discussion, see Na'aman 2009; Finkelstein 2011; 

Finkelstein and Silberman 2006a; 2006b; Crouch 2014). 

However, I am convinced that historical, political, and social circumstances 

alone do not explain the emergence of the inclusive identity of biblical Israel. 

They are a historical precondition, and may have stimulated or supported the pro­

cess. But they are certainly not the main reason and driving force. Other peoples 

of the same region and in the same time-such as Ammon, Moab or Edom ( of 

which we have relatively meager extant sources, yet enough in order to compare 

with the equally meager extant sources oflsrael and Judah)--experienced similar 

political fates, yet, as far as we know, they did not end up with a new identity in 

the "language offaith." The new identity of"lsrael" (including Judah) as the peo­

ple ofYHWH does not mirror accurately a historical reality ofpolitical or social 

unity. Rather, this identity is a theological concept that sets forth a new basis for 
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a national, political, and social unity of"Israel." This new identity is not primarily 
defined by factors such as monarchy, temple, geography or genealogy. The iden­

tity is rather defined by the relation between the people of "Israel" and its God 

YHWH. The pan-Israelite identity reflected in the Bible is built upon this theo­
logical category. We must therefore search for factors that can account for both 

YHWH's new identity and "Israel" as the people who belong to him. 

2. THE END OF ISRAEL

In what follows I argue that it is not the historical reality or possibility of a united 
kingdom of "Israel" but rather the loss of the monarchy and Israelite identity in 

722 BCE that led to the creation ofthe new identity ofbiblical "Israel." The his­

torical caesura of 722 (and again of 597/587 BCE) must have been-at least in 

the eyes ofsome-dramatic, though more in mental or conceptual than in material 

terms. In fact, many other nations besides Israel and Judah experienced the down­
fall oftheir political and cultural system during the military campaigns ofthe Neo­

Assyrian and the Neo-Babylonian empires against Syria and Palestine in the ninth 

to sixth centuries BCE Materially, there was some destruction, but everyday life 
went on as usual. We do not know how these other peoples-or indeed the ma­

jority ofthe population in Israel and Judah-thought about these events. What we 

do have is the literature preserved in the Bible, which has its own way of inter­

preting the historical events ofthat period. 

Let us first consider the Arameans as an example (see Niehr 2014; Younger 
2016). What exactly became ofthe Arameans in Syria subsequent to the Assyrian 

invasions remains a mystery. Launched much earlier than those against Israel and 

Judah, these campaigns always concentrated on individual city-states, while other 

political actors-like Zakkur of Hamath or the kings of Sam'al/Yadiya­
temporarily profited from the Assyrian presence by pledging themselves as loyal 
vassals. In this way, the end of political sovereignty for one did not necessarily 

mean the immediate end of another. Under Assyrian hegemony, whether with or 

without a Iocal king, most aspects oflife continued as before. The patron god Baal 
or Hadad survived the Assyrian invasion, both in the Aramean capitals still under 
his rule and in contractual coalitions with the gods ofthe Assyrian empire. We do 

not find in Aramaic sources the idea of a united people of Aram as the people 

chosen by the (one and only) god Baal/Hadad. 

At the end ofthe eighth century (720, 701 BCE), and again in the early sixth 
century (587/597 BCE), Israel (Samaria) and Judah (Jerusalem) would have 
followed essentially the same course as their neighbors. This was, indeed, not 

inevitable, but still quite natural and normal. What was the usual reaction in such 
situations? At the end of the eighth century BCE, prophets of the patron god 
YHWH in the kingdom oflsrael probably saw destruction coming and then began 
their Iamentation, while prophets in the kingdom of Judah, in the name ofYHWH 
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no less, desired this destruction for Aram and Israel alike, who had conspired 

against Assyria and Judah. In this view YHWH of Judah and Jerusalem-with the 

help of the Assyrians and the god Ashur-was triumphant over Hadad of 

Damascus and YHWH of Samaria. Once the downfall of Israel had occurred, 

however, northern calamity meant <langer for the south. Accordingly, Judah 

probably came to terms with Assyrian rule as soon as possible, which persisted 

until Assyria' s own down fall and the ensuing campaigns of Baby Ion at the end of 

the seventh century BCE. Ultimately, the same events befell the kingdom of 

Judah. 

Yet, as we can see in the biblical tradition and especially the prophetic 

literature of the Hebrew Bible, other interpretations of the historical events and 

reactions also emerged following the fall ofthe northem kingdom. These included 

the relationship between Israel and Judah, which had the same patron deity, 

YHWH. During the monarchic period, YHWH and other deities manifested 

themselves in any number of guises, whether YHWH of Samaria or YHWH of 

Teman and probably YHWH of Judah and Jerusalem as weil. lt is quite 

understandable, then, that lsraelites and Judahites would have waged wars and 

formed coalitions together in his name. With the downfall of the northern 

kingdom, however, the Assyrians defeated YHWH in Israel but did not conquer 

him in Judah. 

Though not impossible or unusual, this constellation of events proved 

incomprehensible for some, leading to a reconsideration ofYHWH's relationship 

to Israel. The nascent prophetic tradition (namely, Isaiah, Hosea, and Arnos) 

provided an explanation (Kratz 2015c). For this tradition, YHWH himselfbears 

responsibility for the liquidation ofhis kingdom and his people, and this assertion 

in turn triggered the search for reasons in Israel's own behavior. 

From the usual prophetic premonition of catastrophe, the biblical tradition 

developed a notion of retribution, the total judgment that YHWH would enact. 

From the usual lament over tumultuous circumstances came the denunciation and 

exposition of a judgment already effected in Israel but still impending for Judah. 

Due to the deep impression left by lsrael's downfall and the prospect of Assyria's 

imminent southward expansion, the conception of YHWH's singularity and the 

people's oneness first emerged, at least explicitly, in the prophetic tradition and 

thereby overcame the historical and political opposition between Israel and Judah. 

In other words, the end of the kingdom of Israel was the beginning of "Israel" as 

the people of God in biblical tradition. 

Proclaimed by the prophets in the name of YHWH himself, absolute 

judgment feil upon Israel (and Judah) so that the God of Israel could in fact 

survive. But what about the lsraelites who had survived the catastrophe and 

resided in either the former territory of Israel (now the Assyrian province of 

Samaria) or in the diminished kingdom of Judah, where the patron deity YHWH 

continued to receive veneration? For those northern Israelites, biblical tradition 



Prophetie Discourse on "Israel" 507 

was forced to find a future for YHWH and his people beyond the existence ofthe 
monarchy. Revealed by the prophets and then projected onto both kingdoms' 
prehistory, that future was found in the unity of YHWH and the unity of his 
people. Although-or perhaps because-such a theological ideal never actually 
converged with historical reality, biblical literature stressed it all the more. Based 
on the prophetic message of an abrogated relationship to the divine, a foundation 
narrative for the people of YHWH-a historia sacra or "sacred history"-came 
into being. lt was that relationship that helped achieve a positive perspective on 
the future. 

To this end, individual narratives from the diverse domains of tradition and 
different times were all collected within Israel and Judah, and consolidated into 
distinct narrative cycles and historical works. In the process, disparate elements 
were transformed into a coherent narrative ofYHWH's history with his people, 
Israel. Three narrative works bear witness to this development, which provided 
hope not only for the future but also for the present. Likely formed-as an 
outcome of the eight century and the prophetic tradition-over the course of the 
seventh century BCE, each offers a legend oflsrael's origins that also clarifies its 
relationship to Judah: the legend of the kingdom's beginnings and those of the 
Davidic dynasty in 1 Sam 1-1 Kgs 2, the pre-priestly primeval and patriarchal 
narratives in Gen 2-35, and the exodus-conquest narrative in Exod 2-Josh 12. In 
this way, the myth of a united kingdom and of a united "Israel" before that king­
dom were born (see Kratz 2000 [2005]; 2015a, 79-82, 112-14). 

As already mentioned, all of this is rooted in the prophetic tradition of the 
Hebrew Bible. How did this tradition, in which the idea of biblical Israel first 
appeared, come into being? 

3. REMNANTS OF ISRAELITE AND JUDAHITE PROPHECY

The existence of prophetic books in the Hebrew Bible is surprising in certain re­
spects. As far as we know, prophets in the ancient Near East did not write books 
(see Nissinen 2003; Stökl 2012; Kratz 2011; 2015c, 11-17). Once they had re­
ceived their oracles, they conveyed them (either orally or in writing) through the 
medium of a professional scribe. Most of their oracles are lost forever; just a few 
were retained in Ietters and inscriptions and conserved in the royal archives. We 
know ofthem only through accidents of archaeology, which has brought them to 
light again, just like the Lachish ostracon no. 3, which quotes an authentic J udean 
prophetic oracle from around 587 BCE: "take heed, beware!" 

With rare exceptions (such as the Neo-Assyrian prophecies and the Balaam 
texts from Deir 'Alla), a formal prophetic Iiterature never clearly developed there. 
With the decline of the ancient Near Eastern monarchies and their archives and 
inscriptions, the prophetic tradition also regularly came to a halt. All that has sur­
vived is the religiohistorical phenomenon of ancient Near Eastern prophecy, 
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which sprang up recurrently at various times-mostly times of crisis-and in var­

ious places in the Syro-Mesopotamian area. 

The situation in the Hebrew Bible is different (see Kratz 2011; 2015c; 2016). 

Here, too, we find a few remnants, mostly fragments, of authentic prophetic ora­

cles from the kingdoms oflsrael and Judah. There is a debate in scholarship about 

what is an authentic oracle in the prophetic books ofthe Hebrew Bible and what 

is inauthentic and comes from later scribes. In fact, we have to admit-and this is 

more or less consensus in scholarship-that we do not have direct access to the 

ipsissima vox (the authentic voice) ofthe biblical prophets at all. Their utterings­

spoken in each certain time for an individual historical situation-are transmitted 

in written form and in the form ofprophetic books, which were not written by the 

prophets themselves but by later scribes. 

This began with scribes picking up and writing down some of the prophets 

oracles, but adding interpretation to these oracles as weil. Over time, scribes added 

more and more material within the framework of prophetic scrolls. Thus, the main 

question is not what might be inauthentic or a later addition but what can be 

proven as possibly authentic by means of internal literary analysis and historical 

analogy with ancient Near Eastern examples ofprophetic oracles. 

Some major criteria are form and genre ( Gattung) of an oracle. Another im­

portant criterion is the conceptual question of whether or not an oracle fits with 

the political and social system of its time-even if it criticizes some grievances or 

is concerned about a coming military defeat. In other words, whether it is trying 

to stabilize this system or if it is working with a later conception such as the 

"prophecy of doom," the fundamental idea ofthe scribal tradition in the prophetic 

books according to which God (YHWH) himself, who once was worshiped for 

having established this system, is now willingly acting against his own people and 

destroys this political and social system. 

Using the critical tools of analysing prophetic books, we thus find a few sal­

vation oracles from the prophet Isaiah, which announce the downfall of Judah's 

northern enemies, Aram and Israel, originated at the time of the so-called Syro­

Ephraimite War, around 730 BCE (Isa 7:4, 7-9; 8:1-4; 17:1-3). The same kind 

ofprediction came from the prophet Nahum almost a century later, with reference 

to the downfall of Assyria. Oracles from both fronts ofthe Syro-Ephraimite War 

seem to have entered Hos 5:8-11. Genuine words ofthe prophet Hosea were col­

lected in Hos 6:8-7:7 to bewail the imminent destruction ofthe lsraelite kingdom, 

which came to pass in 722 BCE. The same incident occasioned parables (Arnos 

3:12; 5:2, 3, 19) and lamentations (Arnos 5:18; 6:lff; cf. 3:12; 4:1; 5:7) from the 

prophet Arnos. These oracles, which are preserved only fragmentarily, portray the 

end of Samaria as ineluctable, regardless of whether they originally bemoaned 

and hoped to deflect it (from an Israelite perspective) or welcomed and, in a cer­

tain sense, helped to bring it about (from a Judahite perspective). 
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From the standpoint ofthose immediately affected come the oldest words of 

the prophet Micah in Mic 1: 11-15, which probably reflect the Assyrian invasion 
of Judah around 701 BCE. The same is true for the original words of Jeremiah, 

which consist oflamentations about Judah's destruction in 597-587 BCE, reflect­

ing the prophet's füllest and innermost sorrow (Jer 4:7, 11, 13, 19-21; 6:1, 22-

23). In these "jeremiads," Jeremiah speaks, not YHWH. Utterly terrified by what 

he sees and hears befalling Judah, Jeremiah only hints at the cause. Clearly, 
though, a threatening war machine-the ominous "enemy from the north"-is 

marching toward Jerusalem, not the deity YHWH who wants to punish them for 

their transgressions. 

Zephaniah's oracle on the "day ofYHWH" (Zeph 1:14-16) is quite similar 

and aligns with the lament of Jeremiah. This oracle is rooted in the ancient Near 

Eastern tradition of hemerology, a cultural practice of connecting the success or 
failure of actions and events with favorable or unfavorable days of gods. Thus, 
the oracle says that it is the time ofwrath and anger (and not the time ofsalvation), 

but gives no reason or explanation. lt describes the situation as it is, maybe in 

order to conciliate YHWH and motivate him to stop his wrath and the disaster that 

is occurring. 

When all was said and done and the kingdoms of Israel and Judah were de­

stroyed, the prophets lost their social setting and with it their significance. A few 

did speak on occasion. Some, like Hananiah (Jer 28: 10-12), maintained the tradi­

tion and told oftriumph over the enemy in the name ofthe God YHWH. Others 

raised their voice again only when the new rulers of the land and keepers of the 

temple became clear. Dated to the second year ofKing Darius (presumably Darius 
I), two oracles have survived that call for reconstruction of the temple and an­

nounce the advent ofYHWH's glory (Hag 1:1, 4, 8 and Hag l:15b+2:l, 3, 9a). 

During the time of the Second Temple, we hardly hear of prophets any longer, 

though the absence in the sources does not necessarily indicate an absence in re­

ality (cf. Neh 6:7, 10-14; Zech 13). 

These are just a few examples ofthe fragmentary remnants of authentic ora­

cles from prophets in the two kingdoms and later provinces of Israel/Samaria and 

JudahN ehud. How did they find their way into the prophetic books and what was 

their contribution to the construction ofbiblical Israel? 

4. THE BEGINNINGS OF THE PROPHETIC TRADITION

A good example of how prophetic oracles became a prophetic book and shaped 

the notion of biblical Israel is Isa 8 (for what follows see Kratz 2011, 49-70; 

2015c, 40-45; also de Jong 2007; 2011; for a different view, see Williamson 

2013). At the beginning stands a rather cryptic prophetic slogan, dating to the end 
of the eighth century BCE: "The spoil speeds, the prey hastens," with which 
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YHWH entrusted Isaiah of Jerusalem (Isa 8: 1, 3). This slogan derives from Egyp­

tian military rhetoric ofthe Eighteenth Dynasty, where we find two imperatives 

'is l:t '� 'haste, make prey' used as nouns (Morenz 1949); see, for example, in the 

Biography of Amhose ofNekheb relating the Nubian rebell (Hallo and Younger 

2003, 6): "His majesty carried him off as the prisoner of war, and all his people 

being easy prey." In lsaiah the expression promises Judah a victory over its ene­

mies, a coalition of Aram and Israel. 

The prophetic slogan was transmitted in two different scenarios. Once it ap­

pears as the inscription on a tablet that lsaiah is to prepare: "Then YHWH said to 

me, Take a !arge tablet and write on it in common characters, 'The spoil speeds, 

the prey hastens "' (lsa 8: 1 ). The writing on the tablet is a symbolic act that wants 

to make the message public and at the same time has a magical function bringing 

the message into reality. In the following scene, the same prophetic slogan appears 

in connection with the birth of a child: "And I went to the prophetess, and she 

conceived and bore a son. Then YHWH said to me, Name him 'The spoil speeds, 

the prey hastens'; for before the child knows how to call 'My father' or 'My 

mother,' the wealth of Damascus and the spoil of Samaria will be carried away 

by the king of Assyria" (Isa 8:3-4). 

These two scenes support the policy of King Ahaz, who, as we know from 

the books of Kings, appealed to the major power, Assyria, for help against the 

coalition of Aram and Israel and paid tribute to it (2 Kgs 16:5, 7-9). The prophet 

indicates that the liberation of Jerusalem from its northern enemies through As­

syria is YHWH' s work. In the present text of Isa 8: 1-4 the two scenes are narrated 

one after the other and are connected by the shared expression. The first-person 

report by the prophet-most likely the same Isaiah who gave the book his name­

conforms to what one would also expect from any ancient Near Eastern prophet. 

Ifwe had only these four verses, it would never occur to anyone to think that they 

formed the oldest part of the book of lsaiah and represent the beginning of the 

idea of biblical Israel. 

By way of comparison we may take an example from ancient Near Eastern 

prophecy, an oracle ofthe god Dagan ofTerqa, which similarly occurs three times 

in letters from the archive from the Old Babylonian city of Mari (see Nissinen 

2003, 28-29, 30-31, 34-35). lt reads: "Beneath straw water runs." The saying is 

directed against an alliance of the king of Mari with the king of Eshnunna, a city 

on the Tigris. lt is repeated in a varying form by three prophets who had appeared 

at the court ofMari, as a warning against the alliance. The first derives from it an 

exhortation to the king to obtain another oracle first. Second, a prophetess finds 

in it the political advice that the king should mistrust the king of Eshnunna and 

his flattering speeches. Finally, the third promises the king of Mari unequivocal 

victory. There is no difference in the substance: Dagan ofTerqa desires peace, not 

through an alliance but rather through victory. But the prophets, or the letter writ­

ers who forwarded the prophets' words, formulated the divine message (except 
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for the basic metaphor "Beneath straw water runs," which occurs in all three ver­

sions) in various ways-in their own words as much as in those ofthe god Dagan 

ofTerqa. As far as we know, no prophetic book arose from this. 

Isaiah's saying "The spoil speeds, the prey hastens," in contrast, became the 

starting point of a prophetic writing. The two scenes of the first-person report, 

which prophesy that Judah's enemies will fall to Assyria, take on a surprising 

twist in what follows: 

YHWH spoke to me again: Because this people has refused the waters ofShiloah 

that flow gently, and melt in fear before Rezin and the son ofRemaliah, therefore, 

YHWH is bringing up against it the mighty flood waters of the River, the king 

of Assyria and all his glory; it will rise above all its channels and overflow all its 

banks; it will sweep on into Judah as a flood, and, pouring over, it will reach up 

to the neck. (Isa 8:5-8) 

The "River" is the Euphrates; its "mighty flood waters," which "overflow all its 

banks," are the Assyrian armies, which are marching from east to west and from 

north to south. After Damascus and Samaria, they will reach Judah and Jerusalem 

themselves. What has happened here? 

The text is evidently formulated in hindsight. lt presupposes that the original 

prophetic saying has come true and that Assyria has overrun the enemy in the 

north. The tribute to the Assyrian king must therefore have paid off, ensuring the 

liberation of Judah from its northern enemies. This must have been how the king 

and the majority of Judeans-presumably including the prophet Isaiah-took the 

announcement of the end of Samaria in 732 and the end of the northern kingdom 

oflsrael in 722 BCE, at least as long as the kingdom of Judah still stood. 

But the scribes who made the first edition ofthe book oflsaiah saw it differ­

ently. For the original oracle of Isaiah, the end ofthe kingdom of Israel primarily 

meant that the God oflsrael-YHWH of Samaria-and his institutions had fallen 

to the Assyrians. Responsibility for this event lay with the God of Judah-YHWH 

of Jerusalem-in whose name lsaiah had uttered the oracle "The spoil speeds, the 

prey hastens." Yet after 722, and especially in 701 BCE, when the threat arose 

that the Assyrian armies would advance on Judah, the scribes-against lsaiah's 

original intention!-drew the astonishing implication that YHWH had determined 

judgment not only against Israel but also against Judah and Jerusalem. They held 

fast to the God of the prophet, and as a consequence gave up not only on the 

enemy in the north but also on their own people in Judah. 

Thus, the violent impression made by Assyria's progress into Syria-Palestine 

resulted in the fact that the scribes who were responsible for the codification and 

transmission of the prophetic tradition saw less significance in the local differ­

ences and rivalries between Israel and Judah. Most scholars assume that there was 

a natural sense of a (genealogical, religious, or political and social) unity between 
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the two monarchies oflsrael and Judah long before the destruction of Samaria in 

720 BCE, dating from the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries BCE or even earlier 

(see Weingart 2014; Crouch 2014). This assumption, however, has no other basis 

than the biblical narrative about the twelve tribes chosen by YHWH as the people 

ofGod and passages in the prophets related to this narrative. Therefore, ifthere is 

no other ( external) evidence for such a common sense of unity ( Gemeinbewusst­

sein), we cannot easily argue on the basis of this assumption. In fact, I see no 

evidence for it. Thus we have to look for the factors, which led some ofthe intel­

lectual elite in Israel and Judah (not all of them and certainly not the whole 

population, as usually suggested) to the conclusion that Israel and Judah are to be 

treated as a unity. 

The explanation offered here is the common experience ofthe political events 

under Assyria, combined with reflection of the fact that both Israel and Judah 

worshiped the same deity und suffered the same fate under this God. In YHWH 

of Samaria and YHWH of Jerusalem the scribes discovered the same God, and in 

Israel and Judah they discovered the one people of God, which elsewhere in the 

original composition of Isaiah is called "Israel" (Isa 5:7; 9:7). That is how the 

people "Israel" came to be the object of "the language of faith" throughout the 

Hebrew Bible. The prophet of salvation-the historical Isaiah-became in bibli­

cal tradition a prophet ofjudgment, whose book has a single motto: "Ifyou do not 

stand firm in faith, you shall not stand at all" (Isa 7:9; cf. 30: 15). 

Thus the transition from prophetic oracle to prophetic book is connected with 

a far-reaching reinterpretation of the historical prophet in the biblical tradition. 

This reinterpretation explains the downfall ofboth kingdoms-first Israel in 722 

BCE, then also Judah in 587 BCE-as an act ofGod, his judgment on his people. 

Correspondingly, the books of the prophets in the Hebrew Bible contain almost 

exclusively prophecies of judgment. And even where the books speak ( once more) 

of God's salvation (as, for example, in the second half ofthe book of Isaiah, Isa 

40-66), the act of salvation is always preceded by divine judgment. But even the

proclamation of the end implies a new beginning: it forces a rethinking of the

future. God' s judgment on his people, and the faith that the prophets of the pro­

phetic books demand, set new standards for the people of "Israel" in relation to

God as weil as among human beings.

Any number of examples might be given for these new standards set for "Is­

rael" by the prophetic books. Just two will have to suffice here: Hosea's criticism 

ofthe cult and Amos's social criticism (see Kratz 2011, 273-379; 2015c, 45-50). 

Only a few fragments have survived from the authentic oracles ofthese two his­

torical prophets, dating to the final years of the northern kingdom of Israel (the 

end of the eighth century BCE; see section 3 above). These fragments-which 

would have been immediately comprehensible in their own day-no longer make 

it possible to judge whether they originally related (in the interests of Israel) to a 

survival of the northern kingdom or (in the interests of Judah) took their stand 
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against the enemy in the north. The biblical tradition, as preserved in the books of 

Hosea and Arnos, set this Jack of clarity aside and discovered in the oracles of 

both prophets an accusation against, and judgment on, "Israel," understood to 

mean the one people of God. In the reasons it offers for the disaster, however, the 

tradition gives different accents to Hosea and Arnos. 

In the book of Hosea the people are reproached for a false cult. YHWH's 

dictum is: "For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God 

rather than burnt offerings" (Hos 6:6). lt is not obvious from this what was "false" 

in the Israelite cult or why YHWH suddenly no Ionger wanted the usual sacrifices. 

The Iater scribes explained the matter by implying that it was not YHWH who 

was worshiped in the Israelite cult but Baal and the "other gods," so that the sac­

rifice was therefore not acceptable to YHWH. At any rate, YHWH demands more 

than regular sacrifices and thus puts the relationship between God and people, 

founded on and mediated by the cult, on a new footing. What is demanded is 

complete commitment to God and the knowledge of God, which renders every­

thing eise of secondary importance. This does not lead to a new ordering of 

worship or community; yet the demand does have in it the potential to relativize 

traditional religious norms, if not to destroy and then remake them, with divine 

rather than human needs in mind. 

In the book of Arnos, social critique dominates. This has been attached to the 

prophet's old metaphors, which originally simply foresaw a great disaster coming 

on Israel: "As the shepherd rescues from the mouth ofthe lion two legs, or a piece 

of an ear, so shall the people of Israel be rescued" (Arnos 3: 12). In other words, 
they will not be rescued but will be totally consumed by the lion. Attached to this 

is a saying that was originally directed only against the upper class in Samaria; it 

has now has been generalized and turned against the people of Israel as a whole: 

"As the shepherd rescues from the mouth ofthe Iion two legs, or a piece of an ear, 
so shall the people of Israel who live in Samaria be rescued, with the corner of a 

couch and part of a bed"-as if all Israelites spent the whole day lolling on divans. 

In order to make it quite clear who has brought on this disaster-and that it is a 

punishment from God-the tradition adds a word of judgment that is directed 
against the material basis for the evil: "I will tear down the winter house as weil 

as the summer house, and the houses of ivory shall perish, and the great houses 
shall come to an end, says YHWH" (Arnos 3:15). 

What on the face of it seems just a small-scale polemic against luxury tums 

out, on closer inspection, to be an innovation in social and legal history. The social 

and legal inequalities that have always existed and always will exist come to be 

explained as the reason for YHWH's judgment, and this turns them into sins of 

the whole people of biblical "Israel" against God. "Justice and righteousness" 

(Arnos 5:7, 6:12; cf. Isa 5:7) become God's main demand, which he makes pri­

marily for himself but also for human beings among themselves-through the 
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prophets and, later, in the law of Moses. We cannot derive from this a compre­

hensive domestic reform program and foreign policy in order to solve the 
problems ofthis world. Yet, presented with a divine demand, the old standards of 

justice and righteousness in the human polity acquire a higher value and become 
a possible means of changing the world: "No one can serve two masters .... You 

cannot serve God and Mammon" (Matt 6:24; see also Luke 16:13). 

CONCLUSION 

Our objective here has not been to give a füll picture ofthe phenomenon ofproph­

ecy in Israel and Judah and the growth ofthe prophetic books ofthe Hebrew Bible 

(on this, see Kratz 2015c; 2016). Rather, we explored how the notion ofbiblical 

Israel first appeared in prophetic literature and how this idea emerged (Kratz 

2015b, 274-76). Here, a remarkable metamorphosis took place: the end of the 

kingdom of Israel in 722 BCE became the "end of my people of Israel" (Arnos 

8:2), including Israel and Judah. This was the starting point for the biblical tradi­
tion in the prophetic Iiterature as weil as in the narrative books, the legal tradition 

and finally also the poetic literature ofthe Hebrew Bible. The prophetic discourse 

on "Israel" was followed by the biblical narrative, the historia sacra, which 

(re)constructed the history ofthis people of"Israel," God's people. Both prophets 

and narrative were finally followed by the Mosaic discourse, which spelled out 

the prophetic standards ofjustice for biblical Israel in terms ofthe divine law. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Crouch, Carly L. 2014. The Making of Israel: Cultural Diversity in the Southern Levant 

and the Formation of Ethnic Identity in Deuteronomy. VTSup 162. Leiden: Brill. 

De Jong, Matthijs J. 2007. Isaiah among the Ancient Near Eastern Prophets: A Compara­

tive Study of the Earliest Stages of the Isaiah Tradition and the Neo-Assyrian 

Prophecies. VTSup 117. Leiden: Brill. 

--. 2011. "Biblical Prophecy-A Scribal Enterprise. The Old Testament Prophecy of 

Unconditional Judgement considered as a Literary Phenomenon." VT 61: 39-70. 

Finkelstein, Israel. 2011. "Saul, Benjamin and the Emergence of 'Biblical Israel': An Al­

ternative View." ZAW 123: 348-67. 

Finkelstein, Israel, and Neil A. Silberman. 2001. The Bible Unearthed: Archaeology 's New 

Vision of Ancient Israel and the Origin of Its Sacred Texts. New York: Free Press, 

2001. 

---. 2006a. David and Solomon: In Search of the Bible 's Sacred Kings and the Roots 

of the Western Tradition. New York: Free Press. 

---. 2006b. "Temple and Dynasty: Hezekiah, the Remaking of Judah and the Rise of 

the Pan-Israelite Ideology." JSOT30.3: 259-85. 

Hallo, William W., and K. Lawson Younger Jr., eds. 2003. The Context of Scripture Vol­

ume Two: Monumental Inscriptions from the Biblical World. Leiden: Brill. 



Prophetie Discourse on "Israel" 515 

Kratz, Reinhard G. 2005. The Composition of the Narrative Books of the Old Testament. 

Translated by John Bowden. London: T&T Clark. Originally published 2000 as Die 

Komposition der erzählenden Bücher des Alten Testaments: Grundwissen der Bibel­

kritik. Uni-Taschenbuch 2157. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht. 

---. 2011. Prophetenstudien: Kleine Schriften II. FAT 74. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck. 

---. 2015a. Historical and Biblical Israel: The History, Tradition, and Archives of Is-

rael and Judah. Oxford: Oxford University. 

---. 2015b. "Israel als Staat und als Volk." Pages 260-76 in Mythos und Geschichte: 

Kleine Schriften III. F AT 102. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck. 

---. 2015c. The Prophets of Israel. Critical Studies in the Hebrew Bible 2. Winona 

Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns. 

---. 2016. "The Prophetie Literature." Pages 133-59 in The Hebrew Bible: A Critical 

Companion. Edited by John Barton. Princeton: Princeton University. 

Morenz, Siegfried. 1949. "Eilebeute." Theologische Literaturzeitung 74: 697-99. 

Na'aman, Nadav. 2009. "Saul, Benjamin and the Emergence of 'Biblical Israel."' ZAW 

121: 211-24; 335-49. 

Niehr, Herbert, ed. 2014. The Aramaeans in Ancient Syria. Handbook ofOriental Studies 

106. Leiden: Brill.

Nissinen, Martti. 2003. With contributions from Choon-Leong Seow and Robert K. Ritner. 

Prophets and Prophecy in the Ancient Near East. WA W 12. Atlanta: Society ofBib­

lical Literature. 

Noth, Martin. 1960. The History of Israel. Trans. by Peter R. Ackroyd. London: A.&C. 
Black. Originally published 1954 as Geschichte Israels. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht. 

Stökl, Jonathan. 2012. Prophecy in the Ancient Near East: A Philological and Sociological 

Comparison. CHANE 56. Leiden: Brill. 

Weingart, Kristin. 2014. Stämmevolk-Staatsvolk-Gottesvolk? Studien zur Verwendung 

des Israel-Namens im Alten Testament. F AT 2.68. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck. 

Williamson, H.G.M. 2013. "Isaiah: Prophet of Weal or Woe?" Pages 273-300 in "Thus 

Speaks lshtar of Arbela": Prophecy in Israel, Assyria, and Egypt in the Neo-Assyrian 

Period. Edited by Robert. P. Gordon and Hans. M. Barstad. Winona Lake, IN: Ei­

senbrauns. 

Younger, K. Lawson, Jr. 2016. A Political History ofthe Arameans: From the Origins to 

the End ofTheir Polities. ABS 13. Atlanta: SBL Press. 


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13

