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n. Social and Hilrbaril:al S.t:ti19 of Blwcal Pmpllacy 

Litera?y prophecy begen as a movement in ancient lsniel ~ the eighth 

centwy. This m09'ement grew rut of the early "prophets" and •seers• of the 

premonarchic period. In 1 Sem 9:9 we are told that: 

~ ~~ID'J!~9 

~ '1 ~ :\1'm 1?'? ~ 9in'?'~~ 
~(•JCffllC:F.~ 

"the one who uaed to be called a seer in lsne1 is now called a prophet insteed 

ofaseer ." 

The seer was a phenomenon of early cultures of the ancient near eest. For 

the earliest period we blft'e no direct eccrunts of the3e :,eers. "&t the 

persistency of nomadic inStitutions in the bedruin world makes it likely that 

men of God or inspired per30DS appeared es seers among the nomads, 

proclat.m.Lng d.t9ine 1nm'uct1ons prtmarily on the bests of dreams and 

pre:,entiments. • l 

The seer oftered highly poetic orecles besed on visiona mch as those of 

Balemn, son of Bear (Num 22-24). To delner any kind ofblessing or curse, 

Belamn needed to see the d,ject of his oncle, hence the title •seer·, At first 

Belak took IWMm to a spot where be coiJd ... a portion of the people. Thia 

first attempted-cursing was UDS1camfbl, Be1mm .,,, a manifestation of God 

be1bre &ntDC bis next blessln,. The ftDal and cllrnectic blessin& is O'feil later: 

:IPi1"I l!l'l ~ 'i1!l1 "!1111 r1i tt1'Y'l!'"" afP. ~ 2 - -----loeorg P'obrer Histqy gt JsraeUte RffllOJ' <Landon: ltingdon Press, 1973) 

Pp.224 
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"Belamn looked up and saw Isreel enC8IDped tribe by tribe and the spirit of 

God ceme upon him.• 

Beleam 's blessing is rendered in the form of poeby; a characteristic mode 

of communit:4tion for prophets. Belaam insists egain and egain. in an al.most 

didactic fashion, that he has no control CM!r the oracle he delivers: 

~ P~ '11~ "911, am~ 1s 

~~~ ~ ')~ t? li"!!! '19! ~ ~ P.» ·~~ 

:.,~~-ltffl~ 
• E9en tf Belak were to gtve me his hcwe full of S1l'9er and gold, I could not do 

anything, big or little that crossed the word of the Lord my God.• 

Altho.igh Belamn is a prophet by profession and for hire. he can only utter the 

words that God pits into his moo.th. As a Seer, Belamn has no control OYer 

the nature of the onicle. 

In addition to the biblicel material ebou.t Belamn the Seer, there is extra­

biblical mention ofBeleem at the archaeologicel site at Deir Alla. The Belamn 

text from Deir Alla dates from aprroximatel:y 700 BCE and is written in a 

script related to that of later Ammonite inscriptions.2 The first two '9eT3es 

introduce Belamn the Seer and he is the SJbject of the rest of the text: 

(1) fVACAIT sipr fbil'am bitbu'r,ir 'as haZJ8(1I) 'it.ahin m' 
~'tu, iboh 'J.aJin ba-lay(ah ~ mahrJa(h) 

(2) ka-~' 'at V>O.J'YO.' mtrU la- /W.'a/m birww k4h yip'al 

t I "ahtrah 'as LR I / 'l 

"The eccaunt of (Belemn. son r1 Beo)r, who wm a seer of the gods. The gods 

2 Jo Ann H«:kett ]'hr Bo),orn Text ft;:om Deir Alla C Chico: Scholars Press, 

1980) Pp.126 
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came to him in the n.idit, and he ss, a vision like an orecle of El, Then they 

said to [Balaa}m, son ofBeor: "Thus he will do/make I I hereafter (?) 

which I }." 

The Deir Alla text "serYeS to m1thenticate the Balaam traditions in the 

Hebrew Bible to the extent that the bare fects of his existence are the same in 

each case.•3 

According to Fohrer, the seers of the ancient near east had long been a 

fmniliar phenomenon in 1100 BCE. 4 Aramd 1000 BCE, there began a long 

process of distinction between the "roeb • (such es Nathan) and the "nebi" 

(Seu! as ~ in 1 Sem 10:5), The early prophets $UCh as Elijah and 

Elisha gtve oracles and show the influences of ancient near eastern divination 

prectices end magic: 

~no~ :'f'.ll •11.'-' '!'°?!! iq, aa 

~~'~art!"Dnttl~d, 33 ~~ 
1'9.)l'~ inl Ii°"' ,.bf!~~ l}n ~ 34 

~ "!J ~ '1')1 'ffl !1111111~ 

"Elisha went into the bW2 and behold, the boy was dead and laid rut on his 

beir. He went in and cJo,ed the door behind the two of them and he prayed 

to Yahweh. He mcamted the bed end laid on top of the boy and he pit his 

moo.th on hi8 mouth and his IPJ9S on his eyes and his hands on his hands and 

he bent O'fer him and the tlesh of the boy became warm.• 

Upon the boy's death the mother of the child goes to the "man of God" 

who had promised her this child in the first pla::e. The met that the 

9 Hackett Pp, 125 

4Fohrer Pp. 226 

3 



It • 

Shunammite woman returns to Elisha upon her son's death attests to 1the fact 

that she saw Elisha a., rumng been responsible (thrwgh Yahweh) for tlbe 

mtraculoos conception and that she hed some faith 1n his ebility to r'e'1Te her 

deed ,on. In this case, the "man of God" is a semce profession. Uke'lllise, the 

prophet cen make twenty lOIW'eS ofbread feed a hundred men (2 Kg,s ,4:42) 

and cen turn one ves3el ofoil into many (2 Kg,s 4: 1-7). 

Unlike the eerly propheb, the literary propheb were not prophets by 

profession or even by choice, Althwgh Isaiah works mincles (38:7, 2,1) and 

many of the propheb fortel1 the future ( Is 7: 11), the3e characteristic::s are 

secondary to the prophet's rmon d 'etre. The prophet is called by Yalhweh. 

often against his will. Althwgb elected by God, the early seer or prophet 

sen-es the people who cen seek him out 1n times of need. The literm;y 

prophet is soley an instrument of Yahweh and often comes into conflict with 

the people. 

The books of the literary prophets undenllent editing CJ9el' the celllturies, 

What is important to note is that "sicb adaptation can be fuund only in the 

work of the arranger of the book, wt ne,er in the text of the prophecies 

thmmet.es .. ,, When the historical pimew of eech of the prophets is 

examined, it pr0'9S to belong to a definite .tting and to reflect the tffltnts of 

one period cmly. •5 K••6:nann notes that prophecies that turned out to be 

h1stor1c:elly tneccu.rate were not barmonm!ld wtth b.1.stor1cal reelJty a1t a later 

dote. He expWn8 thet tbill might indi«w:e t~ tbeee wri~ were edn,ady 

considered -=red duriDg the time of the propheb themsehes. 6 

6 Yebmkel J<e,,,,_.n Jbo BoJiCigp of Ima1 (Chicago: The Un.ttersity of 

ChiceCo Press, 1960) Pp. 361 

6 Ka•ftneoo Pp. 964 
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The literary prophets are also dist:iDguished from the e.vly prophets in that 

they are not surrounded by a band of discipies. 7 They hare indmduel 

supporters or compenions rut it is the literary prophet alone who is engaged 

in the ect of prophecy. Jeremiah's compen.ion Beruch and e.en lsaiah"s 

'limTruJim' (ls 8: 16) do not take part in the prophetic process. They are 

simply omervers and supporters. 

Unlike Eliaha or Elijah, the literary prophets seem to ban, writteJ11, or at 

leest dictated their prophecies themsel"l'es m opposed to banding d~l7D an 

orel tnd1t1on. According to Klllftnan.n. the narrati'f'e portions of the books of 

the prophets mev have had a signi.ftcsnt amrunt of inpit from his admirers 

while the prophecies them.siehes were primarily from the hand of till~ 

prophet.a 

Fohrer dmdes the prophets of the eighth and se.e:nth centuries into three 

types. Two out of the three types were professional prophets, The first is the 

professional cult prophet. who participated along with the lent:m and priests 

1n the sanctuaries. According to Fohrer, endence lbr these cult prophets is 

fo.md 1n Pse1ms 2; 21; 81; 110; 132 a.,well min the books ofN11hw:u and 

Hebekkuk,9 In Nahum 3:4-6 there is a reference to 90l'Cel)': 

D'ffl nm rn l'Qw, ~ '!'f>'IO ◄ 
~ ~ m~ ff'2S) 

1'.JP?~?'ffl~:'f'l'.-~'JF.15 

:Ul"P~ffl~~ 
"Becen,e of the C01ntless barlotm$ of the harlot. The winsome mistress of 

!m'CelY, Wbo ensnared the nat1om with her harlotries And people wtth her 

7 K■sftnenn Pp. 364 
B KeJftnmn Pp.356 
9 Fohrer Pp. 296 

s 
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sorcery, l em going to deal With yru -seo,-s the Lord ofHosts ... etc. (JPS 

translation). 

Nahum paints a. most unflattering picture of those who practice sorcery. 

Hebekkuk is much more explicit ebrut these professional prophets. He 

eccuses them of being false prophets who deliTer oracles thrrugb the use of 

idols. The have amasses great wealth rut eventually they Will be pmished by 

Yahweh (Nahum 2). 

The other type of proft!ssional prophet Foh.rer descrtbes was the coo.rt 

prophet. They functioned as advisors to the king and supported the kings 

policies. Hananiah and Shemiah in the book of Jeremiah ere examples of 

crurt prophets. Both the ccw1: and cult prophets provided oracles, 

commuo1cated the diVine Will while possessed by the •spirit of Yahweh• and 

eicted a., mediators between Yahweh end the poeple. lO 

The third cat8gory of prophets were the indmdual prophets who were called 

by Yahweh to deliver His messege. They did not make their living from 

prophecy end often were called egeinst their will. These indtriduel prophets 

ere, retrospectively, the gree.t literary prophets of lsr8e1 and inch1de Amos, 

Hosea. Isaiah. Miceh. 7.ephaniah. Jeremiah, Ezekiel and in part Deutero­

lsaiah. 11 For the lsreelite, the professional prophet is the norm end 

constitued en iruportant class within Jsreelite society, wheree., the indmdual 

prophets were the exception in their time, 12 

Ka,ftneoo woold disagree that the Israelite mede a distinction between 

10 Fohrer Pp. 236 

l l Fobrer Pp. 236 

12 Fobrm' Pp. 236 
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the individual prophet and the professional. To the Israelite, including the 

prophet's supporters, the prophet was primarily a wonder-worker and future­

teller. The book of Kings makes no mention of the literary works of the 

prophets or the names of the prophets themselves (with the exception of 

l.saiah). Kslftnann's conclusion then is that literary prophecy was not a 

distingui!lheble m09ement in Israelite society. 13 

13 J{s1ft:nann Pp. 158 
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i n. F.estatic Beh&ior of the Prophets 

The Bible is filled with prophets who, by contemporary Western st11ndmtl.s, 

watld be considered to hem! some kind of mental disorder. For example, in l 

Sem 19:24 King Sew and his messengers encamter a bend of prophets 

"speekl.ng 1n ecstasy." They too join the prophets in speoking in ecsta.,y. Sew 

(who frequently becomes possessed ~ the "spirit of Yahweh") strips off his 

clothes and "spoke in ecstuy before Semuel; 11nd he ler, naked all that der, and 

night" . The Anchor Bible l Samuel notes that the ectmty the company of 

Sew encounters, 

"is prophecy, that is, grwp ecsta.,y which spreeds cont8gicusly' 
to eech newiy errmng troop of Seul's emissaries in its 

turn... He (Seu).) is now mare a victim of prophetic inspiration 
than a beneftcimy of it; he participates in the prophesying as a 
suffi!lrer, an inftlid and the ecsta,y is fur him a d.iaealle. • 14 

Uke Seul, Ezekiel, Jeremiah and Hmea and other prophets take Yahweh's 

prophecies of doom to extremes. They 8Ct cut Israel's future suffering thrCIJgh 

the U9e of symbolic. self-destructm! ects. Leng views thete acts (SJ.Ch as 

Emkiel's hunger strike) as street theater~ kDowing)y by the prophets to 

pa e+dm md cbellrmg,. their pm1ic to n,spand, 16 

14 P. J¥a Ucea-tar. JR. '.Dv: Ansbw Blble· l StrnueJ (N-Yark: Dcuhled.., 
and Co .• 1980) Pp. 329 
16eernbard Lant MmutbdSD and tlie Prophetic MiPP®f (Sheffield: The 

6 
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"'The prophet of the 8th century is a jrurnalist wbo works in the 
open air, who reeds wt his article in person and accompanies it 

with mime, indeed often c:on'9'erts it into a sign language. Above all, 

it is equestion of impressing the people to attrw::t a large crowd. ln 

order to echeive this, the prophet sp,.rns no tricks which modem 

jwrnamm prides ibelf upm imenting. He stands at the place 
where meny people are going bf, especially at the town gate. In 
order to wm 11stener3 there he U3eS the most ornomg ~ 
tricks: fit.ked madness. oew words and expressions, and carries 
written posters around him ... The clowo.ery linked to an UJ10Wth 
appem,mce is ?J,.t into the 3efflce ofpiety."16 

Renaoaod Lang see the behanors of the prophets as being siinply a meeos to 

an end and not signillcaot in and of ibelf. Yet it woo.Id seem that at some point 

the bebmtor of the prophet merpawers the prophet's messege. With 30Xlle 

prophets, going naked is a. tool fur communicating Israel's fate. Furthermore, 

ecstatic prophets "going llbwt in bends, fired to derriahlike frensy 

proph.myin.g to the 90UDd of music ... represents~ pbeoorneooo well attested 

1n the e.n'cient world wtth parallels among the Canamltes and as ftsr afteld as 

Anstolia. and Mesopotamia. "17 

The Derwish is a phenomenon in Islam that beers some re:ssemblance to 

the ancient lsreellte prophet. The Israelite prophet preceeded tbe Porw1sh 

bf centuries and the roles m the two fu.nction diflierently iD the two societies. 

Nonetheless, it is worth menticmiog the behavioral c:herectmistics of the 

Darwish ,o as to IJ.DderstBnd better the compmuoos made between the two. 

The PDn,tab 1s a member r-,f cm Islamic religious fhlternity or order which 

Almand Prea. 1983) Pp.Bl 
l5E, Rena Ol)mes ('nmpfmm 11111. bf H. Psichari (Paris: q , 6, 1953: 'fOI. 
8, 1968) tna.wtoo tn l.eDC, Pp. 82 

11 John Brtgbt A H1s!IIX tf JmD1 (Pbiladelpbia: The WestmiDstm' Press) Pp. 
182 
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tbrms org:m.iied expression ofreligicw life in Islam. The ritual of these 

groups stteszs the emotional religioos life. Members ere expected to take 

part in rituals which leid to ecstatic experience with the goel of impressing 

upon the worshipper the idea of the unseen world and his dependence upon 

it, This rituals include self-hypnOSis through famng, dancing and music. This 

results in barking, howling and extreordinary feats such es the eating of 

glowtng embers, ltve serpents, gless and the l1ke rendered possible 1n part by 

these hypnotic states. 1n addition to these behimors, the Darwish is 

expected to have the powers of clairaldience and claimJyance. 18 

Unlike the lsnelite prophet it wruld seem that the religirus goals of the 

Qwwish are more personal and less aimed at refbrming society or 

transmitting God's W'Ol"d to the people. That role seems to have been taken in 

the lslamic world by the klhm_. Wee the b!tm_ at Mari and in Akkad, the klhm. 
transmitted. oracles, offered secriflces, interpreted signs by means of 

divination and wa., the sole repository of supernatural knowledge. Uke the 

!;mm_ and D1YJ. the klbm.hed a feminine co.mterpert in the Dl;wm. The 

ecstatic behsriar of the ~ is more marked than that of the ~ altho.Jgh 

present in both. 19 

The beha,ior exhibited by many of the Israelite prophets demonstrates a 

lack of awareness of the sel£ While in the throes of prophecy, the prophet is 

asocial end unaware of the body and its functions. He abo hallucinates visions 

end '90ices. ~ wr modern ~cal standard., the prophet wruld 

prcbiblybl' d iegJ>~ • hll'l'ing m brm ofllChimphreni.L 

"Bllre e,bblisbtng a psrchotic personality fbr the prophet 
(spectllcelly. Emkiel) we shruld turn wr attention to what is 
the crucial &.bire of his condition. Ordinarily the 6rs:t 

18Encyclopedia d Islam ppl64 
1~ of Islam pp 421 
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rutward indication., of a psychosis ere more or less bimrre. 
The patient may complain that people are oying to "get" him; he 
mer attempt to harm himself physicelly, or more likely to harm 
someone else, Ordinarily he has been having strange 
experiences befure the a:;tual rutburst, In some types of 
psychosis, the patient may also develop what a.re known as 
catatonic symptoms. These are often spectl!Ollar, and in 
antiquity it is not ~rising that they were look.ed upon as 
symptoms ofdmne mor.•20 

Ecste.tic behmor has been integral to prophecy in many cultures 

and times. For the p,.rpose of this study we will t?y to define ecstmy, 

Malmnat understands ecstmy to be 

• .. anything from &tosuggestian to divinely infused dream. Only 

in rare instances does this quality appear in the extreme embodiment 
of frensy, and even then it is not clear whether it is eccompmied 
with loss of senses, fur the utterances of the prophets are atwlys sober 
and ~ and ere far from being mere gibberish. •21 

Lindblom differs :,omewhe.t in hi3 undentonding of ecsto:rr, 

"Ecsta.,y belongs to the ps'JChical phenomena the deftnitton of 
which has flried from time to time and from one mthor to 
another, Sometimes the etymology of the word has been 
fi:illOlllled, Then ecstasy has been defined as a mental state in 

which one has the feeling that the SDJ.l lelffl9S the body and goes 
off to distant regions, and the bond with this world is temporarily 
cut off. Howe,er, this definition is too narrow, .. , Modern 

p.,ycholcgists use the term 'ecsl&V in a wider sense. Following 
scholars ... who ba9e thoroughly studled ecstanc experience, I 

20 F.dwin Broome JR., "Ezekiel's borma1 Personality, • The Jcmnal of 
BibUcal J:Unmwm, ·,01. 65 ( 1946) Pp. 279 
21 faaban Malernet, "A Forerunner of Blblice1 Prophecy: The Mari 

Onnnen._, • Apgjnot JaoUte BnJIOOP: Emr: m Hmm: of frank Moore Cross 
, F.dited by Patrick D. Mil1er JR .. Pml D. Hemon. S. Dean McBride 
(Phi]adelpbia: FortreD Preas, 1987) Pp. 86 
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p~r to define ec3tei:,y c, 1111 abnormeJ :rtcte of conoiou:mc,:, in 

which one is so intensely ebsoibed. ~ one single idea or one 
single feeling , or ~ a group of Id~ or feelings, that the normal 
stream of psychical We Is more or less arrested. The bodily 
senaes cease to function.. . consequently ecstmy can rightly be 
described as a kind of monoldelsm. •22 

Accorcl1ng to the Interpreter's Dlct1onmy of the Bible, ecstasy comes 

from the Greek meaning "to plt rut of piece.• It is a mental condition "in 

which concioo.sness Is wholly or pertly in suspension, thoo.ght and volition 

ceese and the subject is directed and controlled~ the Spirit of God.• Ecstasy 

can be induced through music, dancing, or fixation on cbjects (1 Sem 9; 2 Kgs 

3: 15) or can be spontanews. It is sometimes called "madness" beame of the 

acc:ompenying physicel m09em9Dts, incoherent speech and fnmsied behanor 

(2 Kgs 9: ll; Cor 14:23),23 

Among soc1olog1sts and anthropologists the term "ecsta.,y" hm been 

replaced~ the more specific "pos,ession trance.• "Possession refers to states 

where the penon i.s thought to be pc,ses,ed ~spirits and "tnmce" refering to 

altered states of concio•sness often cheract.eriJed ~ balb•clnaHons nr 

visions,24 More spedflcelly pcs,ession trance is 

• ... a CODdition in which a person is bewmd to be inhebited ~ 

the spirit of another penon or a :a1pernatural being. Dlring this 

"}x JJ!ssloo" ~ a spirit other than his awn, the person isiD an 

altered state of concioo.sness, evidenced ~ one or more of the 
i,llawing: talking end acting like the inhll:iittng aptrtt, 1epang 

22 J, Undblam, PJ:gpbocy tn Apg,ot Jsml (Oxhd: Bail m.:kwe1L 1962) Pp, 

HS 
231n1sc◄m ·: Oic:ttcmm: qf tht WNe Pp 21-22 
24 F.rtka ~ BeJ\Ckll Ms--! HWee af0zocjp11DW IA4 Soc1el 
~ (CoJurnbis: Ohio State UDMl'Sity 1973) Pp.12 
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into a coma-like state, speaking unintelligibly, exhibiting pbyslcal 

symptoms such as twitching, wild dancing, frothing at the mruth 

end so on. Upon regaining his original identity the person 

generally reteins no concirus memory of the act:Mty of the 

spirit. 

Possession trance may be an individual or grrup phenomenon. 

It may be induced by drugs, music or other methods external to 

the individual, or it mer be a spontenerus manifestation by the 

person possessed ... In all cases howeYel', the phenomenon is 

accepted within the society as a trance induced by the spirit 

entering the per90n pcssesseii end not as en individual 

p.,ychologicel eberation. •25 

Apert from possession trance, visionary trance is another category 

which is characterued a., a cmert. pa.,me experience. "It acquires social 

signmcance only when the visions are recorded or communicated. which is 

poasible after such a trance, since the visions are generally remembered. 

especially when gmm religiw.s significance in the society.026 

Just as the modern definition of mental illness can vary, 90 does the 

definition of ecstatic experience. Malamat highlights the fu.nctional If 

somewhat bimrre beha-rior of ecstatic prophets wherees l,indblom sees ecstasy 

as eboormal. Wi1aon explains 'Beawe tu many societies the signs of genuine 

spirit ~ 11 11:sion end the 9'/Dlptoma of illness are wtually identicel, a 

professional medium ar dmner is frequently con.suited lbr a diegno,es 'lfthe 

affl9cted IDdMdual's cond1tlOD. "117 AltbOlgh the bnbmom M30dated 11Ptth 

25 L. Gi•0011•m 1n Erika~ BoUCiPP, Alten:r! Stem of 
Qzyjg- 'W &de! Qwo (Coli,mtus: Ohio State Ullit9rsity 1973) 

Pp.42-3 
26 Simon 8. Parker "Po1H11f:::, Tnmce and Prophecy in Pre-Exilic Isrm,l" 

Vetm Testmneotum ,ol, 28 1978 Pp. 273 

27 Rmert R. Wibcr Pnzrbngy IPd Sodetx in Aornmt Isrool lPhiledelpbia: 
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ecstatic prophecy ere outside the norm ofbibliccl :,ociety, one of the ~003 

this peper will ~ is whether the prophets themsehes were considered 

to be ebnorm8l or if prophetic behavior (partiailer}y when taken rut of the 

context of prophecy) W8S smormel. 

It is important to mention that there are scholars such as Parker28 

end Petersen who assert that ecstatic prophecy or trance possession W8S not a 

pert of Israelite prophecy. Petersen points in partiailm' to 1 Kgs chapter 18 

to illu.st:rate his point the.t ecstasy W8S present in Phoenician ailture bit not 

Isreelite culture. 29 In chapter 18 Ehjeh challenges the prophets of Baal end 

&herah to propve the power of their gods. Etch will prepare a sacrifice and 

then call on their respecttte gods to produce the ft.re fbr the altar. The 

prophets of Beel end A,hereh dencecL shwted, geshed th~ with knrte3 

end rated. Ehjah then imoked the God of /tbraham, Isaec end Israel to 

produce the fire and Yahweh ci>liged. Althrugh the ecstatic behsrior of the 

prophets of Bae} end Amerah seem expected and accepted by the Israelites, 

Ehjah does not use ecstmy to imoke Yahweh. Furthermore, Parker end 

Petersen assert that -Yahwhistic prophecy in Isreel does not iirfONe 

possession of eny kind. •ao Petm-sen claims the.t the '9'elb hitprti,e ,::an either 

mean "to prophecy or "to mil into a possession trance• bit that in each 

example of these 'fe1'bal fbnn3 the context ellows fbr only one of these 

meeninp, not both. 81 As we shall, see visionary trance end in some cases 

Fortress Pre= 1980) Pp. 177 
28 Simcm B. Pm-km' 9Pm,msian Tnmce and Prophecy in Pre-Exilic 1.srae1• 
Vetm Tes•mnentum "fOI. 28 1978 
29 Ds9id L. Petmwn The ftqlm Qf Israel ·s Prm>bm (Sheffield: Journal br 
the Stud,Y ot die Old Testament aipp1ement Series, 17 1981) Pp. 30 

30 DavidLPatmwiTbcBoJraflsMl'::Pnmbm Pp.29 
31 Simcm B. Parker "Pcine,sic:D Trance end Prophecy in Pre~ 1srae1• 

Pp. 274 
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pJssession trance can be loce.ted within the context of Isreelite prophecy. 

Altha.igh possessio,l behavior or ecst~ is not prerequisite fur lsraelite 

prophecy it certa1nly does seem to bSYe existed . 

To diagnose Biblical ecstatic experience~ rur modern psychological 

standards is of little use in understanding the role of the prophet in Biblicel 

society or in understanding Biblical society in general. It is much more 

significant to find wt how this ecstatic behmor was viewed in the context of 

its own time and plece. Was Sall fur example, considered to be sick es the 

Anchor 8Jble intimates? Ifso, was Sail's "illness" contagirus? 

This them will at:tmnpt to find wt if there was a Biblical coocept akin to 

rur modern concept of mental illness. If such a concept did exist how did it 

relate to the ecstatic experiences of the Biblical prophets? If there was no 

concept of mental illness in the Bible, then we must try to determine how 

ecstatic behmor was 'fiewed ~ Biblicel society. 

Befure we can speak of mental illness in the B1ble we must define rur 

terms fur the pirpo.,e ofcomperuion. There are many understanding$ of the 

term.s "mental illness" and "mental di.,order. • Far that l'e&'!IOD I hme taken the 

deflnition of "mental diaorder" &om thfl Qi,cpgptip OQd S!:ttittiraJ Mm!tl of 
Mental Digders; Third Editjgp, Ren,ed (DSM -III-R), The 19.1-Ill-R is the 

Q.legnmt1c manual ax:epted by the American Med1cel AS9odettcm br the 

pirpo.,e of diagnosis end mr imunmCe p,.rpciees, 

•A1tbmgh this manual prarides • cJessi6catton of mental disorders, 
DO delmition mequately specifles prec:i8e blundaries D' the amcept 
■-mbll disrder" (this is abo true mr mch concepts as physlcel 
diaader md mental and physical health)". 

Mental dimrder ts a matter of illness akin to physlcel disorders. 

32 The American Paychiatric ~etton Dtc,mtiG and ¥'"91! Mewl of 
Megtal QilQrdm Third F.dition· Rerised ( Wesl:a1ngtDD D.C.: 1987) Pp.xxii. 
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The DSM-Ill~ does set b:nndartes in its description of mental illness so 

~ to make clear what classifies a condition ~ a mental iJloess: 

•1n DSM-III~ eecb of the mentel disorders is conceptuemed as 

a cltntcally signiftcant behmoral or psychological syndrome or 

pattern th.at occurs in a person and that is associated with present 
distress (a painful ~ptom) or d.isebility (impairment in one or 
more important er-em of functioning} or with a significantly 
increased risk of suffering death, pain, disebility or an important loss 

of freedom. In 81:idition, this ~drome or pattern must not be ... 
merely an expectable response to a partirular erent, e .g. the death 
of a 109ed one. What~ its original awe, it must currently be 
considered a manifestation of a beharioral. ps)'Chological or 
biological dysftmctton 1n the person. Neither defiant behavior, e.g., 

political religious, or sexual, nor conflicts that are primarily 
between the indmdual and society are mental di.sorder$ unless the 
d.e'riance or conflict is a symptom of a dysfunction in the person § 

deacribed ebave. •83 

What is clear from the DSM-III~ is that a mental disorder is an 

illness. Furthermore, simply beharing in a deviant fashion does not make one 

mentally ill. The deviant beharior must be erupted With some kind of 

dysfunction that leads to symptoms which csise (or are) the deviant beharior. 

Of particular importance to this study of a Biblical concept of mental moess, is 

a ca.1tionmy statement in the DSM-III~ regarding the its use in relation to 

cultures other than wr modern, Western culture. "When an experience or 

beharior is entirely normatiTe for a particular culture - e.g., the experience of 

· bellucinating t:he ~ of the decemed in the ftrst few weeks ofberecmmHmt 

in ffrioos North American Indian groips, or trence and ~s:,ion states 

occ::urriDg tn culturall), approved ritual rmtext. of the non-Western world -it 

shruld not be regarded as pathological.· lfbehanoral norms are c:ulture-bound 

~ ~ ~ loocietioo Pke»· $ md Rt9tiati99! Hmnel of 
Msntal Qpprdfn Third Edition- Revised ( Washington D.C.: 1987) Pp.xxii. 
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then we must try to gain en understanding of what those Bibllcal norms were 

end how non-normative behl!rior was viewm by ancient Isreellte society. 
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A Pldlolop:-1 Study of the root :111 

and Related Tenninoloe, 

lUID is a word which connotes ins8n.ity in both a literel and figurative sense 

in modern Hebrew. The term llllD , is defined in The Complete Hebrew­
En.&lish Dictionmy by Rarren Alcal&)', ~ : med·, •craxy•, '"insane·, "lunatic. ■ 

Each of these EngHsh adjectives ~nnot:es mental iJloess For example, 

eccording to The O,mpnct 'Edition of the Oxford Ene;lwi Dictinpmy the 

adjectite "in.sane• comes from the Latin 9immrus• which mee:n.s "unhealthy in 

body or mind•, "not of srund mind.• The modern Hebrew term 11110 contains 

that same sense of en unhealthy ment'al state. It is used in comprund fbrm to 

dmcribe ment'al hospitab as well as technical terms fbr particular mental 

disorders. 

The word llllD derives from the root llll. According to A New 
Conmrn,nc, to tbc Old Imrtmoent bf Abraham E'9ell.sboshan. there are ten 

instances where the root llll ~ in the Bible. We will evmnine these ten 

uw of 111 to 1198 if it connotes a similar senae of mentel i1Jness as its modern 

Hebrew counterpart, or if the word has 30IDe other meaning. In each case we 

will exmntoe the root tn its usege tn the pe.s.,eges as well as the larger context 

in which the, p••· is blnd. Let us begin with Deut 28:28. 

To undandaDd tha mas- of 011J1111r in llllLrtmaDamy 28:28 wa must 6.rst 

look at the context of the Tm'Se, The word OC0ll'S in the midst of a curse that 

18 
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is fifty-three -rerses long. It is the rurse that Yahweh will deliver upon the 

lsraelites if they do not follow His laws end commandments. More 

specifically, Jllllll is included in e. list of physical ailments with which the 

Israelites will be afflicted: l:YI ~ I) ll''?!nl ~ rt1" ~ ~ 27 

111ml Ji1\P, ~ ~ 28 :q;J~ ~,t') "Iii! O'"fRI 

~ .. ~l:l'.'\18 .. ~29~~· 

Uke Egyptian inflammation, hemorrhoids, boil seers, itch and blindness, 

Jllll l is a pein.fu1 physical ailment and a disebility. Within this same list of 

celamJ.tles that will ~ the lsreelttes God uses the root ll.ll egaln: 

~ "I!!! ffl ~QI;!~~ 9,4 

In the sight of the destro.cti.an and mi9ery that will be inflicted up:m the 

Lsraelites they will become JlllD. Within the context ofthe"fe!'Se alone the 

meening of JlllD is not immediately apparent. Again, directty after its ~ is a 

list of (other) physical ailments. Like the list in '9el"9e 27 these are dise&9eS 

~ ',?-1111', "I!!! • ' "from which, yw cannot be heeled .• 

Orner explains this instance of ll.ll as "mental infatuation. ~ting in ill· 

considered and disast:roos piblic policy, blind incepecity to perceiTe what the 

times require and pn)ysb of reason in the presence ofunexpected 

dismter. •M The JPS tnmslation renders -.erse 34 as • ... until yw are dmen 

med by .bat yoir e'J"5 behold.• Althwgb the -.er,e ibelf does not contain 

inmrmat1oD that wcuJd clNrly deline the 9'/lllptoms of ll.llD it is c1-r that llll 

is a physical maledy that cen be chronic. Furthermore, it is brolght on in both 

Deut 28:28 and Deut 28:24 by clmllDstlnem ti.lat make lll, intolereble. When 

existence becomes inmeepebly peinfuL one becomes ll.l■n. 

34semuel RoUes Drtter De 1Qmrnet10Pt1 91tlml 91Prnnnm Pe!!tmmorn.v 
(New Yark: Charles Sc:rimer's and Sons, 1895) Pp. 910 
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The use of 11110 In Jer 29:26 also comeys a sense of the physieal. What It 

does not con~ is the seru,e of an illness. In.steed, 11110 seems to be a 

beh119'ior; a ¥Jlptom. Jer 29 is written in the furm of a letter, althrugh, 
~ 

becalse of the letter ofShemaiah within Jeremiah's letter, chapter 29 is 

probeb)y a composite of two or more letters written at diflerent times. The 

Anchor Bible Commentary explains that Shemaiah's letter was probebly reed 

aloud to Jeremiah, Jeremiah then responded with his own letter which 

included excerpts from Shemeiah's original letter . 35 

The letter is from Jeremiah (who is in J erusalem) to the "pri~. prophets 

and the rest of the elders of the exile community and to all the people whom 

NebJ.chadneuar had exiled from Jerusalem to Bebyion. • In this letter 

J eremiah urges the community in exile to put dawn roots in Bebyion, 

promising that e.entually Yahweh will restore them to their awn hmd. 

Jeremiah al.so warns the Israelites not to fbllow the prophets among them in 

Bebyion and not to heed King Zedekiah. Both Zedekiah and the fal9e prophets 

will be punished by Yahweh and they will be • a horror to all the kingdoms of 

the e.arth. • 

The letter within this letter is from a competing prophet Shemaiah the 

Nebelamite, to the priest Zephaniah regarding Jeremiah's letter to the exile 

community. Shemaiah acmses Zephaniah of not fillfilling his role as the head 

of the priesthood, which is to purge JeruN!em of: 

~~ fQl:IITT ti :.U ~¥.;,pt, 
"11! ..,J) 'ti9l ~ rm it? :,f'l.:-im 21 

36 John Bright The ApcbQ" RjhJn· -'m:mu1tb (New York: Doobleder and Co. 

Inc. 1966) Pp.212 
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in this case. gcian is the behavior of one who "iK:ts the prophet.• The 

phrase • gJ,IQ\ '!'9.. is a hendiadys where the separate words - ~· end 0 7!'9 · 
ere joined to furm a single expression meaning something to the effect of •a 

person who acts Crtl'E'f like a prophet. "According to John Grey, "the 

denominative verb Hitnabbe is used of madness, in support of the theory that 

ecstmy~ an essentiel feature ofHebrewprophecy."36 Wilson disegrees • , 

with this theory 

• .. the"hithpael of-W> sometimes appears in passages where 
there is no clear indication of ecstatic behe:rior, so the occurences of 

this furm cannot be used to support the notion that ecstasy wm the 
chief characteristic of the eerly nobi>s . Rather, the hithpael of 
4n&> should probebly be giwn a more general meaning, On the 
analogy of forms such a., hithaJ. ("pretend to be sick, • "act a., if you 
were sick" (2 Sem 13:51) M:>abbeli ("pretend to mrurn, • •act like a 
mourner• (2 Sem 14:21) and lehlstaggea< ("to act l1ke amadman .. (l 
Sem 21: 161), it is probeble that hitnsile> originally meant "to act 
like a prophet, • "to exhibit behavior characteristic of a nobb , • In 
contrast, the niphal forms of -nh> were probebly originally 
denominatm,s meaning simply "to prophesy, • "to delmlr a prophetic 

orecle." If this wa, in feet the case, then the verbal forms of -nh> 
do not specif/ the behariorel characteristic:, of the nabb , These 
cheracteristics can only be determined on the be.,is of an 

examination of the bebaYior of eech prophet.• 37 

In 1 Kgs 18:29 Elisha challenges the prophets of Beal to a contest to~ 

Yahweh's omnipotence. The prophets of Beal~, which meens 

behsriorally, they sla.m themselves with knives, dance and "exhibit their 

stereotypical p • !S:iOD hehanor. 88 In other words, the behaorior ofthme 

who ~ includes ecstatic behfflor and pusses31rm is associated 

30 JabD a,. l tpd 2 Kjn,, (Pbila;Wpbia: The Westminster Pree&. 
1963)Pp. 488 
37 RciJert R. WUson PrmlbV IQ'! 3oG1t!'Y tD AnG1mJ! Imol Pp. 138 

3Bftooert R. Wibm> Pmrbe W SaG1mY m AoGimrt Imol Pp. 196 
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with prophecy but it i3 not n=-rily a required mpect of ell prophecy . 

In Jer. 29:26 the llllO is someone who meniJests prophetic behavior 

without being a true prophet. When a prophet is recogn.i%ed es such his or 

her behavior is considered normal by Israelite society. When that prophet no 

longer is recogni7ed as such, or when one behaves like a prophet without 

ectually being one, then one is considered to be lllln. Jfurthermore, Shemaiah 

wants this 11110 to be put in jail. In this cese, the 11110 Is not treated as one 

who is ill, b.it rather, as a subrersive element within the society. Chapter 29 

is a power struggle between Shemaiah and Jeremiah. Eech of them claims to 

be in possession of God's word. 

PoS3essing the true word of the god wm of great Significance in lmielite 

society. Befure attecking Ramoth-Oile«l. King Abeb asks the prophets 

(approXimately fuur hundred) whether or not he should attack. Only after 

receiving the edvice of the prophets does he go aheed. He l.isten.s to the edvice 

of the bir hundred prophets who ~ tell him what he W81lb to heer, The 

king of Arem who asked fur the prophecy in the first place before agreeing to 

go into battle with Abeb, mks if there are any other prophets to be <:OJUU.lted. 

Abeb replies that there is a certain Micaiah son of Imlah who ahrnv,s gi'fe 

uinmonble prophecies. Micaiah is warned that the other prophets ga,e the 

king favoreble prophecy and at first Micaiah tries to do the same. Abeb knows 

Micaiah is lying and COD'rince.S him to tell the truth. Micaiah m::cmes the 

other prophets of lyiDi, tells the kin& he will die in battle and is thrown 1n 

jail. 

I..ikewtBe, Nehemiah • was eccu,ed of monarchic, and hence anti~ 

ectmties, ill partiOllar ofbmng the prOphets to proclaim him king of Judah 

(Neb 6:7).•89 .Airthermore. with the exception of the Elijah~astories, 
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in the time befbre Amo:s, nc proph=y 13 directed tt, imytme cut:rid.c the n,;f'll 

COJ.rt and the prophets themselves all belong to the landowning elite from 

which state officials are recruited40 Therefure, ec:c:ording to Lang, during 

periods when the landowning eristocr8cy Wields sithority, the prophet has a 

great deal of 111thority. When the anstocrecy has less political influence 

prophecy too loses its influence. •1 

In Jeremiah's time his struggle With Shemieh wm a sign.lftcent one since, 

according to Leng, the recognized prophet held a position of great sithority 

and influence among the lsreelite nooility. How then is one to kn.oe who is the 

true prophet and who the llllD? All ww.ld-be prophets exhibit some 

stereotypical behanor which Is recngnJV!ble to those errund es prophetic and 

share a common stereotypicel ~my. In some ceses true and fabe 

prophets are distinguished by whether or not they recei"9e their prophecies 

directly from Yeh.web, wherea., false prophets do not (Jer 23: 16-40; 1 Kgs 

22: 13-23). 42 From the perspecttfe of the Canon, the true prophet is the 

one whose prophecies come true (2 Kgs 2:23f) although es we hme alreedy 

noted earlier the editors of the Canon made no attempt to harmonise the 

prophecies of the literary prophets which turned rut to be historically 

l.nac:curate' 

In oor pessege Zephaniah does n.ot CNrf rut Shemiah's orders to stop 

Jeremieh, rather he shows the letter to Jeremiah who then eccuses Shemiah 

offtslse prophecy. ThLs, eo1pled with Jeremiah's relationship with the 

39 Bernhard Leng Hoornbmsn and the J>rgpbeti<" Mioorttx (Sheffield: The 
Almaod ~ lgQ3) Pp.63 
40 Lang. Hmrnbciso u the Pnmbntie MiogtjtyPp.53 
41 L1mC, MqnrtbnlRD aQd tho fnmbeUc Mlnortty Pp. 70 

42 Wilson, Pmpbrg apd 5mG!Y in Aptj,ot Ism! Pp. 158 
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powerful Shaphan mmily (Jer 26:29-32, 1-24; 29:23) and the ecc:runt of th.e 

reeding of Jeremiah's scroll (Jer 26) indicate Jeremiah's close connection 

with the royal esteblishment. This connection will not remain close and ~ the 

Bet¢on.ian conquest approeches Jeremiah's position becomes treesonrus. 43 

'l"M pl"Ablain Af twci ~~~is~ in 1 Kgs 

chapter 13 . In this case the "men of God• who is the true prophet mistakenly 

follows the fislse prophecy of another prophet. The mm of God b killed by 

Yahweh for n.ot following to the letter the prophecy he hed been gmn . The 

text implies that the prophet must follow Yahweh's Instructions and may only 

take a different ~if Instructed to do so by Yahweh elone, 

Both Jeremiah and p!iemaiah behao,e like prophea mid call them.aehes 

"propbeu", bit only one can be the true posses,or of God's wt.shes. The other 

one can only pl8'{ the prophet. He is lllln. The threat of a prophet being fislse 

b inherent in the nature of prophecy. Since the true prophet b the 30le 

possies,or of the dmne meaege, his or her 90Ciety hat no means by which to 

corroborate the prophet's story. In Omt 18: 18-22 God tells Mmes that a fislse 

prophet is one whme prophecies do not come true. This of CClJJ'lle requires 

hindsight to ve~ the 'fflnlcity of my prophecy. 44 Jerilmiah siggests that 

prophets delm,ring orec1es of dillaters ere more likely to be true than tho.,e 

of peace (Jer 28:8-9) bit Jeremiah himselfdelners ondes of peace in 

chapters 30-32. 415 Both the fti1se prophet and the true prophet me the smn.e 

sterotypicel speech mrmulae md beharior. It is left then to 90Ciety to judge 

the 'fe1'8City kii prophet, 

48 wu.oo PmPbaGY ,wt SoctcrtY in Apracmt lsrcl Pp. 247 

44Rmert R. wu.o,. Soc1o]cO;nl AmmJncbm to the Oki Im!JR:omlt 
{Philmelpbia: Fortress P,.. 1989) Pp. 68 

46 Wibon. SoctoJCCiati Awa O boa to tho Old Dn!nrnm!t Pp. 69 
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From the perspectne of the Canon Jeremiah wes the true prophet. &t 

from the perspective of Jeremiah's own society Jeremiah was supported by his 

own grrup bit the Jeruselemite esteblishment s«W him as a madman rather 

than a true prophet (Jer 20: 1-6; 29: 24-28: 36: 1-32). '6 Wilson notes that 

Jeremiah's false prophecy cherges carry more weight than simply eccusmg the 

other prophets of not possessing God's word. In Jeremiah's tndition false 

prophesytng was a capital offense: 

an'!l! :l~Q cri., aoe~ ~ 1e 

~ ,...,, "'-~ ~ ~'>-91 'ffl! ffi 
·~'9",~"'!!"R~"'*-"lt'11!1!~~19 
"!!! ~ .. "4l in'? "r? "'!I! lt'W q 20 :iipg ~ 

IC'Klrl!l'D"-!~•~i!lnim~ 
,r, i'1! "4'!'.'~ ,u~ m'tJ • '?! 21 _,, 

"Q'[I ~-i'?l ~-~ ~~ 22 ~ i1n 
~ i')n'rn, ~ ~ - "4'[1 n, lrii~ ~ 

0 :IIQ~t? 

"I will emblish a prophet like yru from emong yrur brothers. And I will put 

my words in his mm.th and he will t.ell them all that I command him. And if 

any person does not U5ten to the words he speaks in My name I personally 

will call him to accoont. lllt a prophet who claims to speek in my name, that 

which I haft! not commanded to speek or who speaks in the name of other 

gods this prophet will die. And ifyru S1!f tx> ycurse1'es "Haw do we know that 

the thing was not spoken by Adona!?" When the prophet speaks in the name of 

Adonsl bit the thing does not come to pas that thing was not spoken by 

AdoneL tbe prophet bas spoken falaely. 0o not mar him.· 

Jllll'mDl8b,,.. 1111 .sberent of the~ school. "Modern 

46. Wilson. Nok:OioJ &II· n hes, to the Old !m1:mDrmt l>p. 79 
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scholars have fbllowed their predecessors in seeing Deuteranamistic language 

and theology thrwghwt Jeremiah, .. •47 Well SW81'e of the laws of 

Deuteronomy, Jeremiah tries to undermine his opponents by eccusing them 

of a crime pmisheble bf de&h (Deut 18: 20). 48 

What is crucial for wr study is the connection between 11110 and prophecy. 

Jeremiah himself gi:'fe3 a glimpse of some of the typical ( 11110) prophetic 

behmors: l.dreems (29:8) 2.dmnation (29:8) 3.making promises (29:31) . 

1n Jer 29 llllD is pertielly a mental state but more importantly a deviant 

beha¥1or which can cai.se disequilibrium within the society. The llllD ls a 

political non-conformist. According to Redek llllO is a pejorative synonym for 

K'l) . 

The usage of 11110 in Hosea 9: 7 contains the linkage with prophecy and the 

seme of some kind of mental affliction brwght on by what we would call 

"anxiety.• As in Dalt 28: 28, 34 the prophet will become llllD by witnessing 

the pmisbrnent that Yahweh ~ in store for the unfaithful Israelites: 

nn, "' - rm ~ 
~=l'l!~l1"1, 

JPS tnmslatm this "99l'3e as "The prophet was distnugbt, The inspired man 

dmen mad by constant bara.,sment. • Literally the '9'eTSe reeds "The prophet 

became an (e911) b:11, The 1nsp1red man (or "pos,essed man·, 1n either c:a.,e, 

this is a synonym for "prophet") became lUID OD ecccwit of~ and 

hatred.• The Anchor Bible Commentary trenslates the '9el'9e "The prophet is a 

fool. the man of the Spirit is in.saDe becaise your iniqUity ls g,ee.t and your 

hostilitJ is greet. •'9 The Interpreter'., Bible translates the 'fe!'Se "The 

47 WU- PmPbP and §mWy tn Apckmt Israc;l Pp. 231 
48 Wil8DI' &zciokeiral Aw,, bm to the Old Icmm:mrot Pp. 79-BO 
49 Francis I. Audea,en end Da'1d Noel Freedman The Aocboc JbbJn;Hcmn 
(New York: lmbledty imd Co. Inc.. 1980) Pp.615 
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prophet is a fbol, the mim of spirit i:5 med. •50 The c:iiffi,rent tnm:,}a.ticn:, of 

the verse ha9e a great impect on CllJ' understanding of~. lfwe fullow the 

JPS transletion, suffering C8USeS the prophet to ect in a manner that is 

considered ml end fbolish. The 'lJ end the ~ ,,c , who are usually 

considered to be normal, will become deviant when they reech their th.re3hold 

fur mental pein. Like Os.it 28, H~ presents llllD as a state into which one 

enters when one finds life too peinful to beer. 

The Anchor Bible end Interpreter's Bible trenslations are more in line with 

Rashi'sunderstending of the text, Rashi expleins that ewn the true prophet 

will become tt fuol. Rashi cites the cese of Henaniah ben ArDJr in Jeremiah 28 

who initially seems to be regarded by Jeremiah as a true prophet rut who dies 

as a re:lllt of giving ftibe prophecy. The Anchor Bible Commentary explaiDs 

that the Israelites call Yalnn,h's true prophets fbols beca1lle the people are 

corrupt. 51 This interpretation is COMODent with that of lbn Esra. lbn ura 
a.,serb that the ectual sin of the Isreielites was that they called God's true 

prophets Cfftq end fur this they would be pinished. Ukewi.,e the 

luterpreter 's Bible explains that it is the piblic opinion that the prophets are 

med. "if belief can be encwnged that they are Slftering from illusions end 

halh1cinations, they will be disregarded. •!12 Redak reeds this ver3e in en 

entirely different manner. When retribltion comes the ftibe prophet (Nm) 

will be unmasked man ~ .. i.e., fitll of wind. 

According to Wolft the ~ ts a medro,m who is no longer l!CCOlllteble fur 

his ec:t1oDS. 
"Htaa aees himJelf coodeumed with other prophets m the 
Ncwtbmn Kmgdom such es Elilba and Amos. Hmea's opponents, 

50 Tba lulapeter':s Bible Pp.659 
61Tbe ADcbor Blble:Ji09ellPp.151'S 

62 The Iuterpeter'• Bible Pp.659 
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those professional optimists. encircle him, DOisily sborti:og him 
down With tnsults born of their hatred ... The ream Ir their l!bJsne 
languege prdll!bly lies in Hosea's persistent threm and in his 
unusual conduct despite the i,pparent normalcy of life in Israel. -58 

The Anchor Bfu1,,- romme,,t-t: "the token ofrejecticm of Yahweh is 

contempt for His prophet. Althmgb the l.stbjr is the~ of the cnmtry 

(v8), he is opposed and dismissed -s l' madman, •54 Both the ADchor Bible 

and Wolff highlight the destructiwJ IIDd per8DOid nature of the prophet under 

fire. Hosea is a hated man aod it is in this~ hatred that be finds 

satisftlctlon. 

Like Wolft Wilson understlmds the ~ as thmgb Hmm were talking 

l!Dalt himself. How. is quoting the people when be -,s "the popW is 

foolish the man possessed by the spirit is msmie. • "Hmee. 9:7 tbm scgests 

that at lemt some of the 30Ciety did not ...,..iJe Hmea ma geDliDe p-ophet 

but considered hia p<llll ·x bebarior, 'Wbetefer it incloded to be Im 

iodication of illness. The identit,aflimea'~ opponents is implied in the next 

two '9e1"3es, where tht, prophet CXJDtillues by rompleiuing that althmgh the 

prophet is the watchman of Epbnim. be is DDW i......_ tite. • Wmm 

suggests that Hosea's oppositilm came from priests md pupi,ets tlSIOdated 

with the central atlt who kept him 011 the peripbmy. 

The ftDe liDJc, betwceu derimt political bebariDr' and~ illmm is :,een 

in II Kings 9: 11, The --- ofElijeh llld Elia_.. 8:Ded wttb ecab1Dc 

expmieDceS aich as name iNtr«t tnoce and mincukm e,mtswbich we 

will dimlsl at length Iser' OD. 6lijeh and Etisbaa-e c:amtm~mnmnded by 

63-rb. lntapetm'• &tie Pp.669 
64-rbe Anchor Blble: HmN Pp. 622 

66 Wlbao. Pmrbmr ,wt Sz:Wr re tocim• 1sno1 Pp. 230 
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• Sons of the Prophet.s. • 

In II Kings we are given a portrait of the prophets as a well orgen;'f.l"rl, 

political grrup within the suthority structure of ancient Isniel. The means by 

which they operate within the structure (i.e. miracles) are not within the 

grasp of the merage ~ but their power is considered normeme fur the 

society despite the feet that it is rut of the ordinmy. Mircea Eliede explains 

that mirecles ere •events, ections and states taken to be so unusuel, 

extreordinary and superne.turel that the normel le9el of hum.en conscicusness 

finds them hard to accept rationally. •56 Eliede points rui: i:hai: ali:hough no 

mirecles exist withrut miracle workers, no mirecle workers exist withrut an 

aidianoe to affirm the peri:>rmanoe of the miracle worker to be worthy of 

edmiration.571'here1bre the miracles of Elisha. Elijah end the ~ 

required en eud.ience. This explains why Jehu and his oftlcers knew exectly 

who Elisha's em;swy was. Despite their sometimes bimrre behavior (or 

perhaps beceuse of it) Elisha end his circle must have been highly regarded by 

at lemt the element of society which ~reset Yed the miracle stories ebrut 

them. 

Alexander Role in his The J>nmhet:ic Stories disegrees with the idea. that 

the ~ share the prophetic power of Elisha. According to Rafe the 

~ were not an organtmt oomrnunal sect since they did not share 

rommnnel property. ·Rom dam concede that in 2 Kgs 2: 1-16 end in cur 

passage (2 Kgs 9: 1) the ~ •are described as knowing pert of the future 

and inherittDC Elijah's spirit.• Rafe as.,erts that these two passages which 

56 Mircea £lilde ]'he Snmkzmrfio of RnJiCkm Vol 9 (New York: Mocrn;llen 
and Co.I 1987) Pp, 642 
57 Eli.de, The Epcyclqpciie ci Reli&iOD Vol 9 Pp. 642 
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attriwte to the ~ prophetic powers ore later documents and therefore 

do not reflect the original meaning of the term ~ .58 

.According to Wilson the "Sons of the Prophets" were a highly structured 

group with some members living and eating together romunally (2 Kgs 6: 1, 

4:38-41). Wilson el.so esserts that the ~ shared power in that they 

were eble to proph~ individually. 59 The S1thority of the prophetic circle is 

particularly evident in rur example from II Kings 9: 11. Elisha sends one of 

the Disciples of the Circle of Prophets to anoint Jehu es king and to demer 

the prophecy that the line of Aheb will bed~ (i.e. to give Jehu liceDlle 

to kill King Joram and Jem:iel). The "servant of the prophet" fullawed 

Elisha's instructions and anointed Jehu and delivered the prophecy. After the 

semmt of the prophet leaves Jehu's fellow officers ask him: 

.. , f.l,! ~ ~11! ~ 

~ ;,:,~ D!!?! l!IJJ a.,,~ 
"Why did this 3UID rome to '/OJ? He said to them "yta.1 know this man and his 

talk!" 

The semmt of the prophet is associated by the officers as one from the 

Circle of Prophet:3. They 1.eugb at his crmy "talk" (JPS translates it a, 

"ranting"). Gnv DOtes that the term 0

lUID
0 

"is used to describe a prophet with 

regard to bill ecstatic propensities. •60 He connects the term "JU10· With the 

AkJc.iian IIIIDl. (to bawl or "rage"), "remrring to the mm-e ~ ebeodcm of 

the prophet or 'bowling demsb', •61 .AccordJ.ng to the Anchor Bible · 1110· is 

68 .Alexmder Rafe, The PJm)het:ic Stories (Jerusalem: The Megnes Press, 
1988)Pp.22 
59 wu.ao. 'PrRP1>t&Y sci Smlm re aoramt lsrtolPP· 202 

60 Jobn an, 1 IA4 2 Xiou lPhiladelphia: The Westminster Press, 1963) 

Pp. 488 

61 Gnv, 1 and 2 KjJCI Pp. 488 
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used ~ to refer to the ecstatic demshlike behavior in some 

prophetic circles. •62 

The tone of the exchange between Jehu and the other officers is disdainful 

and ~c. Yet, despite his "ranting", they teke the prophet quite sericusly. 

This, of crurse mtV be due to the fi!ct that the prophecy was to their benefit. 

Hed they sen-ant come with a prophecy less-to their likin! we do not know ' \ 

haw they would htNe reacted. 

Jehu and his officers see the prophets as 1n11a. That ts to~- the 

prophet is considered to be denant in regard to social customs and behavior, 

wt a pert of the political process and society in general. As it is used in II 

Kings 9: 11. Jll D is a pejorati?e term used to describe (in this case) the 

behll'rior of a prophet. The prophets were not considered to have been ill or 

dysfunctional. To the contrery, in II Kings 9, the prophets were powerful 

enwgh to orchestrate a crup d'etat. 

The classical retiJinlc commentators hSYe much to~ ebaJ.t the use of the 

term 31110 in this passage. According to Reshi it was well known that 

~ were 311■D . Redak explains that the prophets were referred to as 

ohgdan because occa.,ionally . when the, r«:ei'9ed prophecy they woold lose 

their semmy apprehension and their COD3cious capegttes. Redak gm,s the 

exemple of the prophet who remmes his clothes in the throes of prophecy. 

Radak adds that the appe1ation °lll1D
0 was pejoratm, Relbeg expleina that the 

term ·m•o· w. used in reference to prophets becalse the prophet spent so 

much ttme in 18olation from ,odety, last in contemplation of God, and 

therebe they ww1d act ebDormalJy in ,odety. 

62 Mordecbai Cogan and Herfm Tedmor Jbe Aocbor Bihli,; 2 Kings (New 

Yark: ~,y end Co., 1988) Pp. 108 
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&,, contrast, the story of Darid feigning lll■D in I Semuel 21: 16-16 presents 

the lUID es thorooghly ineffectual. and sick. David is running from King Sau 

whoW8Dts to kill him. In his flight he runs into the camp of King Achish of 

Gath. The sernmts of Achish notice David end say • Why that's Dmd, King of 

the land! That's the one of whom they sing end dance: Sau hes slain 

thoosands; Dmd his tens ofthwsends." 

Considering Sa.ti's response to David's success in battle, David attempts to 

mask any threat he might pose to Achish. David is not trying to ap~ week, 

rather, he is trying to present him.self es being of no consequence whatsoever . 

Da9id pretends to be lUtn. Behariorally speaking that means: 

,, ....... 1 ','mt! D."l'm'" .. - ''V-,!,1 l(l'l DD _ . _ • __ '12?1'"1' W'l 14 

.. ""' i'!i T!i, 'W) M]'?, 
• He conc:eeled his good sense from them; fn;vi'l fur their benefit. He 

scratched merks on the doors of the gate end let saliYa rundown his beard.· 

The Anchor Bible tnmslate3 the pm:sege •so he di3glmed his judgement while 

in the sight of them and fmgned madness while in their custody.• Here, the 

hitpael form of the root 'hit does not mean "to be med" rut rather "to pretend 

tobemad".68 

Darid behaftlCi like en animal with no seme of control or 80Cial COlfflllltion, 

He pretended not to be in control of his thrught p.ocesses or his body. In 
I 

this ca,e the beharior of the !111D ,enes no pu.rpa,e (-1Ch as to induce 

prophecy) mid is complete)yanti-social. Dmd is considered. to be sick mid 

perhapl 8'1811 con~: ~ ill 16 ~ i{li ~ :,n • "FWl-1 :'f'.I 
~ ~~ :m ~ ~ ~ IIIQir:P 'i 

"Ycu - this mm is raring (ectiDg like a lllD) why do ym bring him to me? 

63-Tho kmbor ffibkr 1 &rnmJ PP 366 
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Do I leek tMUID that YOU have brru@t this one to nwe {act like a 11110) for 

me? Should I let this one enter my hruse?" 

.Achish does not want any contact with David, least of all, mr him to enter 

his hwse. If the gdan was not considered to be contagiws he was at least 

considered to be harmful to others. Also, llllD is pnlleled with V't¢tholel in 

verse 14, which means "to act medly, or like a med.man". 

In I Samuel 21:14-16 the llllDis one who has no control over his thwghts 

or ections. DeYid po:,es no political threat to Achi.sh bec:atse he does not 

function in society and therefore wruld bEl9'e no concept of or desire fur, 

power. The danger Omd poses to Achish is like that of a rebid dog. 

Thus far, we have seen examples of the use of 3111 that con:r both clinical 

and figurative meanings of ill. med etc. II Kings 9:20 extends the meaning of 

gda to its most ftgurame meaning, much like its counterparts in modem 

Hebrew or English. After the servant of the prophet gNeS Jehu, the news that 

he will be king Jehu runs out to kill King Joram, Joram send out messengers 

to meet Jehu's chariot bit: I:!'.~ '? 

• He drives like a medman. • 

Our last example of 3111 iS in Zechariah 12:4 and connotes both illness and 

the loss of the ebility to think and discern, It is pleced in a short list of 

injuries that will befall the peoples who attack Jenisalem. 

IV! l~ rtff,J-"r/? ~~II!'#~ 2 

ll'W irnfDi9 ~ 3 ~""1 ""~ ~ ~""1 
~q~r,~~ra~ 
~!'IS~m::!~' ~~"1:rn"""1 

--'- . ... ..,. 'blD »!~rt~~ •~e '!': ~ ~ •··'-" 
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"Behold I will make Jerusalem a bowl of reeling for the peoples all arrund. 

Judah shall be ceught up 1n the setge upon Jerusalem, when all the nat10ns of 

the eerth gather egeinst her. In that day - declares the Lord- I will strike 

fffl!ry horse with panic and its rider with macines. &t I will watch CJ9e?' the 

House of Judah while I strike fffl!'t'f horse of the peoples with blindness" (JPS 

translation). 

fi!!,l!i, rt°"IJI' and fi"9 appear together in many passages. As we shall see later 

on. eech of these belongs to a grrup of disebility-f'elated words which hare 

peraleels in other ancient neer-eestern langu~es. Jmll is like throwing rut 

one's beck or blindness: it i.s completely debilitating. flllll i.s also paralleled 

with trnnwhich meens 'bewilderment, stupefection" (Deuteronmey 28:28), 

In this case. just as in the story ofDllrid, llll includes a loss of mental 

capecities. The llllD is uneble to think and is sick . 

In the ten instances of llll we hare seen sem-al hfers of meaning which 

perallel the meeoing:1 of ill in modern Hebrew as well as th~ meening., of 

"insane" or "crt4'/' in engl.ish. llll in the case ofDarid, it is a technical term 

for someone who i.s sick and dangerous. The llllD i.s uncontrolleble and 

completely rutside the pale ofnormame behmor. The prophets manilest 

some of the symptoms of 0. llllD but from the examples that ectually include 

this term, it woo1d seem that the prophets ere not considend to be sick. rut 

of control or 11190dal. The word i.s also used in a figurati'f'e aeue , much m it i.s 

tc>dtv, to dmc:ribe ,omeone who dmes or behateS in a manner that shows 

little regard b' danger or the '98lu.e of bis We, 

llllO allo has two ~ 1(1lJl and 'fm'which also have literal and 
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ftgure.th-e meenmgs that connote the loss of the ebility to think. 't1it in the 

hitpoel tbrm oc:cura el6'99.n times in the Bible. It else ocairs meny times in the 

nwn furm nttm Within the context of the usage of 't1it we gain some insight 

into the symptoms of 't1it end will raise some important questions eboot the 

ecstatic behe:rior of the prophets. 

Job 12: 17-20 defines 't1it as "mad" and yields infurm.ation ebwt the 

symptoms of madness. 

:','z:n: ~ .,~ D?ll' ,-:,m 17 

~ "lfti( .. , lllJ D'?°?I? ~ 18 

;l!W,D"-'J~ll'E)Jf~ 19 

~ DTl aal D'.Mt'? :'1tt 1'911 20 

"He makes CXJUMelors (I mn umure of the meaning of this word. It is ,ome 

kind of of!ciel. "Coonselors" is how JPS translates the word. According to De 

V11UX IPni' meens those "who Stf'l1 the king's face" i.e., the king's closest 

edmors.) go naked ( "to be bereft of sense• according to lbn Exra) and aimes 

the judges to 'mr . He !omens the belts of kings and girlh them with 

loinclothes. He makes the priests go naked and leeds the leriticel singers 

a.may. He depmes faithful men of speech end takes ffl'tl/ the rea.,on of 

elders.• 

The Anchor Bible translates verses 18-20 "Earth's cnm.,elors he makes 

foolish; Judges he makes mad. He lomens the belt of kings, And binds a reg on 

their loins. He makes priests go bere, 09erturns the well estebli.shed. The 

confident he depmes of speech. Takes aty the rea.,on of the elders."64 

The Anchor Bible notes that wne 17 in the Maoret1c Text reeds "He makes 

ro1naelon go stripped". They amend the tran.slatiOll beams the Mmoretic 

reeding "dultmbs the parellalism with the &:illawi.ng line md is abo repaatad 

1n 19a. ·• 

64 Manin H. Pope The &>cbor Btic: .Id> CNew York: DcaJhledev and Co .• 
1965)Pp. 89 
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If going naked is a common symptom of medness in the biblical world then 

the Masoretic Text woold reinforce the perallel. According to Robert Gordis 

7711 me8IlS "stripped of clothes, naked" and the derived meaning "stripped of 

sense, med.• Either meaning is eppropriate here as a perallel to 'm,.66 

In this passage, Job is expressing his anguish to Zophar, one of his mends 

who comes to console (torment) him. In the sight of his unmerited~ 

Job comes to the conclusion that he is blmneless. It is God who has turned 

the world upside down so that the good suffer and the evil are rewarded. 

Job describes a world gone med where eretything is the opposite of how it 

shoold be. Those, who ere wuelly looked to as wise leeders end 111thority 

figures, become in.sene. The crumelors and priests go ebout naked. Leeders 

of the community lose their ability to think or speak. 

We he:¥e seen the symptoms of loss of ability to discern or the ability to 

communicate in relation to JllQ. It is clear from the instances of JllD (i.e . I 

Sem. 21:15-16) that one who ~_from lalCh a loss of rational capecitieS is 

considered sick and dangerows. It is the symptom of going naked that is 

cruciel to cur unciemlmding of a Biblical concept of ment'al illness md ib 

relation to the prophets, In this example of 'mn, going ebout naked w one of 

the symptoms of a person who ha., lost his rational mculties, Yet we see 

lsalah, Sml and Micah exhibiting just aich beharior. It wculd seem that the 

66 Pope. The &mbor Wbku Job Pp. 90 
65admt Gordis The Brok af,Jmi Cornrnnotmy, New !mu,Jfttigp 1PJi Sm,iol 
S,,•dlm (New York: Jewish ~ Seminary, 1978 
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prophets and their sometimes bizerre behavior was veiwed by the society as an 

111thentic means of communicating Yahweh's words. 

"All these prophets- understood as exceptional spiritguided 
people not dismissed by their society as med- possess clear sociel 
meanings and values in their awn context ... It remains likely that in 
some Wit' the prophetic movement took its rise from within cultic 
institutions (witli their asserted monopoly O'rer the -roice of Yahweh), 
but soon ecbieved enough institutional and ideological independence 
to stand on its own- both in communication and at odds with the 
older esteblished sectors of society. •67 

Very often, in the midst of their ecstatic prophetic experience, the 

prophets manifest the same behaviors as one, who in other c:iro.unstances, is 

considered to be mentally ill by Biblical standards. The question remains, at 

what point does the behavior of going naked cross the line from normative, 

prophetic behavior to n1o? 

In l Sam 19:24 Sail seems to have crossed that line: 

~19 

~"'S'fn,n20 ~~"",tt~~'1fl1f? 

·~~~~~n!"r!!1'11R} 
11. ~ ~ 1111..,.. ·n~ ~ l:\'m >m 
:tEll. ~ ~ D?r?Q~ ""1f? ffl..! 21 :.if). 

m22 ~'1lll..,~~~~iw, 

~~ctJ"!Jl~,.-il-.;,:w!'lB'\111, 
""'af U, ZS ::,0 Sli»Jr,jlp.:,, ~ 1J'!! ~ :tn 
tqr('!~ffl~lll1F-'P'n~~a,i'.l)n>:il 
'mlll ~ P"QJ l\11l afn 24 :v-tlri'.llrP:ilJ .. .,, 
i-.'11""'~ n:r:J ~, D'1 ~-'If'? 

67Norman K. Gottwald The Habmw 81bk: A Sroio:Litmri Intzmw;tjqp 
(Philedelplua: Fortre.,., Press. 1986) Pp. 306,307 
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John Bright writes of Sew•~ ofa vole.tile temperament capeble of 

fren%ies ofex.citement (10:9-13; ll:6f), it appears that as pressure was pit on 

him he became increesingly distwbed in mind, swinging like a pendulum 

between moments of lucidity and black moods in which, incapeble of 

intelligent action,he indulged in behoior celc::ulated to elienat.e SVl9n those 

closest to him. Before the end Sew was probebly no longer quite sene. •68 

Lindblom esserts that this ecst8Sy "was collective 8Ild contegiws. How 

efl'ect:iTe the oncient narretor imagined the contegirus power ofth.e ~ to 

be, we con see from what he tells us ebout the messengers whom Sew sent to 

Dsvid. Three times the messengers were sent; rut ell ~ grrups fell into 

ecstmy at the mere sight of a company of ecstatic prophets. •69 In this 

instance, 

-prophetic behavior is seen as uncontrolled 8Ild incapecitating. 
Furthermore, in the OYerall context of these narratives, the 
traditional question • Is. Sew too among the prophets?" has a new 
answer. The reeder alreedy knows why Sew exhibits stereotypically 

uncontrolled. 'fiolent prophetic behavior. He is posses.st! d by 8Il evil 

spirit which is driving him med (1 Sem 18:10-11). The answer to 
the question is therefore, "No, Sail is no prophet; he is insane, --70 

In Jer. 25: 16 the bitpoel form of the wrb 'tlil is paralleled with the hitpoel 

form of the~ Hl ; "to reel to and fto (like a drunkard) • (BDB pp 172) or 

"To retch• (JPS), The one who is 'nilM is likened to one who is drunk to the 

point of'fOJDiting, This implies a loss of physical and mental control. 

Llkewiae. in Jer. 51:7: 

68 Bright A Histmy of 1srap1 Pp. 186-187 

69 J. Lindblom, Pr9pbp iJ! Apgmt lsreel Pp. 48 

70 WiJaoii PnmbR g Sook!SJ in Apcymt Isrc) Pp. 183 
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"Bebyion is a gold cup in the hand of Yahweh. The whole eerth was drunk of 

her wine, the nations drank and bec:a.tse of this the nations tl7;ar. Suddenly, 

Bebylon has fallen and i3 shattered, Shout (?) O'ler her, Get helm fur her 

ww.nds , perhaps she cen be heeled, We tried to heal Bebyton but she was 

incurable.• Again, the nations become 177ilJl' from drinking too much wine. 

In this example, those who are thiar behme as though drunk and are 

considered to be ill. Bebylon, who wm the first to be infected with the ~ 

transmitted it to the other nations through physical cont!ct (sharing the wine 

gla,s). Both 8ebyton and the other nations are now incureb!y ill from this 

con~ou.s ciliesse. 

Althoogh Jer. 51:7-S was clearly intended as metaphor and not intended to 

be teken literally, the 1'er'3e still lends insight into haw mental illness wa, 

viewed, Frequently, used in conjunetton wtth drunkenness, madness seems to 

hlffe been defined here as a loss of control mer the body and mind. The 

d.istinctioo betwwww bslng drunk and being med is clwdy and perhaps 

drunkenness was e,en -newed as temporary insanity, Po fur the metaphoric 

sense of the ""1"3e, the metaphor of a COJ.Dtry being mentally ill, conhlgiou.s 

and incuNble only wcrks of there exists, in the society, just such a concept of 

mental illness. 

It IS lntl!rmtlD& to note that ln the Mart letters ~ Shlbtu writes to her 

bmbmd amt a man and a woman whom she asJa,d to tell her the future 
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regerding her husband's upcoming mllite?Y campaign. To exp1dlte the future­

telling pt™ ~een Shibtu writes •r piled (them with drink)." Here, the 

connotation of drunkeness is re\'ersed. Queen Shihtu hernesses the power of 

~coho! to bring ebout the shared ~ptomology of drunkeness, medness and 

prophecy with the positive outcome ofm::cepted prophecy 1.nste«i of illness 

which was viewed negamely. Likewise Jeremiah describes his reection to 

receiving prophecy from Yahweh: 

~,wm~,~•~9 
r.!i"QZW~~-~ 

~~'!'!IPl,II~~ 

• Regarding the prophets: My heart is crushed within me, All my bones are 

trembling; I hare become like a drunken man, like a man overcome with wine 

Becal3e of Adonai and His holyword.s." 

Like intoxicants, music was also used as e. stimulus for inducing prophetic 

trance. In 1 Sem 6-6 Seul is told he will encounter a band of prophets: 

~ ~ m~ r, ~ 5 

~~~~af~'l'.'!D'!'f??~~ 
:D'P,[19 :,9n1 "li'.1.,.~ ~ "7ai l(\'ff'7! :w,g_ ll'i!' 
~ ~ f9.'.tn Dp ~ ~ ~~ :'(!'?116 
"After that go to Gibeah of God where the Philistine deplty i.s, there as you 

enter the city you will meet abmd of prophets c:omiDg down from the high 

place preceded~ lyres, timbrela, flutes end harps and theywill ""'-'P, The 

spirit of Yahweh will grip you and you will~ with them end you will 

become another person .• 

Here, the the hitpeel form of~> rauts in the one who ·acts like a 

prophet• 'becoming another person" through the use ofmusic. ~ . in 2 

Kgs 3: 15 El1sba was e.,ked to help end a droogbt. He ordered a musician to be 
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u~ul, uwwt:J.1 :s utwu •ilwe upm1 wm iwd he fwnd water. Similarly, in 

l Sam 19:9 the ruech ra'eh orercame Sau a.5 he~ sitting end listening to 

David play the lyre. 

Likewise, in 2 kgs 3 : 15 Elisha uses music to bring ebo.lt a trance state in 

which he is able to find water for the kings of Moab, Jud.eh and Israel 

~ "~ ~ r(lr;l.l UP.~ 1!19 •rre ~ 15 

.,117 ~I D';l ~ 'ffl ~ ~ ~ ~ "1!.JK\ 16 :lP'. 

K']f ~ 'nil ll!t~-irn')ln ~"°It'? :,ti'. "9JI ~ 

~1QlllQl•cm1"aa 
• .. Now then, bring me a musiclen. And while he pl~ the hand of Yahweh 

came upon him (Elisha). And he said "thus said Yahweh: this wadi shall be full 

of pools. For thus said Yahweh: yw will not see wind and yw will not see rein 

t..it this wadi will be full of water and yw and your cattle and your peck 

animals will drink .• 

Elisha expressly call fur music to induce communication with Yahweh. 

IAiring his conversation with Jehosaphat Elisha ects the pert of the 

prtmadono11. tell1Dg Jehosaphat to US1e h1.s own prophets to ftnd water, ftnally 

eqniesciog to help becal,e"were it not that I respect king Jebo,,rpbat of Judah 

. I WOJldn 't look at yw or notiee yw. • It wwld seem that Elisha is looking fur 

recognition that be is Yahweh's true prophet who elan.e is eble to imOke 

Yebweb and bring mit miracles. 

MlSic 111d mtmocants can produce the behaviors essn:iet:ed with prophecy. 

1'h1s bebat1ors are nettber pos1tt¥e or negattte tn and of thmmel\les. Tbe1r 

7l J. IJnct,lom_ Pnmbr&Y re Apgeyt Israel Pp. 58 
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context 1s the deciding ftll:::tor In whether drunkeness or selt-1.nduced ecstasy 

is an illness or a normative means fur recemng divine communication. 

In Jer. 46:9 and Ne.hum 2:5 'tm is used in the same Wff/ as llllD is used 

in II Kings 9: 20; "to dme like a madman•. Jeremiah's prophecy describes the 

battle between The armies of Egypt under phareoh Neco and Bebyion under 

king Neblcluddneuar. At the scene of the battle the F.gyptian army is 

retreating and both sides ar entangled in the merhem ofwar. Yahweh 

exclaims through Jeremiah: 

~:i ffl ~t!J ~ ~ m 
• Advance (get up) horses! th;uri chariots! Let the warriors go forth!• 

In this case, th;uri means fbr the chariot to advance as one does in a war 

(i.e. charge!), One ww1d !lD1Dle this means to drive recklessly. The 

connection between this figureme Wle of l't7M"I and the figureme Wle of llllD 

is seen in II Kings 20:9 and in Nahum 2:5. In Nahum the chariots ttmrr in 

the heat of battle amidst flaming torches and an army emancing 'like a flood.• 

Like llllD, 'tm connotes driring with no regard fbr danger. The fact that both 

hebrew words shere ftguratiTe meeningi: as well as literel points to them being 

two words which mean essentially the same thing. The Israelites had more 

than one Wit" of se,tng that someone wm Cfftrf (literally or ftguratttely) which 

points to it not being fbreign or~ as a concept. 

The prophecy of Isaiah 44 speaks of Yahweh as supreme and ommpotent. 

Idols b8"e no power; it 1s Yahweh alone who creeted and controls the 

un11mw. To make clear bow pc,werii1 Yahweh is Isaiah se,s in~ 24-25: 

• m mi ':1P. ~ a. 
» .. ~~ 

_.._ io"" ,p_i "G~llW :w 
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"Thus said Yahweh yrur redeemer, who fbrmed yru in the womb: It is I 

Yehweh who made everything. who stretched rut the heffl'ens and, alone, 

spreed rut the earth. Who e:nnuls the omens of diviners and 'tm• diviners 

(JPS, "sigurs") who turns the wise beck and makes their knowledge foolish.• 

According to Anchor Bible "He frustrates the signs of soo~. and makes 

fools of diviners. He upsets seges and makes nonsense of their wisdom.• 

Although the Hebrew of this passege is diffiallt to understand, it does 

contain some infurmation regarding 'tm• as a synonym fbr 11110 . The rm 
(translated as "diviners" by JPS, the Hebrew 'bo&ru" according to Anchor 

Bible) i:s acorru.ption from U""Ufrom the Akkll:liem ~or "prophet".72 

"The baru priest is known from Akkadian literature, and the text is restored 

from this word. The sege ~ the professional wise man, a CCllD.selor and 

spokesman oftreditional wisdom."'73 

In each phrase the diviner or .ge is one who nonnelly ha., el:ioYe ao,erege 

insight or intellectual cap!cities within the Isreelite society. These are the 

people to whom the im,rege Israelite looks fur edrice. Uke the wisdom of the 

sages, which is turned to nonseme, the dtriner 'tm•. In presunebly both 

cases the dmner and the sage lose their ebility to think. Anchor Bible reeds 

ther pmege differently, Second Isaiah is refuting the art of divination, 

popular 1n Mmopotmnia and contrary to the idea that the crurse of history is 

gavemed ~ and Yahweh and mede known only to His true prophets. 
74 

72 A.I . Oppenbeirn The Agmac PictiTIC'-ml 2, (Chicago 1965) Pp. 121-

125 
73 John 1,. McJ<ensie S.J . ]k borbrn: Aible: &:mod Jrt,b lNew York: 

lnlbledlf, 1968) Pp. 73 
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Jer • 60: 88 - to U88 'ntil• in e. similar fashion as la. 44: 26, b.it by itself 

the verse yields little infurm.ati.on as to the me.aning of the word. Likewise, 

the three other examples of 'nTil' (Ecc 2:2, 7:7, Ps. 109:9) do not add to rur 

understanding of the verb. nttm is used frequently in Ecclesia.1tes es an 

antonym fur wisdom (Ecc 1:7,2:12,7:25,9:3,10:13). Like lUID, ntfmis 

piralleled with blindness (Ecc 2: 12). In this pa.,sege lbn Esra explains that 

nttm is ekin to drunkenness, madness and greed; all behtmors which imply a ,. 
loss of control. As fur Ji1lJ'l 8S a synonym fur 11110, there are no other examples 

of its use in the Bible besides the two which we have el.reldy noted as parallels 

with llllD. 

As we have seen, the word lUID, a., well es its two synonyms, can connote 

mental illness both literally end figure.tm,ly. It can be a physical ailment 

which can be chronic end/or inalnble. 11110 can set in a., a restlt of 

intolerable mental or phy3icel pain. It is , end Is e,::compenied by such 

symptoms as loss of control mer body end/or mind, ranting, dreaming end 

anti-social bebsrior. On a figure.me level, a lUID is someone who ects like a 

prophet, tbllows de-riant social prectices or acts like a drunk. In both the 

furmer and the latter usage, lUID is a pejoratt9e term. In Its most ftguratt9e 

seme, JUID meam aomecme who behll9eS (or more specificelly, dmes) 

reckle8sly. Aa fur the two 8'jDOllym.t of lUID, they seem to be extremely clme 

in meening, 90 much 90, that it wotld seem that the term was common 

enough in Biblical Hebrew to hme three synonymcm expressiODS, 

Now tbllt we ba,e explored the J8'91s ofmeao;ng of the root llll end the 

bebaricn 8IIIOCiab9d .tth it let us examine prophetic beharior in ancient 

Israel as well as c:omperame matmial from the ancient near east. It is 

74 John L. McKmme s .J, l'be Aps;bor: Btb!e: Swf'f! Int+ Pp. 73 
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interestl.Di to note that the ce.~ry of il1'11 in rebbinic literature bears a 

striking resemblance to !Ill behEMOr. The il1'11 is one who is disqualified from 

being a legal principal or agent on the grrunds that he is mentally 

incapecitated (Shulchan Aruch H.M. 18El:i), Hegigah 4a asks "Who is the il1'11 ? 

One who goes rut at night alone. spends the night in the cemeteJY, tears off 

his clothes or destroys what is gmn to him.• The mn1 ts unsware of his 

cfy3function (Shebbat l:J,) and is compered to a blind person (Gittin 2311.). 

According to Ketubot 48a the iltfll is "one who departs withrut knowing it.· 

Perhaps the illD was a prototype fur the later iltfll'? Like the llllD the mn■ 

is compared to someone who is blind and both the il1'11 and the llllD teer off 

their clothes (1 Sam 19:24, Job 12: 17-20, Redak on 2 Kgs 9: 11). In eddition, 

Yahweh instructs Isaiah to take offhis clothes in imitation of the Assyrien 

victory O¥e!' F.gypt and Cush (20: 1-6). Otto Kaiser notes that nakedness was 

" .. the mark ofpmoners and fugime:s. •75 In Micah 1:8 the prophet 

exclaims: 

arm~'tl"f~~~m~e 
::V: l'lqP. ~ D1!!1 '1'11F'm 

~~~~;-«ag•19 

~"'IJ'f''W""l• 
"Because of this I will lament and wail; I will go stripped and naiad. I will 

lament as sadly as the Jeckals, a., moornfWly a., the mtrlches. For her WOUDd is 

incunble, it ha., reached Judeh, it ha., spreed to the gate ofmy people in 

Jerusalem.· 

Like ti. enrnples rt 1110 we_,, lD Dmt 28:28, Hos 9: 7, Zach 12:4. the 

"anxi8'1" brought on by the sin of the people ta likened to an illness. One of 

76 Otto lt8'ler Ind? 13-39; a cwrnmatm < Philadelphia: Westminster 

Press 1974)Pp. 114 
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the many~ptoms of this illness is going neked es in the ca.,e ofMiceh. 

As fbr the other symptoms of il1'11 , they all connote a loss of self-s,areness, 

seimres, catatonia and a general disregard for one's physical well-being. Like 

the llllD of the Bible 8Ild the il1'11 of the Talmud, other ancient near eastern 

cultures hed ecstatic prophets who eY.hibited the equmlant of lJllD behe:nor. 

According to Malemat the diviner-prophets of Mari are most akin to the 

Israelite prophets elthoo.gh he 8lso identifies the ragimu (fem. ragintu), •the 

pronruncer, • •spea1ter• ~ being a prophetic equivalent from the Neo-Assyri8Il 

period.76 

Althoogh Melamat identifies striking similarities between the ecstatic 

prophets of the Mari letters and those of ancient Israel, he cmtions 

• .. it is difficult to determine the nature of the analogy between 

the prophecy et Meri and that in lsraeL the two being set apart bf a 
gap of more than six centuries. Furthermore, there are no 
intermed.imy links wha~er. It wruld be therefore premature to 
edopt the Teiw that Meri pre;,ents the prototype of prophecy in 

Israel. &it one cannot belittle this eerliest manifestation of intuime 

prophety among West Semitic tribes at Mart, which is still an 
enigma. •TT 

The twenty-eight Mari Letters contain approximately thirty-me 

prophecies. Toei M11bb11ro (fem. M11bJmtum> and the Api)nm (fem. gpiltwnl 
are the best known professional prophets at Mari. 78 

8Tbe Muhtmrn as the etymology ;nd;cates was some sort of 

76 Abraham Malamat. •A Forerunner of Biblical Prophety. The Mari 
noo,rnents, • twam• Israelite BnUGmv Erm m Honor of fnmk Moore Cross 
, &iited by- P1tric1r D. Miller JR., Pail D. Hemsm, S. Dean McBride 
(Pb1iedelphla: Fartn:m Press, 1987) Pp. 35 
77 Malm:oat Pp.37 
78 Ma1amet Pp.38 

46 



r .. 

t .. q 

' 'l" 

- . 

- t 

ecstatic or frenetic ... The nominal form designates bodily defects 

and is functionally like the Hebrew ~ form used in such 

words as ~ ('blind"), ~ (1mne") and ~ 
("hunchbeck"), Thus this type of prophet, becaJ.se of bis peculiar 

bebll'rior was peteei~ of as a madman, similar to the biblical 

IDCr'.!1(@ a term used cxnisonally as a synonym of Wlbi, .. we 

should edd now the instan~ of the verb lroroehu demed from 

the same root as roubb11ro The verb 1.s used 1n the N stem 

resembling Dim (see also hitnobbe) in the Bible and bas the 

tngresstve meentng "become Insane,• "went into a trance. •79 

Uke the lsraelite prophets, the Mari prophets were known to 

the royal ~lisbrnent and were paid some heed. Fmet makes a 

distinction between the mahh.tm/rmlMvm , who was who was an 

enlightened and ecstatic prophet, end the lumahhum who was a 

highly placed priest. 80 Ft.net a1ao notes that in a Mari letter we 

have mentioned ~ . Slbtu firsts asks the man and the 

woman fur an onicle regarding her husband and then a.,ks fur an 

oracle regarding her bu,bend's opponent. The opponent 3m"9eS as 

the "control group" in this rigorrus and scientific method of 

pred1ct1ng the mture. 

At. Mari, despite the prophet'~ ,eemlng}y low plea, on the 30Cial 

scale, the prophet was DJgbt cnt ~ the royal mmily fur ed-rice in 

matters of state: 

lfa-na/ "--ii-ta l (qfbt-ma mid IM~ma f (GEM) E4tct-a:-ma 5 (a:-

79 Malamat. Pp.99 
80A. FlDet "Un c.. c:t. CledonornlDC:M aMai" Fram Q , WD Oriel et al (eds) 

ZjJdr anntnr Mr! + C'(a,I 8bYU11 Pa ,tw to tB, Kru 00 tho 
<h mm whi! SfflntiCth Blrtbdw (Leiden: Brill. 1982> Pp. s2 
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pfi-1.um i-na E d {H/i-$a- me·tim 6 l-sH1-oo. su-um-su 7 (qt-be ma um-ma­

mi 
8 ($/a wa-ar-ki-ka-ma 9 

/ kti.r-kJa i-k.a-lu 10 / u kl a-e•ka 11( ,~~It· 
tu-u (J) 

12 /it-t/i-ka la x a ya im 18 ((x)Lne-e-tim 14 fble-€1. a-wa-ti-ka 

lS I in•,ve-w-u (2) l6 /a-,va-ku-ma ~~nu-ti (break,) 

"[Sp)eak [to) my lord: (Th~ Adclu-duri yta1r [nuiid)~"8I)t, IA 

pr iophet. isi ~u by name. iairose in the temple of lHlisametum and 

(spoke) thus: "only yta1r (Jollowers will eat yta1r [ram ) (end dri}nk 

yw.r {ctip ... yta1r [ad),enaries will be (s/Jit open. I alone hme 

trampled them down.• 

The 1111thor of the letter, Adclu-duri, wrote end recei?ed other 

letters bmd at Mari end~ a women of some importance at 

Mari. 81 Althoogh Adclu-duri considers the prophecy of lsiehu 

important enwgbt to the future of the nation to relate it to the king, 

Z1mr1 -l1m, th.e title gtven lsiehu ls used at Meri of sla9eS. 82 It wruld 

3eetn that the 30Cilll status of the Meri prophet can be fluid, much 

like the lsreelite prophet. At times Jeremiah is a key p1ever in the 

royal cw.rt. At other times he Is a fugittve. The annoint:ing of Jehu 

by one of the •sons of the prophets" cruld not be more 3eriws 

despite the fact that he is dismissed as 11110. 

The n10 (pertio.tlarly m cherecteriled in Del.It 28) thl" M•bburo 
and the imll ftmct1on ln a str1k1ngly similar fmhJon. Each ~ the 

connotation of a di31ibillty, The ll.110 end the Muhhum ebo ,eem to 

be ,yoooorncns fbr "prophet.• The prophet then cotld be viewed m 

being both a hlgbly fimct1oDal who at times wielded some degree of 

81 W.L. Moran "New Emence from Mari on the History of~ in 
Billa (Rome: Biblical Pontificel wtttute, 1969) Pp. 34 

82 W.L. Moran Pp. 36 
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111thority end yet cruld also be viewed 11.5 sick and ineffectual 

depending on the circumstance. 
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Conclusio.ns 

Our examination of the root JUI and its synonyms hes demonstrated that 

encient Isreelite society did h1!Y8 a concept similar to our modern notion of 

mental illness, although it differed from wr concept in many respects. 1111 is 

a~ or disebillty that does impair functioning. Unlike rur modern 

notion of mental illness 1111 is contagioos. Furthermore, denant behavior es e. 

response to stressful events would not be diegnosed as mental illness, but 

would be seen as llll as in the case of Hosea 9:7. The symptoms of llll are 

characterized by asocial behavior and general disregard for safety. It can be 

m::compmied. by seizures, paranoie. exhibitionism and loss of motor control. 

Th.is pel'90n who has contrected 1111 shares the same behavioral 

cherecteristics as the ecstatic prophet. 

The concept of e. disease or diseblity which shares pera1lel behavior with 

prophecy is well attested. in compere.t:ne ancient near ea.ffl!rn material. 

Although functional and sometimes powerful ro~ of society, the ecstatic 

prophets of Mart were consl.dered to be mentally ill themselves, 88 The terms 

11110 . Hub!mro 11Dd ilffl■ all deme from grammatical forms related to 

cwigories ofillnesa end diNbility. 

The data iDdJc:ate that the the extent to which a true prophet exhibits 

ecstatic beb8'ior can wry. All true prophets do expenence a "call" from 

88 Malmnat Pp. 39 
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Yahweh and receive the basic euditions or visions from Yahweh to be 

communicated to the people. & we have noted earlier, Lindblom understands 

visions and euditions to mean "visual and euditory perceptions recei:Yed in 

trance or ecsta.Tf or a mental state approximating thereto. These perceptions 

are not caised b,' any ooject in the external world. rut arise within the 

soul. •84 Toerefbre, there is a minimal ecstatic component to all "true• 

prophets. 

Toe degree to which a prophet exhibits ecstatic beh.e:vior can vary greatly. 

N we blffe shown, Ezekiel's behe:vior might lesd the modern psychologist to 

diagnose him es schuophrenic. Lindblom makes a distinction between 

ecstatic visions and halluncinations. • A hallucination is a '9'im81, euditmy, or 

other sensory perception which does not correspond to ony oojective reelity 

in the external world rut (and here it differs from vision end euditton) is 

thrught to be epprehended by the podily seD3eS and ha., all the characteristic 

ree.tures ofreal perception, althwgh it does not correspond to any external 

reality. •85 

DJ.ring Ezekiel's initial cell end throJ.ghoot his JD.inmry he experiences 

halluncinations. In chapter 3: 1-3 it wruld appear that Ezekiel ectually eats the 

scroll he is gtten b,' Yahweh end physically experiences the "tmte as sweet 8S 

honey.• In 3: 14 Esekiel feels himself't:ransported b,' the hand of God. 

Similarly, Esekiel feels God carry him by the hair from his home to Jerusalem. 

~ contrast, other prophets such a., Chdiah experience only the basic 

IIUdlttou 1'19Ces ,ery to recet,e prophecy. Certainly a rntolrnal t11DOW1t of 

ecstatic bebarior 'lftl.'I requisite tbr the prophet, Toe e,idence from Ezekiel's 

MJJnctiorn Pp. 122 

85 J.;odbJom Pp. 123 
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reported experiences seem to show that there was no limit to the amwnt or 

intensity of eatatic experience a prophet catld undergo. I would edd that 

although ~ W98 en expected stereotypical behmor for a prophet it was 

not necessarily viewed positively. That negattre reection to ecstatic behavior 

did not matter to the prophet or his 111dience. 

Since the mentally ill and the ecstatic prophet exhibit the same 

stereotypical behaviors it is crucial to understand the critera by which the 

ancient Israelites deemed one person a prophet and the other a lunatic. We 

hme already ests:ilished that the nature end intensity of the prophet's ecstatic 

experience does not seem to be a criterion to distinguish between the 

prophet and the mentally ill. In some cases it is clear that the llllD hm no 

connection to prophecywhat,oever, fur example, in the case ofDtrrid feigning 

medness. As we have noted earlier, in the case of Jeremiah, llllD takes on the 

meaning of "false prophet" that is to Stff, "someone who belurres like a 

prophet.• Therefore we must distinguish between two kinds of IT'llllD : l. A 

ce.rri.er of a contegirus and disebling disease 2. A person who calls himself a 

prophet, exhibits the behmors associated with prophecy md JUI, bit who is 

neither ill nor recognimi ,is a true prophet. 

In cases sich es this, where the prophet is llllll. he u e9ell more 

dangerOJ.S than a cerrter of the ~ of the same nmne. If a prophet is 

JllD it meons that he claims to speak in the name of Yahweh, bit i3 not 

Yahweh's true prophet. From the ancient pe. spectne, it was CODSidend 

dangmms to take actions that were not aeceptable to the deity. KDowing the 

will of the dav through his mediator, the prophet. wm crucial in ell matters 

of state policy. As we ba,e seen in the stmy of Balem:n. the Mari letters to 

Zimri ~ and in the annointing of Jehu by one of Elisha's disciples, 

g09'l!ll"DJIM!mts often looked to prophets and diffllers 1n important matters of 
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state. So. fbr example. a leeder who fullows the advice of the wrone prophet 

bemre going into battle wruld be committing ruicide as in the cese of Abeb at 

Ramoth-Oileed ( 1 Kgs 22). Furthermore, as we have m.entioned befor,e, with 

the exception of the Elijah-Elisha stories, in the time before Amos, no 

prophecy is directed to anyone rutside the t'O'j8l coo.rt. In eddition, fur· the 

lsrael.tte, ftlbe prophesying Is 8SSOciated With idolatry and Is a capital odfense 

(Deut 13) . 

In Deut 18:9-22 Yahweh explains that He will continually raise up 

prophets like Moses to serve as intermediaries between the people and 

Yahweh. From the deuteronomist's perspective, there could only be one true 

prophet in my generation and that prophet wru1d be on the model of Moses. 

The mosaic prophet is not a prophet by trade rather. he is called by Yahweh to 

de1tfer His message to the lsraelites, The mosaic prophet is in the sei-Yic:e of 

Yahweh. not in the senic:e of the lsreelites, and as a restlt often 

commnnicafPS messages contrery to their wishes. 86 

kcordiDg to Keufinann, the lsreelites belimed in the ~ bywhich 

Yahweh wwld send prophets like Moses. Therelbre, the prophet's pc:,woer ~ 

not iDdmdual bit was demed from being pert of the system of mosi«: 

prophecy. fr7 It was the lsreelites themsehes who iJm!Sted the ~ 1 of 

mmeic ~ with 111thority, Deut 18: 16-19 describes the traditilm that 

this -,stem,.. instituted et the request of the people. It was the Isnielites 

who aslmf Yahweh fbr an intermedimy during the theophsny at Horeb. As a 

remit Y11awa11 agrees to appoint prophets like Moses: 

IIJIJl2'91Ul1Pff~l8 

•Ketftnenn Pp, 214 
fr7 Kmftnenn Pp. 214 
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• And I will pit My words 1n his mouth end be will speak to them all that I 

command him. And if anyone mils to heed the words he speeks in my name, I 

My9elf will cell him to eccoont. • 

The question remetns, how did the Israelites d1st1ngu.tsh between the one, 

true mosmc prophet of their generation llDd the U"illD ? This question was 

rele,ent to the ancient lsreelite as to the modern student of Bible, The 

ancient Israelite meed a dilemma, Hawwm he or she to knowwhether a 

prophet who claimed to speak in Yahweh's name reelly recei'fed a message 

from the deiiy? Jer 28 rep1l"ts that in the fifth month of that 'yetJr a prophet 

named Haneniah and Jeremiah gt,e conflicting prophecies. Jeremiah eccuses 

Hananiah of mlse prophecy and predicts that Hananiah will die that -,e,sr as a 

pmJ.shment fbr lying to the people and urging disloyalty to God. Haneniah dies 

in the seventh month of that year. We hme no data conc:erning the two 

months between the time of Jeremiah's prediction and Hananiah's dee.th. 

IAlring tho.,e two months how were the people to know whether to follow 

Haneniah's oracle ofpeece or Jeremiah's oracle of doom? Howwould the 

Israelite know which prophet wa, the one, true mosaic prophet of their 

generation and by extm,wkm., am we di8cern whether a canonical prophet w 

viewed a a true prophet by his contemporaries? 

F"int. to ...i be comldered e. mowc prophet the amdidam bad to exhibit 

~ clunctmlsticS (i.e. the call; not a prophet by tnde; at the 

romrnand clYabwah, not the people.) Deut 18:21-22 gets more specific: 
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~ And s.hoo.ld ~ ask YQll'Sehes, 8How can we know that the orecl1e was not 

spoken by the Lord?• If the prophet speaks in the name of the Lc:m:i end the 

orecle does not come true, that oracle was not spoken by the Lord.• 

As we hare alret!dy seen, there are cases where canonical prophets make 

predictions that do not come true. Dm:riel attempts to harmonize such acme 

in chapter nine. From Deniel 's perspective, Jeremiah is a true, mLosaic 

prophet, yet Jeremiah predicted the exile wruld !mt se¥enty ye.airs. Daniel 

then hm a vision end en angel reinterprets Jeremiah's words to IlDe&n se¥enty 

weeks, not se,entyyeers. Althrugh the prcblem of Jeremiah's pr,~ction is 

important to Oeniel (who hes the benefit of hindsight) it is of little importance 

to Jeremiah's contemporaries. However long Jeremiah predicts the exile to 

be, tt is still far off enrugh tn the future to ruwe little bearing on lrrhether not 

he is ax:epted as a true prophet by his contemp:nries. I wruld conclude, 

that whether or not a prophet's orecles are in harmony with histcmcal reality 

ha., less to do with the acceptance of those oracles by the Israelites than Deut 

18 would have us believe. For Daniel, Jeremiah has alreedy been sithenticated 

es the mosaic prophet of his generation. The question remains, ts there fJfJ'/ 

data that would point to Jeremiah's lurring been mthenticated a., S1Ch mr his 

contemporaries'? 

Deuteronomy 13:2-4 points to "irrbat seems to be the most cmrrincing, and 

potentially m;sleeding evidence fur true prophecy: 

~~~-m'.ffl~,111 .... ar.1 2 

,ag:,rn.~B1J1 lflfttl11Jl~lql3. 

"""'~ltf4 ~·'!!~-IP'.lla1'1 
~:W'JIIIJJDIM}~~n'\:)~~, 

~~..,.~~nn)~'D1:m 

~·~~ 
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• If there ~ among yw a prophet or a dreem diviner who gives yw a sign 

or portent and the sign and portent come true. And he ~ to yw •come let 

us worship other gods" whom yw hirre not experienced, Do not listen to the 

words of this prophet or dremn diviner. For YHWH is testing yw to see 

whether yw really love love YHWH with ell ywr heart and soul.• 

The nti• and the me seem to be the m~ convincing and tangible evidence 

of true prophecy. Wonder working is more prevalent among earlier prophets 

w.ch as Elijah and Elisha than among literary prophets and is treceble directly 

back to Moses. Wte ecstecy. wonder-working is a stenrtypical prophetic 

beha'nor. In Ex 7 Moses and Phareoh's megician.s compete at producing 

mane1s (ntil). E'9elltually, m the competition progresses. Moses produces 

mane1s that Pharoah's magicians can not replicate or ~t. Moses pre,ails 

m the true prophet. Beceu.se the ntil and the me are so powerfully convincing 

Yahweh tnstruct, the Israelites to listen cerefully to the prophet's message. 

Any prophet who lllffllnCea the aime of idolaoy is patently fabe no matter how 

convincing his stereotypical prophetic behmor. 

Thus far we b8'e seen smeral methods to detect a false prophet. What 

remains is the problem of haw to distinguish a false prophet: !.who's message 

is not idolatrolS 2. Who's prophecies are re11110Debly bellimlble at thr tiJM they 

ore pmppma,t fllld 3. who exhibits convincing stereotypical prophetic 

beharior. 

I wmld ccmclude that there is not enmgh e,idence el:rnt the critera the 

lsreelitBI .au)d ba,e u,ed to ~ a ta1se prophet from a true prophet 

under tbe ctrcumsteoc:m t'Qtlined mo,e. M we noted earlier. Jeremiah 

......,.,,.111..,ftlS.,.. rlpeece are'less likely to be true 
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rut Jeremiah himself delivers such a messi,ee. Furthermore, we on.tv know 

that Jeremiah was Viewed as a true prophet in retrospect. Certainly, he bed a 

strong support grrup end at times we., close to the garernment. The data are 

incondu.sm, as to whether Jeremiah we., Viewed as a true prophet by the 

majority of his contemporaries once he fell rut of mer with the government. 

Both King Abeb end ~ Shibtu in the Meri letters, try to gather es 

much prophetic data as possible befure making important security decisions 

In ~een Shibtu's case she does not eccept en onicle as moreble until it is 

co11d.o1ated by that of another prophet(s), Sometimes it is the nature of the 

nti• and 'hie that is partirularly compeling to a king. In 2 Kgs 20, Hezekiah 

initially recem:s a prophecy from Isaiah that he will die. Hezekiah P"fS to 

Yahweh and Yahweh decides to let Hezekiah UTe enother fifteen years. 

Hmekiah asJa for en sign: 

~""!\1ff.l.,8 
~ "l~ aiJ-r,ni •} ~ icrr , ni :'IQ 

"4~ ~~"·~~me, rr-:11 '~"-., 9 

:m'rtQ '"ft :lllf'!-al!l m"'5 "@"" m?. .. 
'J' ,.;. ·~ II'? m'zlg '"ft mpt'? ',f1 "el~~ 10 

~ :at,:F,°"' rm ,~?IP. ~ 11 ~ ,n~ 
~ "ift l'i'JT.I 11 arm» :it? itl ~-* 

Hmekiah e8keci 1-ah What is the sign (~) that YHWH will QlJ'e me end I 

shall go up to the hca1se ofYHWH on the third dev?" Isaiah replied "'This is the 

sign fbr yw ft-om YHWH that YHWH will do the th1ng that He hes promised. 

Shall a shadow emance ten steps or recede ten steps?" Hezekiah replied "It is 

eay l:r tbe shadow to lengthen ten steps. rut not for the shadow to recede 

ten mps .. • So the prophet Isaiah caUad to YHWH and He made the shadow 

which bad dmcended OD the dalJ of Ahal recede ten steps .• 
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In some case:s the nit md ~Dare imp1e.ssi,e enough to cormnce a king, 

rut as is pertic:ulerly evident in the case of Pharaoh and the ten plegues, even 

the most spectaatlar signs are only effective on a ruler who is willing to hear 

an 1.1Illa90?'!Dle messege. Therefore, I wruld conclude that there wes no 

completely relieble test fur whether or not a prophet wes a true prophet or 

11110. The prophet's contemporaries h8'i only the scant data that we he:re 

t.c:mf upon which to base their analysis of the veracity of a pertic:ular prophet's 

words. 
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