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Four themes in the Book of the Twelve (the Day of YHWH, fertility of the
land, the fate of God’s people, and theodicy) have surfaced in the dis-
cussion of editorial activity, literary development, and theological per-
spectives. These themes deserve exploration for the role they play as a
lens for reading the Book of the Twelve as a composite unity.
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of exploration for the role they play in providing a lens for reading the Book of the

Twelve as a composite unity.! These four themes (the Day of YHWH, fertility of the
land, the fate of God’s people, and the theodicy problem) show signs of editorial activity,
literary development, and/or diverse theological perspectives. These themes intersect with
one another in places, but they also each tell portions of a story on their own. As such, they
deserve to be heard.

THE DAY OF YHWH

The Day of YHWH functions as a recurring concept in the Book of the Twelve more
prominently than in any other prophetic corpus.2 However, two caveats require comment.
First, the Day of YHWH in the Book of the Twelve is not a single, final judgment as one
finds in later apocalyptic writings. Second, the Day of YHWH in the Book of the Twelve does
not fall neatly into a single, systematic view of this concept. Writings in the Twelve conceptu-
alize “the day” differently, and in fact, more than one event may be classified as the “day” in
the same writing. For example, both Joel and Obadiah envision a Day of YHWH’s intervention
first as the day of judgment against YHWH’s own people, and as a broader day of recom-

!See the Guest Editorial, “Reading the Book of the Twelve Theologically,” at the beginning of this issue.

2So, for example, Rolf Rendtorff, “How to Read the Book of the Twelve as a Theological Unity,” in Reading and
Hearing the Book of the Twelve (SBLSymS 15; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2000),75-87; James D.
Nogalski, “The Days of YHWH in the Book of the Twelve,” in Thematic Threads in the Book of the Twelve (ed. Paul
L. Redditt and Aaron Schart; BZAW 325; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003), 192-213.
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pense for the surrounding nations, particularly those who have taken advantage of Judah
during its time of punishment.

When dealing with the recurrence of the Day of YHWH in the Book of the Twelve, three
issues require evaluation: the target, the time frame, and the means. The Day of YHWH
describes a dramatic point of YHWH’s intervention in the affairs of this world. The target
of this intervention may be YHWH’s people or foreign nations. The time frame of the day
can refer to some point in the immediate future that is soon to be actualized; or, it can refer
to a point in the more distant future, For example, the target of the impending Day of
YHWH in Joel 2:1-11 is Judah and Jerusalem and the time frame is imminent, unless the
people’s repentance can persuade YHWH to change course. The means of judgment on this
day is an attacking army led by YHWH himself (2:11). By contrast, Joel 4 depicts the Day of
YHWH in more distant temporal terms (see 3:1; 4:1 [Eng 2:28; 3:1]) as a day of judgment
on the (surrounding) nations whom YHWH will judge as a means of restoring Judah and
Jerusalem. The change between these two days in Joel 2 and 4 presumes the promise of
restoration based upon the positive response to a call to repent (Joel 1; 2:12-17). In other
words, if the people repent, YHWH will restore the fertility of their land and remove the
foreigners from the land so that Jerusalem will once again serve as the center of YHWH’s
created world. While one can debate whether to read the people’s response as having
occurred or whether Joel leaves the response hanging, one thing is certain: the Day of YHWH
in Joel 4 has not materialized by the end of Joel.

By contrast, the effects of the Day of YHWH anticipated in the distant future in Joel 4
largely serve as a backdrop for imminent action in Zech 1. Zechariah 1:2-6 confronts the
people who have returned from exile with the need for repentance, and it narrates that
repentance (1:6). Thereafter, Zechariah’s first vision announces that YHWH has become “very
jealous for Jerusalem and for Zion” (1:14), phraseology that is quite similar to the pivotal
verse in Joel (2:18) that begins YHWH’s extended response to the repentance. This vision
focuses upon the impending wrath of YHWH toward the nations (1:15) and his compas-
sion toward Jerusalem and Judah (1:17): “My cities shall again overflow with prosperity; the
Lord will again comfort Zion and again choose Jerusalem.” This change of expectations from
the distant future to an imminent decision of God conveys a sense of expectation to the read-
er of the Twelve that a Day of YHWH’s intervention on behalf of Judah and Jerusalem is now
possible following the repentance of the people in 1:6, in spite of the fact that the phrase
“Day of YHWH” does not explicitly appear. Nevertheless, YHWH tells the messenger of
YHWH?’S intention to act on behalf of Judah and Jerusalem. In a sense, the reader of the
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Book of the Twelve receives an invitation to contemplate YHWH’s restoration of Jerusalem
as a warning to the nations.

The Day of YHWH’s intervention can also anticipate the destruction of Jerusalem in 587.
Such a meaning derives from the reader’s knowledge of the story of Judah and Israel. It comes
into the prophetic writings of the Book of the Twelve in Obad 11-14, which refers to the (dis-
tant) destruction of Jerusalem as the day of (its) distress and calamity. The same dynamic
appears in Hab 3:16, where the impending destruction by the Babylonians is also cited as
the day of calamity. Zephaniah 1:7-8, 14-16 make similar allusions to Jerusalem’s destruction
as the Day of YHWH, combining even more terms.

The Day of YHWH in the postexilic section of the Book of the Twelve takes another tack.
Like Joel 4, the Day of YHWH in Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi focuses upon the nations as
targets of YHWH’s intervention. Often, but not always, the reason for YHWH’s action reflects
punishment against the nations for their role in attacking Jerusalem and Judah. Zechariah 7-8
(dated two years after 1:1, 7), tells a delegation from Samaria to rejoice (7:1-3; 8:18-19)
because the time of punishment is over and restoration has begun (8:9-15). This reprieve is
short lived as nations prepare to attack Judah and Jerusalem, but this time YHWH
announces an intention to fight on the side of Jerusalem (9:9-13). Zechariah 12-14 contains
an array of oracles depicting scenes from a distant Day of YHWH when God will beat back
the surrounding nations who threaten Judah and Jerusalem (12:2-9), though Jerusalem itself
will also experience cleansing in this process (12:10-13:9). Nevertheless, this Day of YHWH
will demonstrate YHWH’s power over the nations and will vindicate YHWH’s selection of
Jerusalem as a place of holiness (Zech 14:1-21). In the meantime, Malachi makes clear that
the people have reverted to old patterns, and he confronts the people and the priests for the
insincerity of their worship and their unwillingness to remain loyal to YHWH. The Day of
YHWH once again becomes a day that threatens YHWH’s people, beginning in Mal 3. Yet
something is different in the Day of YHWH in Malachi. To be sure, it is a day of purifica-
tion and cleansing (3:2-3), but Malachi’s Day of YHWH presumes a distinction will be
made between the righteous and the wicked (3:19-21 [MT 4:1-3]). Given Malachi’s relative
openness to the nations (1:11, 14), this distinction marks a decided theological shift in that
the Day of YHWH will no longer decimate the entire nation, or indiscriminately target
merely foreign nations. Rather, the Day of YHWH focuses upon those who reject YHWH’s
call to return (3:7b), and those who do not use YHWH’s “book of remembrance” (3:16) to
learn how to distinguish once again between the righteous and the wicked (3:18).
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FERTILITY OF THE LAND

The fertility of the land becomes a recurring topic early in the Book of the Twelve,
where Hosea depicts the land’s produce as a gift from God that Israel has squandered on
the worship of other deities (Hos 2).? As a result, God threatens to withhold the produce
from the people as punishment (Hos 2; Joel 1; Amos 4:6-11). This punishment affecting
the land’s fertility takes two basic forms: natural calamity and the aftermath of war.

Several places depict YHWH sending, or threatening to send, natural calamities against
Israel and/or Judah. These calamities include drought, blight, mildew, and locusts. Joel 1:2-2:17
and Amos 4:6-12 provide the most extensive passages of this type for Judah and Israel respec-
tively. However, the impression left by these two passages, and their contexts, suggests very
different fates await these two political entities. In Joel, Judah receives the opportunity to
repent as a means of restoring fertility. While this opportunity is not explicitly actuated, the
promise remains in effect. By contrast, Israel is given a chance to repent at the end of Hosea,
but Amos, from the outset, assumes Israel’s chance has passed. This assumption is conveyed
explicitly in 4:6-11 as the result of a series of natural calamities that YHWH has used unsuc-
cessfully to try to change Israel. Despite YHWH’s attempts, the people have not returned.

This issue returns in the last three writings of the Book of the Twelve, as the issue of
restoration unfolds in stages. First, Haggai assumes the land is suffering because the temple has
not been restored, which means the punishment is still in effect at the beginning of Haggai
(1:6, 10-11) until work on the temple has begun (2:15-19). Not coincidentally, this report
that temple reconstruction has begun in Haggai comes shortly after the repentance described
at the beginning of Zechariah (note the date formulas in Hag 2:10, 20; Zech 1:1, 7).

Several texts also presume that the land will suffer as a result, or in the aftermath, of
military invasions (Joel 1:6-7; 2:1-11; Amos 9:14; Hab 3:16-17). With the disruption of
agricultural life and processes that result from war, a presumption of aggravated devasta-
tion is not surprising. This motif also plays a role in several texts where locusts and military
invasions coincide, where it is difficult to distinguish which is intended. For example, Joel
1-2 refers to a series of locust plagues (1:4; 2:25), but it also refers to the same events as the
result of an invading “nation” (1:6-7). Joel also portends the imminent arrival of judgment
as an army attacking on the Day of YHWH (2:1-11). The language of Joel, and the image of
an attacking nation/locust/swarm reappears at several points in the Twelve via catchwords
identifying different nations as locusts. In context, these “locust” allusions identify Assyria,
Babylon, and Persia as powerful forces who have invaded the land. In Nah 3:15-17, both

3 See also the contributions of Laurie J. Braaten, “God Sows: Hosea's Land Theme in the Book of the Twelve,” in
Thematic Threads in the Book of the Twelve, 104~132.
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Assyria and the enemy who will destroy it (Babylon) are compared to locusts. Habakkuk 1:9
portrays Babylon as a swarm or horde (of locusts) whose forward march cannot be stopped,
an image eerily similar to the description of YHWH’s army in Joel 2:4-10. Finally, Mal 3:10-11
promises restoration of rain and the removal of the “devourer” only after people bring the
tithe to the temple. The “devourer” has frequently been interpreted as locust imagery. While
the latter does not specifically mention Persia, the context makes this identification clear.
Other images in Mal 3:10~11 evoke the promises of Joel.

The restoration of fertility after punishment (Hos 2, 14; Joel 2:12-27; 4:19; Amos 9:13—14;
Haggai; Zechariah; Malachi) is a sign that the relationship with YHWH has been restored.
This restoration is not limited to a single redactional layer; nor can its recurrence be ignored.
Hosea 2 metaphorically depicts YHWH and the land as husband and an unfaithful wife, whose
infidelity involves giving her gifts to other lovers without acknowledging that YHWH was the
one who had given them to her. These gifts included grain, wine, and oil (2:8 [MT 2:10]),
which YHWH will withhold from her as punishment (2:9~13 [MT 2:11-15]) until such time
as she faithfully recognizes YHWH as her husband and YHWH restores fertility to the land
(2:21-23 [MT 2:23-25]). At the end of Hosea, restorative symbols of the olive tree, grain,
and the vine (14:6-7 [MT 14:7-8}) function as signs of what YHWH will do if the people
will only repent.

Joel 1-2 presents a similar dynamic wherein the current infertility of the land has
affected the produce, which includes grain, wine, and oil, but which YHWH may restore if
the people repent (2:12-17). Following YHWH’s judgment of the nations on the Day of
YHWH, restoration in Joel 3:9-21 (MT 4:9-21) includes (grain) harvest, full vats of wine
(3:13), and wine dripping from the mountains (3:18). The latter image reappears at the end
of Amos (9:13), along with the hope that people will replant and rebuild (9:14).

Habakkuk also portrays the infertility of the land (3:16-17) following the invasion of the
enemy as a necessary consequence of divine displeasure until YHWH chooses to destroy the
enemy (3:18, referring back to YHWH’s destruction of the enemy in 3:2-15). The message of
Haggai claims that the rebuilding of the temple begins a time of fertility (2:15-19), but two
years later (see the date in Zech 7:1), the message of Zech 8:9-12 portrays this agricultural
restoration as part of a process. The current situation is better than it was “before those
days” (8:10) when the temple foundation was rebuilt, because “now” (8:11) YHWH deals
with the remnant differently, but “there will be” (8:12) better times still when there is peace,
fruit on the vine, produce from the ground, and rain from the sky. The infertility of the
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land in Mal 3:8-11 presupposes that even though the temple has been rebuilt, the people are
once again trying to cheat YHWH by withholding their tithes and sacrifices. Only when they
change their behavior, will YHWH restore the blessings of the land for the nations to see.

THE FATE OF GOD’S PEOPLE

In the Book of the Twelve, one finds sin, repentance, and salvation treated by means of
prophetic accusations, calls to repentance, and eschatological promises of deliverance. The
calls to repentance are closely associated with motifs concerned with the fertility of the land,
and YHWH’s restoration of the land. The land’s infertility is portrayed as punishment for
unethical actions (especially against the poor) and rebellion against YHWH (especially in
worship abuses). Calls for repentance to Israel and Judah go unheeded in Hosea, Joel, and
Amos despite extended promises of YHWH’s beneficent acts. As a result, the threat of pun-
ishment becomes increasingly prominent through Zephaniah. By contrast, actuated repen-
tance takes hold in Haggai/Zechariah, though only for a time, during which YHWH moves
to restore the land’s fertility and reputation. Set after the rebuilding of the temple, Malachi
returns to the situation with which the Book of the Twelve began. The infidelity of people
and priests again affects what they are willing to bring as offerings to YHWH. The situation
has largely returned to the paradigm of the people and priests described in Hosea. Still,
YHWH remains ready to restore the fertility of the land in Malachi, if the people choose to
bring the tithe into the storehouse as a test of YHWH’s fidelity (3:8—12, a passage that once
again echoes the images of Joel 1-2). As a result, YHWH promises to “open the windows of
heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing” (Mal 3:10; see Joel 2:14,
23-24), and to remove “the devourer” (Mal 3:11; see Joel 1:4; 2:25). The Book of the Twelve
concludes with admonitions for the YHWH-fearers (3:16-18), with anticipation of a Day of
YHWH when the wicked will be punished (3:19-21 [Eng 4:1-3]}), and with an exhortation to
live in accordance with YHWH’s torah and nebi’im (“prophets”; 3:22-23 [Eng 4:4-5]).

The fate of God’s people thus involves several thematic elements interwoven through
the corpus, elements that often play heavily upon one’s knowledge of the story of Israel and
Judah. These elements include distinctions between the northern and southern kingdoms
(especially in Hosea, Amos, Micah, and Zephaniah), the relative sparsity of references to
human kings in any of the prophetic material, God’s use of other nations to punish Israel
and Judah, God’s compassion toward the nations, and God’s restoration of the centrality of
Zion.
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From near the beginning, the Book of the Twelve distinguishes between the northern and
southern kingdoms, in a manner reminiscent of the attitude found in 1 Kgs 12-2 Kgs 17. The
similarity is not created by linguistic formulations so much as by conceptual similarities.
Hosea and Amos focus on the fate of the northern kingdom, but one periodically finds notes
embedded in the text, either organic to the context or from a redactor, that incorporate
Judah (Hos 1:7, 11; 4:15; 5:13-14; 6:4,11; 8:14; 10:11; 11:12; 12:2), or add warnings for
Judah (Amos 2:4-5; 5:5 [Beer-sheba]). Even promises given to Israel in Hosea and Amos
have an edge to them because the promises indicate a Judean preference (Hos 1:11; 3:5;
Amos 9:11-15). By the time one gets to Micah, the reader is reminded that the northern
kingdom has been destroyed (Mic 1:2-7) and that Judah had better pay attention if it hopes
to avoid the same fate (3:12 which alludes to 1:5-7). Zephaniah functions for Judah much
like Amos did for Israel. The time of decision has largely passed, and Judah’s destruction
becomes unavoidable.

In the Book of the Twelve, kings play a decidedly smaller role in the action of the writings
than in other prophetic corpora except, perhaps, Ezekiel. Despite their role in the chrono-
logical pattern of the superscriptions, kings rarely appear as characters in the oracles them-
selves.* This contrasts markedly with Jeremiah and Isaiah, both of which contain several
narratives portraying the prophet engaging the king directly. In the Book of the Twelve,
only the brief account in Amos 7:10-17 comes close to this kind of engagement, but even
there the king is absent, and the prophet only deals with the king’s representative, Amaziah
the chief priest at Bethel. Hosea contains a few oracles directed against the king or the
king’s family (5:1; 7:3; 10:7), and several which reject kingship for the northern kingdom as
punishment (3:4; 7:7; 8:4; 8:10; 11:5; 13:10-11). Micah has only one clear reference to the
king of Judah (4:9), but this reference concerns the exile of that king in an oracle directed
to Lady Zion who will be exiled to Babylon (see 4:10). Zephaniah makes an interesting
transition in that the coming Day of YHWH will affect “the officials and the king’s sons”
(1:8). Later, in the eschatological, salvific additions to the book (3:14-20), YHWH enters
Jerusalem as king (3:15). This change from a human king to YHWH as king largely replaces
language about kingship in the remainder of the Twelve (Zech 9:9; 14:9, 10, 16, 17; Mal
1:14). Thus, the Book of the Twelve exhibits a dynamic similar to that found in the Psalms,
where royal connotations in books four and five (Pss 90-106, 107150, respectively) are
associated with YHWH, not with human kings.

The movement from Micah to Nahum to Habakkuk to Zephaniah anticipates God’s use
of Assyria to punish Judah (Micah), followed by the destruction of Assyria (Nah 2-3) by the

¢ See Paul L. Redditt, “The King in the Book of the Twelve,” Tradition in Transition (ed. Mark J. Boda and
Michael H. Floyd; LHB/OTS; London: T & T Clark International, forthcoming).
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Babylonians, who then will be used by YHWH to punish Judah and the surrounding nations
(Hab 1-2; Zeph 1:1-3:8), before YHWH intervenes against Babylon (Hab 3:1-15). Words of
prophetic hope in these sections (Hab 3:16-20; Zeph 3:11-20) presume that the hope they
offer is directed only to the remnant that survives the coming judgment. This section of the
Book of the Twelve, it must be borne in mind, is neither the beginning nor the end of the
story.

In addition, this punishment by other nations appears in the recurring taunts and
promises of restitution. God’s people will be taunted by other nations seeking to take
advantage of Judah’s status (Mic 6:16). These nations will come to see that God will once
again come to the aid of God’s people (Joel 2:17, 19, 25; 4:1-21 [Eng 3:1-21]; Obad 10-14,
15-21; Zeph 2:8; 3:18; Zech 1:9-17; 12-14). This motif occasionally intersects with the Day
of YHWH. Related to this promise that the nations who have taunted and taken advantage
of Judah will be punished are periodic promises of the return of the possessions/captives
(Hos 6:11; Joel 4:1 [Eng 3:1]; Amos 9:14; Zeph 2:7; 3:20). With the exception of Joel, these
other passages are often treated as editorial additions to the books in which they appear, but
they provide sustaining elements of hope to the corpus as a whole.

THE THEODICY PROBLEM

The theodicy problem, especially as framed by Exod 34:6-7, raises questions about jus-
tice and retribution, and about grace and recompense on God’s part.® In addition, the role
of human responsibility reverberates with concepts of righteousness and justice. Exodus
34:6-7 forms the literary backdrop for several texts that explore issues surrounding judg-
ment of the nation and God’s justice. Four texts in the Book of the Twelve take up portions
of Exod 34:6-7 explicitly: Joel 2:13; Nah 1:3; Jonah 4:2; and Mic 7:18-20. Joel 2:13 forms
part of the culmination of an extended call to repentance in 2:12-17. It represents the theo-
logical rationale for why Joel 1-2 extends the call to repent, namely, by interpreting
YHWH’s response against a tendency to show grace and mercy towards those who petition
YHWH to do so. In so doing, Joel 2:13 focuses only upon YHWH’s positive attributes dis-
cussed in Exod 34:6-7a. Joel 4:21 (Eng 3:21), the concluding verse of the book, comments
upon the judgment against the nations on the Day of YHWH described in Joel 4:9-20 (Eng
3:9-20) by evoking the theme of Exod 34:7b. Joel 4:21 changes the recipient by reflecting
upon the Day of YHWH as a day of punishment for the nations after Judah has been pun-
ished. Together, Joel 2:13 and 4:21 combine both parts of Exod 34:6-7, highlighting YHWH’s
patience and wrath.

® The first to make this connection was Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “Scribal Wisdom and Theodicy in the Book
of the Twelve,” in In Search of Wisdom: Essays in Memory of John G. Gammie (ed. Leo G. Perdue, Bernard Scott, and
William Wiseman; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993), 31-49. See also James L. Crenshaw, “Theodicy in the
Book of the Twelve,” in Thematic Threads in the Book of the Twelve, 175-191.
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Nahum 1:3 alludes to Exod 34:6-7 for other reasons. Nahum 1:3 mentions YHWH’s
patience (YHWH is slow to anger, Exod 34:6), emphasizes YHWH’s power (not present in
Exod 34:6-7), and then describes YHWH’s recompense (using Exod 34:7b). These selec-
tions are not accidental, but fit the message of Nahum where Assyria, the political power
that destroyed Israel at YHWH’s behest, now has the tables turned. Nahum assumes Assyria
has overstepped its mandate from YHWH by oppressing Judah and Jerusalem (Amos 6:14;
see also Isa 9-10). Nahum’s prophetic message is that YHWH’s patience has now run out,
and that Assyria will be held to account. These are precisely the two points highlighted by
Nah 1:3 in the selective citation of Exod 34:6-7.

Jonah 4:2 (like Joel 2:13) draws upon YHWH’s positive attributes described in Exod
34:6-7, but for yet another theological purpose. Jonah 4:2 uses Exod 34:6-7 to satirize the
theological position that YHWH only exercises these positive attributes in relationship to
Israel. The comic portrayal of Jonah, who would rather die from heat stroke than see
Assyrians benefit from God’s grace, mercy, and lovingkindness, upholds the appropriateness
of YHWH’s compassion “ even for the nations” by satirizing the character of Jonah, thereby
undercutting one reading of the theology of much of the Book of the Twelve.

Micah 7:18-20 draws upon Exod 34:6—7 more obliquely. YHWH

pardons iniquity, passes over transgression, . . . and does not retain his anger forever, because he
delights in showing clemency (hesed). He will again have compassion upon us. He will tread our
iniquities under foot. You will cast our sins into the depths of the sea. You will show faithfulness
to Jacob and unswerving loyalty (hesed) to Abraham as you have shown to our ancestors from the
days of old.

The words, phrases, and combinations suggest that Mic 7:18-20 draws upon Exod
34:6-7. In addition, Mic 7:19 alludes to Jonah 2:4 (Eng 2:3).

The framework created by these Exodus allusions highlights theodicy, but other texts in
the Twelve also raise these issues without direct citation of Exod 34:6-7. Habakkuk 1:2—4
opens the book with a cry to YHWH typical of personal complaints, “How long, O Lord,
shall I cry for help . . . 2” The subject matter of the passage is often classified as wisdom
related. The prophet complains about the injustice and violence (1:2-3) perpetrated by
Judeans against other Judeans. This petition leads to a surprising response from YHWH in
1:5-11 wherein YHWH promises to send the Babylonians to punish the country so that the
current violence will seem mild by comparison (1:9). By itself, this response appears out of
proportion, especially because the genre of 1:2—4 makes one think of personal attacks, but
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the response from YHWH is corporate and national. Thus, the complaint and response are
typically interpreted as representing the state of the nation as a whole. Two issues from the
Book of the Twelve reinforce this interpretation. First, the location of Habakkuk between
Nahum and Zephaniah means that the movement of these three books deals in broad strokes
with the end of the Assyrian empire, YHWH’s sending of Babylon as a military force, and the
destruction of Judah, respectively. Second, the pronouncement that YHWH is about to send
the Babylonians as punishment parallels a similar pronouncement by YHWH (Amos 6:14)
against the northern kingdom. While the Amos text does not mention Assyria by name, the
identity of the nation whom YHWH promises to raise can hardly be interpreted as any
nation other than Assyria.

The book of Malachi is structured around several disputations that culminate in a state-
ment of purpose (3:16-18). In between, the disputations portray a postexilic situation where
the people behave in a manner quite similar to the way that Hosea began. Neither the peo-
ple nor the priests have learned how to worship YHWH properly. Malachi 3:16—18 changes
YHWH’s response to the nation’s recalcitrance.

The concluding sections of Malachi move from judgment against the entire nation to a
presumption that YHWH will punish the wicked while “those who fear YHWH’s name”
will fight on YHWH’s behalf (Mal 3:19-21 [Eng 4:1-3]). With Mal 3:16-18, the disputation
genre ceases. In its place, the reader finds a report:

Then those who revered the Lord spoke with one another. The Lord took note and listened, and
a book of remembrance was written before him for those who revered the Lord and thought on
his name. So that they shall be mine says the Lord of hosts, my special possession on the day
when I act, and I will spare them as parents spare their children who serve them. So that you shall
again distinguish between the righteous and the wicked, between one who serves God and one who
does not serve him. (Mal 3:16-18)

Two issues are important for bringing some resolution to the motif: the nature of the
“book of remembrance” and the purposive syntactical relationship of these three verses. Most
English translations misrepresent the actions of these verses because they presume that the
“book of remembrance” is essentially identical to the “book of life,” meaning that it contains
the names of those whom YHWH will remember at the time of judgment. However, the
closest parallel appears in Esth 6:1, where the “book of remembrances” was read to the king
when he could not sleep. The content of this book contained records of past events that the
king wanted to recall later. It was not a list of names. Moreover, the book of remembrance
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in Mal 3:16 was written before YHWH (lepanayw) for those revering him (leyir’e yhwh). In
other words, the book was not for YHWH but for the YHWH fearers. Again, most English
translations miss the purpose of the book because they assume it functions like the book of
life recording the names of the pious until the time of the final judgment. In actuality, 3:18
states the purpose of the book: it was written for those fearing YHWH. It allows the YHWH
fearers to distinguish between the righteous and the wicked. In other words, this book has
an instructional purpose for the faithful. In this instance, this book is not recorded for the
king (YHWH) to read later but for the subjects (the YHWH fearers), and it does not
“remember” their deeds, but records the word of YHWH about which they are to contem-
plate in order to distinguish between righteousness and wickedness and to encourage them
to continue to serve YHWH. It is no great stretch to conceptualize the Book of the Twelve
as a book of remembrance, remembrance of YHWH’s patience (hesed) and grace, as well as
YHWH’s commitment to punish the guilty.

IMPLICATIONS FOR READERS OF THE BOOK OF THE TWELVE

Reading the Book of the Twelve provides a context to hear an ongoing dialogue, a dia-
logue between God and God’s people mediated through twelve prophetic voices. This dia-
logue highlights God’s righteousness, God’s compassion, and God’s expectations of justice.
It challenges people to return to YHWH, who is the source of all that is good, and to recog-
nize the gifts that YHWH has bestowed in the form of the land’s fertility. It presents God as
king of the world, whose power to manipulate nations (both friend and foe) for divine pur-
pose is beyond dispute. It reminds God’s people that God’s beneficence has a contingent
quality that demands they demonstrate their recognition of YHWH as king, benefactor,
protector, and judge.

Reflection upon this message provides information to “those who fear YHWH,” since
this book of remembrance teaches YHWH’s people how to “distinguish between the right-
eous and the wicked” (Mal 3:18). In modern parlance, perhaps, the Book of the Twelve
offers an antidote to the old adage that whoever who does not learn the lessons of history is
condemned to repeat them.

Righteousness and justice—how one relates to God and human beings—are the hall-
marks by which humanity in general, and God’s people in particular, shall be evaluated.
The prophets challenge God’s people in times of crises in order to elicit a change in behav-
ior. When people worship gods who do not control the world, consequences ensue. When
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people treat the poor as commodities, consequences ensue. These two foci remind readers
of the Twelve of their own responsibility to behave as those who fear YHWH, who learn to
distinguish between the righteous and the wicked, and who live accordingly.

Repentance, not pride, in the face of calamity and threat offers the only hope that
YHWH will intervene to thwart, stall, stop, or repair a damaged people. Hosea, Joel, Amos,
Jonah, Zechariah, and Malachi all underscore the need to repent before YHWH, to change
behavior, and to change attitudes toward God and humanity. The Book of the Twelve pre-
sumes that calamity comes from YHWH as punishment for rebellion against YHWH, or
mistreatment of other human beings. The crimes for which God’s people must repent
include the use of idolatrous elements in worship (Hosea, Micah, Zephaniah, and Malachi),
not paying attention to worship/temple issues (Haggai), and issues surrounding social
ethics (Hosea, Amos, and Habakkuk).

Restoration begins when proper attention is paid to YHWH. From the resignation of
Habakkuk (3:16-19), which sees hope, but only after devastation, to the responsibility and
accountability underscored by Amos and Zephaniah, the writings in the Book of the Twelve
pronounce judgment, but also end in hope for life beyond punishment, hope that life can
improve. Repentance leads to rebuilding in Haggai/Zech 1-8, then to reconstituting rela-
tionships and realities in Zech 9-14. Refertilization of the land plays a major role, as well, in
Hosea (2; 14), Joel, Amos, Habakkuk, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.

Remembering is the theme at the beginning and end of Malachi. Remembering God’s
promise to punish Edom (Mal 1:2-5), reflecting upon what God has done in this book of
remembrance (3:16-18), and recalling an even bigger story involving Moses and Elijah
(4:4-5 [Eng 3:22-23]) offers hope for those who fear YHWH. This hope, in Malachi, is not
a naive optimism, but a reminder that God has not abandoned God’s people, even though
the people have returned to acting much like the people in Hosea. Thus, judgment and
hope remain in tension at the end of the Book of the Twelve, a tension that is never
resolved, because it deals with the human condition and the relationship of humans to the
deity. Those who fear YHWH, who remember what YHWH has done, and who turn to
YHWH for help and strength, will find instruction and hope in the midst of life, while
those determined to go their own way should know that this God of compassion does not
not leave the guilty unpunished. The great and terrible Day of YHWH functions as both
warning and comfort, depending upon what one has learned from this story (Mal 4:5 [Eng
3:23]).
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