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Why Prophetic Oracles against the Nations?

PAUL R. RAABE

Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri

1. Introduction

In the corpus of the Hebrew Bible’s Latter Prophets one frequently encounters
oracles or prophecies against non-Israelite nations. Such an oracle consists
typically of an announcement of future doom on a specific foreign nation, city,
or ruler. The prophets proclaim in these texts that Yahweh, the God of Israel,

will enact judgment and will (normally) use an army, such as Assyria or Baby-

lonia, as the instrument. 4

What is somewhat surprising is the amount of space this type of ma-
terial occupies. Although oracles against nations (abbreviated OAN) are scat-
tered throughout the corpus of the Latter Prophets,! most of them have been
gathered into collections: Isaiah 13—23; Jeremiah 46-51 (LXX 25-31); Ezekiel
25-32; Amos 1-2; Zeph 2:4-15; and Zech 9:1-8. One should also include
Obadiah and Nahum, the former against Edom and the latter against
Nineveh. These collections, including Obadiah and Nahum, comprise in
terms of word counts 13.6% of the corpus of the Latter Prophets- (sec table
1). This, however, represents a conservative figure. If one would include all
the texts that announce doom against foreign nations, such as Isaiah 34,
Ezekiel 38-39, Joel 4 (ET 3), and others, then the percentage would probably
increase to 15-20%.

That so much of the prophetic corpus is devoted to this type of material
raises a basic question: Why oracles against foreign nations? What purpose or
purposes do they serve? Since Gressmann’s study (1929) the usual view has
assumed that they function as proclamations of salvation for Israel. Moreover,

- 1. For a complete listing, see Stuart 1987:405-6.
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_hatred for the heathen kingdoms” (443).

Table 1: Word Counts (based on Andersen and Forbes 1983)

Book OAN % of

Book Length OAN . Length OAN
Isaiah 16,930 Isaiah 13-23 2,397 14.2
Jeremiah 21,868 Jeremiah 46-51 3,257 14.9
Ezekiel 18,731 Ezekiel 25-32 2,805 15
Amos 2,047 Amos 1:3-2:3 214 10.5
Obadiah 291 Obadiah -o291 100
Nahum- 559 Nahum 559° 100
Zephaniah 767 Zeph 2:4-15 179 . 23.3
Zechariah 3,128 Zech 9:1-8 . 92 . 2.9
The Twelve 14,365 1,335 9.3
Total for Latter . :

Prophets 71,894 . 9,794 13.6

some scholars simply dismiss them as regrettable examples of Israelite xeno-
phobic nationalism. For example, Pfeiffer (1941:443) claims that “they reflect
on the whole not the moral indignation of the great pre-exilic prophets, but
rather the nationalism of the ‘false prophets’” He also calls them “outbursts of

Much research has been conducted regarding the authenticity of the in-
dividual oracles and the origin of this type of literature,2 but the question of
purpose needs to be examined in a more intentional and systematic way. The
present essay does not claim to present the final and definitive statement on
the matter but has the more limited goal of clarifying the question and of
suggesting some possible answers. I will limit the corpus for discussion to the
collections of OAN. My basic thesis argues that the oracles against foreign
nations in their present literary shape and context serve a variety of purposes,
some of which concern Israel and others the nations themselves. I am happy
to dedicate this essay to my Doktorvater, David Noel Freedman, whose friend-
ship, counsel, and scholarship always provide inspiration. :

2. Most scholars believe that at least some of the OAN derive from the prophet to
whom they are ascribed, and the case is increasingly being made that more rather than less
of the OAN are authentic. Andersen and Freedman (1989) and Paul (1991) argue that all of
Amos 1-2 is genuine. Erlandsson (1970) argues for the authenticity of practically all of Isaiah
13-23, including the “Burden of Babylon” in Isa 13:2-14:23; for an opposing view, see Gosse
1988. Holladay (1989) concludes that the OAN in the book of Jeremiah. are by and large
authentic to Jeremiah, and Boadt (1986) and Greenberg (1983) maintain Emmmanﬁbnummm of

" Ezekiel’'s OAN. For a recent survey of views regarding the origin of the OAN tradition, see

Paul 1991:7-11. In general, they revolve around the Egyptian execration texts, Near Eastern
treaty curses, and early war oracles. ,




II. Preliminary Ilustration of Hw.m&m :

One can see that prophetic oracles against the nations may serve a variety of
purposes by reading through Isaiah 13-23. According to the present shape of
these chapters, the following purposes émerge: .

13:9 to destroy sinners from the earth;
13:11 to put an end to human arrogance;
- 14:1-2 ' to cause nations to return Israelite exiles and to enable
 restored Israel to rule over their OpPpressors;
14:3 to give Israel rest from cruel bondage;
14:4-8 to_give rest and peace to all the nations (and even nature)
that suffer under the oppression of the king of Babylon;
14:11-17 to humble the self-deifying proud ruler; .
14:20-23 to permanently eliminate the wicked;
14:25 - to remove the Assyrian yoke from Israel (cf. 10:27);
14:32 to warn mm&bmﬁ. anti-Assyrian alliances and to encourage
- reliance on Yahweh in Zion; .
16:1-5 to lead Moabite refugees to seek refuge in Zion under the
. righteous rule of a Davidide;
16:6-14 ‘to debase proud Moab;
17:7-8 to cause people to look to Yahweh instead of their shrines
and Asherim; .
17:14 to eliminate those who plunder Israel; ,
18:7 * to provoke Cush into bringing gifts to Yahweh in Zion;
19:16-17 to cause Egypt to fear Yahweh and Judah; h
19:18 . to lead Egypt to swear allegiance to Yahweh; S
19:19-22 to evoke from Egypt faith in and worship of Yahweh;,
19:23-25 to result in the elevation of Egypt and Assyria to the status
of Yahweh’s people alongside Israel;3 - oo
20:1-6 to reveal to the cities of Philistia (and implicitly Israel?) the
futility of an anti-Assyrian alliance with Egypt and Cush;
21:11-12 ' to reveal the prophet as the “watchman,” the only one who
: . can foresee the future concerning the nations;*
21:16 to bring to an end all the glory of Kedar; ,
23:17-18 to cause restored Tyre to dedicate its wealth to Yahweh

as provisions for Zion.

3. The envisaged reconciliation and status of Egypt and Assyria present a stark contrast
to the historical pattern of warring between the two with Israel as a pawn.

4. The massa’ concerning Dumah is extremely enigmatic, but at least one inference
seems clear. If “Dumah” — either a wordplay on “Edom” or Dtimet ej-Jendal in northern

Arabia — wishes to know the future, only the prophet of Yahweh can reveal it.
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The individual oracles recorded in Isaiah 13—23 stem from different
occasions and reflect a complex history, but in their present EQmQ context
they reveal one overarching goal: the impending disastérs intend to humble
the proud and destroy the wicked so that Yahweh alone will be exalted and
honored (cf. Isa 2:9-22; 25:2-3). The texts anticipate that after the impending
disasters both Israel and the nations will know Yahweh and honor Zion as
his dwelling place. The texts certainly indicate that Israel will benefit from
all of this. Thus some of the OAN function as proclamations of salvation for
Israel (14:1-3, 25; 17:14). But the OAN can also envisage benefits for the
nations themselves. The fall of the king of Babylon means rest for the
oppressed peoples of the earth (14:4-8); the fugitives of Moab can find refuge
in Zion (16:1-5); Egypt and Assyria will gain the status of Israel as Yahwel’s
people (19:23-25), , o

The prophetic logic presupposes that at the time of the prophetic oracles
the nations proudly carry on with business as usual, remaining indifferent to
the Holy One of Israel. They have their own plans and goals (19:3, 11-15), their
own schemes of alliances (14:32; 18:1-2; 20:1-6), their own gods and religion
(16:12; 17:8; 19:1, 3; cf. 21:9). Therefore judgment and disaster arenecessary in
the near future, after which the world’s scene will be altered. Then people (dm)
will look to the Holy One of Israel (17:7-8); Egypt will know and worship
Yahweh (19:18-22) together with Assyria (19:23); and nations' will honor
Yahweh by bringing gifts to Zion (18:7; 23:17-18).5 The logic of these texts
considers the impending woe to be preparatory for the subsequent weal that
both Israel and the nations will experience.

The oracles of Isaiah 13-23 reveal other purposes as well. Some texts
function as admonitions against anti-Assyrian alliances (14:32; 20:1-6). The
enigmatic oracle of 21:11-12 serves to legitimate the prophet as the only reliable
seer of the future. The inclusion of the oracle against Jerusalem (chap. 22; cf.
17:10-11) within the series of OAN has the effect of accusing Jerusalem of
behaving no differently than the goyim. ,

A reading of Isaiah 13-23 reveals that the OAN can serve a variety of
purposes for both Israel and the nations. The same holds for the OAN found

i

5. A similar type of logic appears in Isaiah 2: only after the nations’ complacent pride
is eliminated (2:10-22) will the nations desire to go to Zion (2:2-4). ,

6. The perspective regarding the future relationship between Israel and the nations
varies. According to Isa 14:1-2 resident aliens (hgr) will unite with Israel and Israel will possess
(htnhl) other peoples-as servants in “Yahweh’s land.” but according to Isa 19:24-25 Egypt and
Assyria will receive the same status as Israel. Yet even in the latter text divine blessing is
mediated to Egypt and Assyria through Israel as “a (source of) blessing in the midst of the
earth,” a statement that recalls the patriarchal promise of Gen 12:2-3 (see Mitchell 1987:30,
55). The OAN of Isaiah 13-23 never divorce the future of the nations from the future of
Israel but remain in continuity with the Zion-centered theology found elsewhere in Isaiah;
cf. Martin-Achard 1962; Webb 1990.
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elsewhere. But before discussing the issue further, I should first clarify the nature
of the question.

I11. Clarifying the Question

The basic question of “why oracles against the nations?” needs to be broken
down into two distinct questions: (1) What is the ultimate goal or purpose that
the future act of divine judgment is expected to achieve? (2) What is the the-
torical purpose that the speech serves? In other words, one needs to distinguish
between the purpose of the announced event and the purpose of the announc-
ing oracle. The former seeks to ascertain the outcome expected to ensue from
the impending disasters, whereas the latter investigates the persuasive function
of the utterance itself. A . .

To address these questions one needs to keep in mind three methodolog-
ical considerations. First, in the light of the complex nature of the material one
should be open to the possibility that a given oracle might serve several con-
current purposes rather than only one. . ,

Second, one should take seriously the present shape of the oracles and
their present literary context. Previous research has focused on investigating
their historical circumstances, identifying the origin of the OAN tradition, and
differentiating between the various editorial layers of a given text. But what is
needed is more research that concentrates on the final edited shape of the texts
in an effort to understand the inner logic and argument of the whole.

Third, one should let the rest of the book inform the interpretation of a
specific oracle. For example, one should understand the expected restoration of
Egypt (Jer 46:26), Moab (48:47), Ammon (49:6), and Elam (49:39) in concert with
the more generalized statement of 12:14-17. With these considerations in mind I
now look at the purposes that the texts attribute to the future judgment-event.

7. Whether the future course of events actually occurred as envisaged is a different
question, one to be answered on historical and theological grounds. But the interest here
desires to describe the shape of the future as projected by the prophetic texts. Some scholars
consider the OAN along the lines of Egyptian execration texts.as quasi-magical curses in-
tended to effect the downfall of Israel’s enemies (Bentzen 1950; Fohrer 1966; Clements
1980:130). Thiselton’s observations on the supposed inherent power of curses apply here
(1974). In my opinion one should rather treat the OAN in the same way that one treats the
oracles agdinst Israel: as rhetorical speech designed to persuade. The OAN are not so different
from oracles against Israel in terms of genre; one finds similarities in style, vocabulary, and
motifs (Reimer 1992). This correspondence is further supported by the placement of oracles
against Jerusalem in series of OAN (Isaiah 22; Zeph 3:1-8) and of oracles against Judah and
Israel in Amos’s OAN (Amos 2:4-16). i ’ .
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IV. The wﬁwo%m of the Impending Ummmmﬁﬂ.,w

The following section surveys and illustrates with representative texts the sorts

of goals the announced judgment expects to achieve. These goals concern both
Israel and the nations. :

1. Concerning Israel

a. The divine judgments coming on the dominant world power or on a nation
m.pmﬁ oppresses Israel have the aim of delivering Israel from the oppressor and
giving Israel victory over the enemies. Only if the strong captor experiences
defeat will the exiles return and Israel be restored. This theme occupies a
prominent place in Nahum and Jeremiah 50-51; one-also finds it in Isa 14:1-4,

+25; 17:14; and Obad 18, 21.

. b. The lands surrounding Israel will be abandoned, thus permitting the
remnant of Israel to repossess the traditional territories of the promised land
(Zeph 2:7, 9; Jer 49:1-2). . .

c. The nations hostile to Israel will undergo divine judgment so that the
Israelites, following their future restoration, can have peace and security in their
land (Ezek 28:24-26; 25:1-17; Jer 46:27; Zech 9:8). S

d. The fall of Israel’s allies will reveal to Israel the futility of trusting in

~ anyone other than Yahweh (Ezek 29:16, 6-7; Isaiah 20; cf. Isa 10:20; Jer 22:20-22).

Instead of emulating the nations’ idolatry, wisdom, and self-sufficiency, Israel
then will know Yahweh (Ezek 28:26; 29:16; cf. 39:21-22;8 Zeph 3:6-7).

2. Concerning the Nations

a. The coming judgment will bring to an end the hubris of the nations. This
theme reechoes throughout the corpus of OAN (Isa 13:11; 14:9-20; 23:9; Jer 48;
50:31-32; Ezek 28; 29:13-15; 31; Obad 3-4; Zeph 2:15; Zech 9:6).:

b. The coming divine judgment seeks to reveal the impotence of the
.wmnogv gods and to eliminate the worship of these gods (Isa Hmnsw 19:1, 3;
21:9; Jer 46:25; 48:7, 13, 35; 49:3; 50:2, 38; 51:17-18, 44, 47, 52; Ezek 30:13; Nah
1:14; Zeph 2:11; cf. Jer 10:11-16; 16:19-21). o

c. The previous two goals serve an ultimate theological goal. By enacting
judgment Yahweh will reveal himself to the nations as the only God worthy of
worship. Instead of relying on their own gods, wisdom, wealth, military power, and

8. An important function of the OAN in Ezekiel 25-32 was to counteract the attraction
that the ways of the nations held for Israel (Boadt 1980; 1986). On the significance of the
recognition formula “they will know that I am Yahweh,” see Zimmerli 1979:37-40.
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.Huo:mn& alliances, the nations will know Yahweh’s power and authority. This
‘theological goal plays a predominant role in the OAN (Isa 17:7-8; 19:16-25; Jer

51:15-19; Ezek 25:5, 7, 17; 28:22; 29:6; 30:8, 19, 26; 32:15;10 Zeph 2:1 151t Zech 9:7).

d. After experiencing divine judgment the nations or their remnant will’
go to Zion in order to seek refuge (Isa 16:1-5) or in order to honor Yahweh
with gifts (Isa 23:17-18; cf. Hag 2:6-9).12

The aforementioned goals focus on the nations who will experience for
themselves the announced disasters. But the texts also reveal goals intended for
the nations who will witness the downfall of other nations. The following
illustrates the point.

e. The downfall of a powerful nation will reveal to other nations the futility
of trusting or emulating that nation. When the Philistines witness the exile of

‘Bgypt and Cush, they will realize the-impotence of their allies as a means of

deliverance from Assyria (Isaiah 20). Ezekiel emphasizes that the destruction
and disgrace coming upon Tyre and Egypt will be public events, designed to
terrify their admirers (26:15-18; 27:28-36; 28:17-19; 30:9; 32:9-10; cf. Zech 9:5).
According to Jer 51:44 the nations will no longer stream to Bel when Babylon
falls. In modern parlance, Yahweh eliminates the competition.

f The defeat of the oppressive power will bring relief and joy to the whole
world (Isa 14:4-8; Jer 50:34; 51:48; Ezek 29:15; Nah 3:19).

g. According to Isaiah 18, after Yahweh defeats Assyria, Cush will abandon
its plans of alliances and instead bring gifts to Yahweh in Zion (cf. Isa 45:14; Ps
68:32 [ET 31]; 2 Chr 32:23).

9. Jeremial's OAN anticipate a future postjudgment restoration of Egypt (46:26),

Moab (48:47), Ammon (49:6), and Elam (49:39). One should interpret these texts in the light
of the more generalized statement concerning the restoration of nations in 12:14-17, which
hopes that the nations after being punished and restored will swear allegiance to Yahweh
instead of Baal (cf. 16:19-21).
. 10. On the use of the recognition formula, which appears frequently in Ezekiel’s OAN,
see n. 8. Joyce (1989:89-95) argues that the recognition formula with respect to the nations
does not mean that the nations will acknowledge the God of Israel but functions only as a
thetorical device. That the same formula applies also to Israel, however, suggests that it holds
a similar significance for both Israel and the nations. The judgment against Sidon (Ezek
28:22) associates the recognition formula with the manifestation to the nations of Yahweh’s
glory and holiness, i.e., his incomparable power and sovereign authority. The same purpose
can be attributed to the judgments against the other nations in Ezekiel (cf. 38:23; 39:21).

11. Ben Zvi (1991:312-13) attributes to Zeph 2:11 an important function in
Zephaniah’s OAN section: “YHWH’s purpose is not to destroy nation after nation — as the
series of announcements of judgment may suggest — but to bring them to bow to YHWH.”
See also Zeph 3:8-9. ’

12. Frequently associated with the Zion tradition is the hope that the nations will go
to Zion (1 Kgs 8:41-43; Pss 76:12 [ET 11]; 87; Isa 2:2-4; 25:6-8; 45:14; 56:3-8; 60; Jer 3:17;
16:19; Mic 4:1-3; 7:12; Zeph 3:10; Zech 8:20-23; 14:16-19; cf. Wildberger 1957; Martin-
Achard 1962). But according to the prophetic logic this hope cannot be realized until after
the nations’ pride and idolatry have been removed.
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3. Preliminary Conclusions

According to the texts that comprise the OAN collections, Yahweh, the God of !
Israel, holds universal claims and exercises universal imperium (Wright 1965). |
Therefore, Yahweh not only condemns his faithless people Israel but also ex-
ecutes wrath against all who ‘display opposition or indifference to the divine |
will (cf. Nah 1:2-8).

The disasters to come in the near future, however, do not represent an
end in and of themselves but serve a further purpose, that of leading into an
ideal future beyond the era-of punishment.!? Thus the impending woe serves |
the subsequent weal. Furthermore, this ideal future, which centers in the knowl-
edge of Yahweh, includes not only Israel but also the nations. |

Yet, the texts do not foresee the same future for every nation. The prophets |
view the nations from different perspectives and address an array of concerns
in the OAN, sometimes even within the same collection. For example, Jeremiah
50-51 view Babylon as incorrigibly oppressive and therefore destined for total |
annihilation, the only fate appropriate for such an oppressor. This precludes a
second generation of Babylonian oppressors (50:26, 39-40; 51:39, 57, 64). But
Jetemiah 46, 48, and 49 conceive of other nations as remediable and therefore
expect their restoration after the punishment. , |

Or consider the little book of Obadiah. With two different portrayals of
the future Obadiah addresses the fear that a second generation of Edomites
might arise and attack Israel in much the same way that the previous generation
did. So according to v. 18 Edom will have no survivors, but according to v. 21
Edom will be ruled by Zion, which implies that Edom will have survivors but
that they will never again be able to harass Israel. ,

In some cases such shifts in perspective are obviously due to different
historical situations and experiences. Yet in other cases, such as Obadiah, ,
although the shifts in perspective appear mutually contradictory from a mod- |
ern Western viewpoint that insists on uniformity and consistency, they rather
reflect simply the nature of prophetic rhetoric.14 A prophet can address a given '
concern in a-variety of ways and can' project for a given nation differing '
versions of the future.l : , ﬁ

Moreover, the manner in which the OAN describe the nations varies. Some |
texts describe a nation in rather specific historical terms, whereas other texts |

- 13. Ben Zvi (1991:325-46) stresses this point in his discussion of the meaning of the !
tripartite structure for the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah (LXX), Ezekiel, and Zephaniah. h
14. Although some older source-critical studies argue that the book of Obadiah reflects |

a composite of several layers deriving from various times, no evidence convincingly weighs ,
against the unity and authenticity of the book. For details, see my forthcoming Anchor Bible |
commentary. | h
15. Note the divergent versions of the future projected for Egypt in Isa 19:16-17, 18, :

19-22, and 23-25. W



portray a nation in a more generalized fashion as being typical and represen-
tative of the proud and wicked.1¢ One thinks of Nineveh in Nahum for example,
or Ezekiel’s oracles against Tyre and Egypt. .

That at least some texts project a future beyond the judgment for a given .
nation leads to the next issue (see table 2).

V. The Relationship between Woe and Weal

‘What is the relationship between woe and weal, between misfortune and good
fortune, with respect to the future destiny of the nations? For understanding
this relationship I would like to propose three models, which I will label the
Jonah model, the Amos model, and the Obadiah model. These models are
intended to serve heuristic purposes only. In fact, one can see in the same book
more than one model at work.

1. The Jonah Model. According to this model, the waowrmn announces
future judgment against a nation — mxwmmmmma in an unconditional form (Jonah
3:4) — but if the targeted nation repents, then Yahweh changes his course of
action (“repents”)17 and does not execute the judgment. Jeremiah 18:7-8 gener-
alizes the idea. This model represents a divine repentance view.

2. The Amos Model. According to this model, the coming judgment is
irrevocable and unavoidable. The refrain in Amos 1-2 indicates this:

Thus Yahweh said:

For three transgressions of N
and for four,

I will not revoke it.

After experiencing judgment, however, the nation can still have a future, a future
bound up with restored Israel and Israel’s God. Amos 9:12 promises that re-
stored Israel “will possess the remnant of Edom and of all the nations upon
whom my name has been called” Here the phrase “the remnant of Edom and
of all the nations”!® refers to those who remain after the announced judgments

16. On the typicality of the nations, see Hummel 1964. The assumption of some
scholars that the more generalized descriptions must derive from later hands is, in my
>pinion, unwarranted.

17. On divine repentance, see ?mmnmmb and H._Hmm&dmb 1989:638-79; and Fretheim
1988.

18. The phrase “the remnant of Edom” designates the mmon%mm who SE survive the
udgment of 1:11-12. The reason why the text singles out Edom remains unclear, but one
>ossible answer explains the presence of “Edom” on literary grounds (Smith 1989:281-82).
The use of the name ¥dém evokes the common noun ‘gdam — “humanity” (cf. LXX of
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~ Ezekiel 29:1-16 Egypt

Table 2: Texts mbﬁmmm_bm a Future vm«\on& Judgment

Text . Nation

Future beyond Judgment
Isaiah 15-16 Moab A few survivors who will mbm Hmmcmm
, in Zion
Tsajah 17:1-9 " Syria'and A small remnant; people will look to Yahweh
Ephraim .
Isaiah 19 Egypt Egyptians will fear Judah and worship Yahweh;

Egypt and Assyria will be Yahwel’s people

Isaiah 21:13-17 Arabia A few survivors

Isajah 23 Tyre After seventy years Tyre will dedicate its profits
oo to Yahweh .

Jeremiah 46 Egypt Mmﬁuﬁ will be inhabited again

Jeremiah 48 Moab Yahweh will restore Moab’s fortunes

Jeremiah 49:1-6 Ammon Yahweh will restore Ammon’s monﬂbmm
Jeremiah 49:34-39 Elam Yahweh will restore Elam’s fortunes

Egyptians will acknowledge Yahwel; after forty
years Yahweh will restore Egypt’s moHnEmm and

make it a lowly kingdom
Obadiah 21 mmog Zion will rule Edom
Zechariah 9:7 Philistia Survivors will join Judah

of chaps. 1-2. They will be possessed by Israel after it experiences judgment
and restoration.!® This model represents a sequential view: woe will inevitably
come and will then be followed, in at least some cases, by a future existence
with some sort of weal in connection with Israel and Israel’s God (see table 2).

3. The Obadiah Model.20 In Obad 12-14 the prophet projects himself back
to the fall of Judah/Jerusalem and with a series of eight vetitives prohibits Edom
from gloating over Judah’s fall (v. 12), from Hoomum Judah’s towns (v. 13), and
from capturing Judah’s refugees (v. 14). In the light of vv. 10-11 this series

Amos 9:12). The evocation prepares for the following phrase “all the nations.” I take wki
hgwym as a second juxtaposed genitive of the nomen regens “remnant” (Jotion 1991:§129b).

19. The idea reminds one of texts such as Isa 14:2 and 54:3. But lest one think of only
a military rule, the relative clause qualifies the nations to be incorporated as those upon
whom Yahwel’s name will have been called. This idiom denotes ownership (cf. 2 Sam 12:28;
Isa 4:1) and connotes a privileged status. Note that elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible only
Israelite entities have “Yahweh’s name called upon them”: Israel (Deut 28:10; Isa 63:19; Jer
14:9; Dan 9:19; 2 Chr 7:14), Jeremiah (Jer 15:16), Jerusalem (Jer 25:29; Dan 9:18, 19), temple
(1 Kgs 8:43 = 2 Chr 6:33; Jer 7:10, 11, 14, 30; 32:34; 34:15), and ark (2 Sam 6:2). That the
nations would be given such a status brings to mind Isa 19:25.

20. For details of the following interpretation, see my forthcoming noBBm:SQ on
Obadjah.
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anctions as an accusation against Edom because of its past actions of hostility
oward Yahwel’s people and therefore implicitly toward Yahweh himself. But
rammatically the verbal clauses are vetitives or negative commands — “Do
ot gloat” or “Stop gloating”2! Moreover, v. 15 provides the grounds for com--
liance by issuing a threat:?? . v

For [ky)] the day of Yahweh is near
against all the nations.
As you have done, it will be done to you.
Your deeds will return upon your own head. .

Both the grammatical form of the verbal clauses and their connection with
he following motivational ky clause should be taken seriously. Therefore vv. 12-14
function also as a summons to Edom to stop its anti-Judah hostilities lest Edom
be condemned along with the other nations on Yahweh’s day of universal wrath.
As v. 16 makes clear, this day of universal judgment is considered to be final —
for those who drink the cup of God’s wrath — beyond which no future exists “and
they will be as if they had not been.” The only hope given consists of seeking refuge
in Zion — “but on Mount Zion there will be escape” (v. 17a).

Consequently, one can characterizeé the model of Obad 12-15 as follows:
the prophet accuses a nation and summons it to change its ways before the
inevitable arrival of the universal-eschatological day of Yahweh. One can infer
that if the nation does change and seeks refuge in Zion, it too can escape the
judgment.23 This model represents an eschatological view.

Of the three models the first and the third hold open the possibility of
the targeted nation avoiding the judgment, whereas the second denies such a
possibility.2¢ The first two models portray the judgment as historical in nature,
but the third depicts it as universal-eschatological.

21. The construction — ‘al + second person jussive — does not express a past sub-
junctive sense (contra RSV “you should not have gloated”). To convey that sense Hebrew
would use lama + perfect verb, “Why did you gloat.” (I am indebted to Charles R. Krahmalkov
for this observation.)

22. Some scholars follow Wellhausen in transposing v. 15a and v. 15b (Wellhausen
1963:213; Rudolph 1971:305; Allen 1976:159; Wolff 1986:37-38). Not only does no textual
evidence exist for such a transposition of lines, however, but it also obscures the connection
between the vetitives and the ky clause of v. 15a. The sequence — command + ky + the
phrase “the day of Yahweh is near” — occurs elsewhere (Isa 13:6; Ezek 30:2-3; Joel 1:8-15;
2:1; Zeph 1:7). In this kind of sequence the ky clause functions as a motivational clause
(Aejmelaeus 1986:204).

23. The generalized expression of v. 17a leaves open the identity of those who will
enjoy refuge in Zion. It simply asserts that on Mount Zion there will be escape from the cup
of wrath. .

24. With respect to the avoidability of doom, the three models proposed here resemble
Raitt’s view of the relationship between repentance and doom according to the preexilic

prophetic perspectives concerning Israel (Raitt 1971:47):
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: One can see more than one model or perspective at work within the same
book. The OAN of Jeremiah generally exemplify the Amos model; the nations
will experience judgment and at least some of them will then receive restoration
(Jeremiah 46; 48; 49; cf. 12:14-16). But Jeremiah 18 applies the Jonah model to
the nations, and 12:17 reflects the Obadiah- model. Ezekiel's OAN generally
follow the Amos model as well (note esp. 29:1-16). But Ezek 30:2-3 sets the
judgment against Egypt in the context of the universal day of Yahweh,2 which
recalls the Obadiah model, and Ezek 29:17-20 resembles the Jonah model in
that the announced judgment against Tyre did not occur (although Tyre did
not “repent”). Isaiah’s OAN generally correspond with the Amos model, but
Isaiah 13 places the judgment in a universal-eschatological -day of Yahweh
framework and thus resembles the Obadiah model. In addition to typifying the
third model, the book of Obadiah itself also reflects the Amos model in vv. 1-10
and v. 21. Finally, although Zephaniah’s OAN follow the Amos model, the book
gives the judgments a universal day of wrath context (1:2-3, 14-18; 3:8) and to
that extent represents the Obadiah model. Yet, unlike Obad 12-14 none of the
OAN collections contains texts that explicitly summon a non-Israelite nation
to change its ways. In this respect Obadiah is unique. ”

The three models or perspectives affect how one understands the function
of the OAN as speeches. This leads into the next topic.

VI. The Rhetorical Purposes of the Oracles

The oracles against the nations, like the oracles against Israel, represent pro-
phetic rhetoric designed to persuade and influence the hearers. In considering
an oracle’s persuasive function the area of speech-act theory is-helpful (Austin
1962; Leech and Thomas 1990; Thiselton 1992:272-312). By concentrating on
the pragmatics of speech, on what an utterance does rather than on its content,
speech-act theorists seek to determine an utterance’s illocutionary force and its
perlocutionary force. The former addresses the question “What is the speaker
doing by saying this?” and the latter addresses the question “What is the utter-
ance’s intended effect on the hearers?”

By announcing future judgment against a given nation, city, or ruler, what
act is the prophet doing? Is the prophet, for example, making a promise or
giving a warning to Israelites? How are the Israelite hearers to respond — with

a. “The people must repent in order to avoid doom” (cf. Obadiah);
b. “Doom is proclaimed to incite repentance” (cf. Jonah); o
¢. “Failure to repent is made a basis for the certain approach of doom;
d. “Doom is inevitable” (cf. Amos). ,

25. On the day of Yahweh theme ini the OAN, see Margulis 1967:43-79.




hope or with changed behavior? These types of questions are important and
yet problematical. Ideally one should know the specific historical and social
setting of the oracle and the precise composition of the audience. Unfortunately
the texts as we now have them very rarely offer this kind of information — not
explicitly, at any rate.26 The following section, therefore, attempts merely to
suggest a variety of more-or-less hypothetical possibilities by drawing inferences
from the oracles’ content. o .

Corresponding with the earlier discussion of the purposes of the judg-
ment-event, I divide the material into two categories delineating the kinds of
illocutionary and perlocutionary force that OAN might have possessed: (1) if
Israelites were the hearers, and (2) if non-Israelites were the hearers, or at least
were theoretically intended to be. v :

The latter category raises the issue of whether people of foreign nations
were intended to hear, or to hear of, at least some of the Israelite prophetic
oracles. A case can be made for such a possibility (see below). But even if
non-Israelites never in actuality heard, or heard of, the prophetic oracles, one
can still entertain the notion that the intended addressee or the “implied
audience” for a given oracle was the nation itself (cf. House 1988:84-86). One
can perhaps find an analogy in the practice of contemporary preachers who
address government officials and proclaim ideal government policies, even
though no government officials happen to be present in the audience. Such a
practice is not merely a literary device, an example of apostrophe. Rather,
preachers intend by such sermons to make a serious statement of how from
their perspective the government should behave and of what policies it ought
to follow. If interviewed, these preachers would express the hope that the
government would heed their counsel and change for the better.

1. For All Hearers

Perhaps the one rhetorical purpose that applies to practically all of the OAN is the
attempt to persuade the hearers, whoever they may be, that the targeted nations
cannot escape Yahweh’s judgment by relying on their own resources. Their gods,
fortifications, armies, wisdom, wealth, and alliances will be of no avail before the
impending doom. The will of Israel’s God will hold sway over their future no
matter how they may try to thwart it. Obadiah 1-9 well illustrates this persuasion
goal. Edom’s status among the nations (vv. 1-2), geographical location (vv. 3-4),
wealth (vv. 5-6), allies (v. 7), wisdom (v. 8), and warriors (v. 9) — none of these
can fend off the coming destruction. With a mélange of images and subgenres the
other prophets as well stress the'inability of the nations — even a distant nation

26. The two most common proposals are the cult and the royal court. On the issue,
see Hayes 1964, 1968; and Margulis 1967.
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such as Elam (Jer 49:34-39) — to evade the approaching encounter with %&Hsa,w
Within this wide usage more specific rhetorical goals emerge, depending ¢
whether Israelites or non-Israelites were the targeted hearers. |

_ |
2. For Israelite Hearers ]
If one assumes that Israelites were the real addressees, then the following aﬂm
of illocutionary and perlocutionary force suggest themselves.

a. Some oracles count as promises for oppressed ‘and despairin
Israelites, promises designed to produce in the hearers hope that Yahweh wi

effect their rescue and victory. Nahum’s oracle against Nineveh Eoimm%
good example:

i
Celebrate your festivals, O Judah, m ,,
fulfill your vows; |
for never again will the wicked come against you,
they are utterly cut off. (2:1 [ET 1:15])

i
l

. . |
The oracles assume a similar role in Isaiah 14; Jer 49:1-2; 50-51; Ezek 25

28:24-26; Obad 18-21; Zeph 2:7-9; and Zech 9:8. o |
b. Some oracles function as warnings against foreign alliances. Therefore
they in effect urge Israel to reject such affiliations and instead to seek refuge ir

Yahweh and Zion. Isaiah 14:32, which concludes the oracle against Philistia

clearly makes the point:

i
t

What will one answer the messengers of the nation? . ﬁ
That Yahweh has founded Zion, L !
and in her the afflicted of his people find refuge. |

Note also Isaiah 18-20 and Jer 46:25-26 (cf. Isa 30:1-5; 31:1-3; Jer 37:7-8; mmm,,w
29:6-7,16).27 4 , , : 7
¢. In places the oracles against the nations seem to function as general
warnings that aim to deter Israelites from desiring the nations’ gods or mb@&m
and emulating their ways. Texts such as Jeremiah 10 and Ezek 20:32 reveal that
this was considered a danger. Ezekiel’s oracles against Tyre and Egypt appear to
have such a force (Boadt 1986). ! m
The presence of the connecting particle ky in Zeph 2:4, which joins vv.
4-5 with v. 3, indicates that the OAN of Zeph 2:4-15 reinforce the imperatives
of 2:3 (Ball 1988:122; Sweeney 1991): ,

}
i
| 1
!
i

27. Wildberger (1978) emphasizes that the function of warning against alliances dorm-
inates many of Isaiah’s OAN, and Holladay (1989:322, 333) attributes this role to Jeremiah's
oracles against Egypt.

'
|
i
t
I
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Seek Yahweh,
all you humble of the land,
you who do his justice.
Seek righteousness,
seek humility; _ -
perhaps you will be hidden on the day of Yahweh’s wrath. -
For [ky] Gaza will be abandoned, :
and Ashkelon will become a desolation;
Ashdod at noon will be driven out,
and Ekron will be uprooted.

\ccording to this text, only by continuing to seek-Yahweh, righteousness, and
wumility can the righteous in Judah have any hope of surviving the impending
loom. Otherwise they will experience the same disasters that will come upon
he cities of Philistia and the other nations (cf. 3:6-7).

~ d. The OAN can function as the necessary background for the prophetic
iccusations of Israel. They set the stage for the indictment that the covenant
»eople behave no better than the goyim and therefore will experience the same
udgment as the géyim. Amos 1-2 provides the classic example by concluding
he list of oracles against foreign nations with oracles against Judah and Israel.
Jote also the inclusion of an oracle against Jerusalem (Isaiah 22) within the
saianic collection of OAN and the juxtaposition of Zephaniah’s oracles against
Jineveh (2:13-15) and Jerusalem (3:1-7). The prophetic practice of condemn-
ng Israel for acting like the nations presupposes prophetic oracles against the
rations.28

3. For Non-Israelite Hearers

f one assumes that non-Israelites were the real or intended addressees, then

he following types of rhetorical purpose seem plausible. They correlate with -

he three models proposed above.

28. The argument of Amos 1-2 differs from the argument of Jer 25:15-29 (which
ooncludes Jeremial’s OAN according to the arrangement of the LXX). By culminating his
JAN with oracles against Judah/Israel Amos reduces the covenant people to the level of the
1ations (cf. Jer 9:24-25 [ET 9:25-26]). In contrast, Jer 25:15-29, which begins the judgment
vith the covenant people and then extends it to the other nations, maintains a distinction
n regard to status between the two groups. According to this argument, if even God’s own
ipecial people must experience divine judgment, then certainly the noncovenant peoples
nust also: “For look! At the city upon which my name has been called I am beginning to
work evil, and will you [nations] indeed go unpunished? You will not go unpunished” (Jer
15:29; cf. 49:12). Whereas Amos assumes judgment against the nations, Jeremiah 25 assumes
udgment against Jerusalem and on that basis argues for the necessity of judgment against
‘he nations.
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a. According to the Jonah model, if a nation repents, then' Yahweh also
might repent and not bring upon the nation the announced doom. The divine
speech of Jer 18:7-8 generalizes the concept: “Suddenly?? when I speak concern-
ing a nation and concerning a kingdom to uproot and to demolish and to
destroy, but that nation concerning which I have spoken turns from its evil, I
will repent of the evil that I intended to do to it” In the light of this text one
can surmise that in Jeremiah’s view the future remained open even for those
nations included in his OAN collection.?® Thus an oracle mbﬁoﬁb,&bm impend-
ing doom might function as an indirect call to repentance.

b. According to the Amos model, the targeted nation will inevitably ex-
perience the announced judgment. In line with this perspective the prophet
alerts the people ahead of time that Yahweh, the God of Israel, is Emuibm to
bring disaster on them. Thus when the disaster arrives, the survivors of the
nation will be able to interpret the experience as judgment from Israel’s God
rather than in another way, such as the anger of a different god.3! For example,
the hope expressed in a text like Isa 19:16-18, according to which the surviving
Egyptians will fear and honor Yahweh, logically presupposes the idea that they
will know the identity of the deity who brought disaster on Egypt.

c. In Obad 12-15 the prophet employs eight vetitives both ‘to accuse the
Edomites of engaging in anti-Judah activities and to urge them to quit such
activities before the day of divine wrath arrives. No other text in the OAN
collections explicitly exhorts a nation to change its ways. Nevertheless, some
texts accompany the announcement of impending doom with charges against
a given nation for particular attitudes and actions. One can perhaps infer that
in such cases, if the targeted nation was meant to hear of the oracle, the
accusations might count as indirect warnings and appeals for the nation to
change in the light of the announced judgment. For example, since Jer 49:1-2

condemns the Ammonites for occupying Israelite territory, the perlocutionary |

force for the Ammonites would presumably be that they should withdraw.

The foregoing section sets forth a range of possible kinds of rhetorical ,_

function that the oracles against the nations might have served. Obviously the
prophets did not announce judgment against foreign nations simply to satisfy

the hearers? Although such questions require some speculation, they deserve
more attention than they often receive. A 4

29. On the meaning of rega®in this context, see Holladay 1986:516.

30. On the authenticity of Jeremiah 18, see Holladay 1986:514.

31. One well-known example of such an interpretation comes from the Mesha stele,
in which Mesha attributes Moab’s previous experience of subjugation to the anger of Che-
mosh (L 5). ’

idle curiosity. Why did they speak the OAN and how did they hope to affect

'



4. Non-Israelite Hearers? -

Andersen and Freedman (1989:232) have made an interesting comment: “The
prophets, from Elisha (2 Kings 9) to Jeremiah (27:3 — which lists four of the
six nations charged by Amos) delivered oracles to, not just about, other nations.
Jonah was not as exceptional as he is sometimes made out to be” Did any of

the prophetic OAN address non-Israelite hearers? Most commentators assume -

that they in actuality addressed only Israelites. Accordingly, the oracles were
produced for in-house consumption, and their use of direct address to the
nations with second person grammatical forms represents apostrophe. Such a
view is quite plausible and may well be the case. It certainly applies to many:of
the OAN, such as Nahum.

But a text like Jer 18:7-8, iznr considers the prospect of a nation re-
penting, logically implies the notion of a prior hearing of the prophetic oracle

by the targeted nation. Therefore, one should at least entertain the possibility -

that some of the OAN were also intended for non-Israelite ears. One can
conceive of the communication process WOB Israelite @Howrmﬁ to non-Israelite
hearers in several ways.

a. The Israelite prophet might have traveled to a uﬂmv_uoﬁsm country. The
stories telling of journeys beyond Israelite borders by Elijah (1 Kings 17), Elisha
(2 Kings 8; cf. 1 Kgs 19:15-16), and Jonah indicate that the idea of a traveling
prophet was not unknown in Israel. Compare also Balaam. Nevertheless, the
next two suggestions seem more plausible.

b. The Israelite prophet might have addressed non-Israelites who had'

journeyed to Israel. According to Jeremiah 27, Jeremiah had an audience of
foreign envoys in Jerusalem. If the prophet is the speaker in Isa 18:2, then he
addressed messengers from Cush, and with the words of Isa 14:32 he provided
a response for the emissaries of Philistia.32 Isaiah 21:11-12 apparently re-
counts an occasion when someone from Seir EQEH& of the prophet (cf.
2 Kings 5).

c. Reports of a prophetic oracle might have Emoﬁbm:«x %amma and reached
non-Israelite ears, since ancient Israelite society was no more closed and isolated
than any other.33 2 Kings 6:8-14 narrates an episode in which the king of Syria
was informed by others of the activity and location of Elisha. According to
leremiah 39, Nebuchadrezzar knew of Jeremiah, and Jeremiah 40 attributes to
‘he Babylonian commander, Nebuzaradan, knowledge of Jeremiah’s message.
[saiah 36-37/2 Kings 18-19 attributes to the Rabshakeh a familiarity with Je-

32. On the phenomenon of messengers in the ancient Near East, see Meier 1988; and
Sreene 1989.

33. For example, Machinist (1983) has demonstrated the influence Om Neo-Assyrian
>ropaganda upon Isaianic language.
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rusalemite theology. Obadiah’s words might have reached Edomite ears in- !
asmuch as Edomites dwelt in southern Judah at the time.34 |
The whole issue of intended addressee needs more research. Yet, even if
in the end one concludes otherwise, one should not prematurely dismiss the
possibility that at least some of the oracles were Eﬁgmmm to be heard by :
non-Israelites as well as Israelites.

VII. Conclusion W ,.

The announcement of future judgment against foreign nations in the name of
Israel’s God constituted a noteworthy part of the “job description” for Israel’s
prophets. According to Jer 28:8, Jeremiah opposed Hananiah by arguing that
earlier prophets typically prophesied against nations: “The prophets who |
preceded me and you from early times — they prophesied to many lands and |
against great kingdoms, of war, of disaster, and of pestilence.” Jeremiah under-
stood himself to stand in continuity with this tradition, to have been called by |
Yahweh as a “prophet to the nations” (1:5, 10).35 In the light of the amount of .
Space devoted to OAN in the prophetic books, the same self- Swamnmnmb%bm
seems to apply to other prophets.

I return to the initial question: Why prophetic oracles mmmEmﬁ the nations?
In attempting to address the question one should not attribute to all of them
a single purpose, such as promises of victory over enemies for Israel. Moreover, |
to understand them as expressions of xenophobic nationalism and Israelite |
hate-literature imposes on the material a misleading interpretive framework.
The following points speak against such a view:36

1. The inclusion of oracles against Israel within series of oracles against the
nations reveals that the latter represent hate-literature no more than the '
former. ,

2. Some of the oracles against the nations function as warnings for Israel.

3. A positive future subsequent to the impending woe is envisaged for the
nations themselves, albeit a future in association with Israel. |

4. One can make a case that some of the oracles were actually intended to |
influence the behavior of the nations. 7

|

34.1 date Obadiah ca. 585-555. Recent archaeological work suggests a growing Edomite |
presence in the Negev for the seventh—early sixth century (Bartlett 1989:141-43). |
35. On the significance of Jer 28:8, see Margulis 1967:382-86. , i
36. Hoffmann (1977) makes a similar point. W
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The prophetic speeches agairist the nations and the future disasters
depicted therein have a variety of purposes that concern both Israel and the
nations. Indeed, one can say that from the prophetic point of view when the
God of Israel intervenes in history, the whole world ultimately benefits.

A N
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