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2) Seeking an understanding of what was happening in the NT during
its own age, not a later interpretation developed throughout history;

3) Accepting the text at face value
4) Seeking to harmonize what the Bible taught in one particular loca

tion with themes taught elsewhere in the Bible
5) Developing a meaning based on the immediate context ofa word or

passage, relegating distant uses of the same term to a much lesser
influence (vi, preface)

6) Developing a broad and keen know ledge of the Bible over years of
study

7) Developing an extensive knowledge of people as they sought spiri
tual direction from Lard's written and spoken ministry

Lard, the scholar of humble beginnings, had an appreciation that the 
people on the land could benefit from scholarship though they had not devel
oped the ability. His commentary is an example of respectfully using the 
work of others while letting readers look over his shoulder as he made his 
own informed judgment on the Romans text. As such, it has a lasting value 
with regard to methodology as well as textual meaning. 
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In 1962 A. N. Wilder argued that genre form and content cannot be 
separated from each other, yet he observed that the history of biblical study 
and preaching has been primarily a history of the divorce of form from 
content. 1 F. Craddock responded positively to Wilder's analysis stating, "The 
separation of form and content is fatal for preaching, for it fails to recognize 
the theology implicit in the method of communication."2 Craddock's work 
popularized genre studies' connection to preaching, opening the floodgates 
of a "new homiletic." He stated, "The time has arrived for critical review of 
sermon form as well as content."1 It took almost a decade for Craddock's 
emphasis to gain momentum. In time, subsequent authors brought forth a 
host of texts advancing the cause that the literary form and function of the 
text should have an_ influence on preaching strategies.4 

Due to the newness of the study of how form and function of literary 
genres influence sermon design, many forms have received little attention. 
The most glaring example of this lack of attention is T. Long's omission of 
prophetic literature from his Preaching and the Literary Forms of the Bible.5 

This paper explores the form and function of OT prophecy and offers a 
modest proposal for renewal of preaching with a prophetic voice today. 

Misconceptions Abound 

Prophets are not our contemporaries. Prophets spoke to their own people 
during their own time. Distance of time and space magnifies the conceptual 
dissonance that exists between then and now. Consequently, misconceptions 

1 A. N. Wilder, Early Christian Rhetoric: The Language of the Gospel (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1971 ). 

2 F. Craddock, As One without Authority (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971) 128.
1 Ibid., 153.
4 For a review of the recent homiletical developments, see my earlier article

"Parabolic Preaching," ResQ 33:4 (1991) 193-208. 
s T. Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms of the Bible (Philadelphia: For

tress, 1988). He later rectified this omission in "Preaching the Prophet" in Handbook 
of Contemporary Preaching, ed. M. Duduit (Nashville: Broadman, 1992) 306-16. 
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abound as to the nature of prophecy. Our misclassifications often arise from 
our reaction against futuristic, political, and charismatic abuses facilitated 
by others who embrace prophecy for their own theological agendas. 

My earliest recollection of the meaning of prophecy narrowly defines 
the term as a prediction of the future. Subsequently, I have learned that 
prophets are not fortune-tellers or foretellers of the future even though a 
predictive element exists within their writings. These prophets were 
primarily concern�d about their future, not ours.6 Prophets were forth tellers 
of the message of God and the activity of God during times of crisis that 
impinged upon the common understandings of what was, is, and will be. 
Most of the material found in the prophetic books would correspond best to 
the genre of sermon more than any other classification. 

A second misconception about the nature of prophecy relates to the 
function of its activity within society. Although earlier this century mainline 
Protestant groups primarily understood prophets as social reformers, OT 
prophets were not promoters of a social gospel.7 D. S. Long calls this type 
of prophet an opposition figure against institution and tradition. He con
cludes it is a false assumption to see the prophets so future oriented that they 
find only contempt for the past social order. The prophets did not see 
obedience to tradition as a compromise. 8 They stood under the community 
of faith, not set over or against it. The message connected the past traditions 
to the present needs in order for the community to find its true identity.9 

E. Achtemeier takes issue with identifying prophetic preaching as equal
to judgmental preaching. When interpreters understand prophets as social 
critics and reformers who condemn Israelite society on the basis of absolutist 
standards of justice and righteousness, they miss the deeper theological 
issues that motivated them to speak. Achtemeier finds no particular ideology 
or social program that motivated the OT prophets to speak. They possessed 
no political agenda. God gave them a message; therefore, they preached their 
sermon. 10 However, the prophet cannot be divorced completely from the 

6 D. E. Gowan, Reclaiming the Old Testament for the Christian Pulpit (Edin
burgh: T. & T. Clark LTD, 1980) 119. 

7 The misconception that a prophet is a social reformer or a political-action fig
ure will be revisited throughout this paper. 

1 D. S. Long, "Prophetic Preaching," in Concise Encyclopedia of Preaching,
eds. W. H. Willimon and R. Lischer (Louisville: John Knox, 1995) 387. 

9 Ibid., 388. 
JOE. Achtemeier, Preaching from the Old Testament (Louisville: Westminster/ 

John Knox, 1989) 109. She includes the observation that God's prophets were not 
keen political observers who foresaw the inevitable consequences of individual and 
corporate actions. This naturalistic view robs the prophets of their divine role. By 
couching her objection in the fabric of the herald metaphor, Achtemeier's crucial 
point can be neglected. 
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social, economic, and political upheavals of the day. These very upheavals 
prompted much of the prophetic activity in Israel. The theological message 
of prophecy developed a strong word of grace and future hope through pre
exilic, exilic, and post-exilic times, addressing the heart of social, political, 
and economic context. 

Yet it has been difficult for many to maintain the tension between being 
socially involved, politically astute, and theologically conservative. Polar 
ends of the spectrum often leave no room for any mediating options. The 
fallacy of making a one-to-one correspondence with a prophet to a political 
figure pervades many liberation theologies. For example, W. L. Owensby 
calls preachers to be prophetic by taking a greater political position and 
opposing nationalism that either promotes or is silent about poverty, racism, 
inequality, and injustice. He states, "Everyone likes a generalized abstract 
message that favors justice for the oppressed. But prophetic truth is seldom 
general. A word of hope for the poor is a word of challenge to the rich; 
justice for the oppressed means judgment of the oppressor." 11 Furthermore, 
Gonzalez and Gonzalez claim God continually speaks through the voice of 
the powerless. They note that the powerful have never heard the gospel 
accurately. They call the preacher to give voice to the powerless that are 
absent from the pew. 12 

Achtemeier states that while OT prophets illuminated God's activity in 
the world, preachers today may or may not have that insight. She ironically 
illustrates the double standard of those who draft prophetic pronouncements 
that oppose Hitler but not the bombing of Dresden. 13 

Achtemeier seeks a theological center that allows us to find our stance. 
Our preaching is prophecy only in the secondary sense as it points to ou1 
historic faith and God's continuing activity. The OT prophets mediated the 
will of God to Israel. In the same vein, when contemporary preachers use the 
witness of Scripture to influence Christian life, they are prophetic. 
Achtemeier includes the way in which the ancient prophets represented 
Israel before God. However, they never separated themselves from thf 

11 W. L. Owensby, "Jesus' Baptism and the Call of Disciples and Prophets," it
Social Themes of the Christian Year: A Commentary on the Lectionary, ed. D. T 
Hessell (Philadelphia: Geneva, 1983) 76. 

12 J. L. Gonzalez and C. Gonzalez, Liberation Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon
1980) 31. 

13 Achtemeier, Preaching, 110. William Sloane Coffin, "A Neighborhood a 
Wide as God's Heart," in Preaching as a Theological Task: World, Gospel, Scrip
lure: Essays in Honor of David Buttrick, eds. T. G. Long and E. Farley (Louisville 
Westminster/John Knox, 1996) 32-37, offers an example of a political critique o 
United States policies that may serve as a worthy example contra Achtemeier. 
















