
David Heywood’s Introduction to the Old Testament Session 4b

Session 4: From Spoken to Written Word

B. What Was Preserved?

Two major kinds of material are preserved in the prophetic books: stories about the prophet and 
the oracles or words the prophet spoke.

For the earlier prophets, such as Elijah, Elisha, and Micaiah, the stories are all we have and the 
records of their words are embedded in the incidents recorded in the stories.

In Hosea we have the stories of his marriage, the births of his children and the redemption of his 
wife. Each of these is a prophetic action: they are messages in themselves and provide the 
context for the oracles. In Jeremiah the  stories become especially important. Many were written 
at the time of the exile, which Jeremiah had foretold, and their purpose was to demonstrate to 
the people now in exile that Jeremiah had been a true prophet and that their leaders had rejected 
his words.

Secondly, we have the prophets’ oracles . These would have been either written or remembered. 
Some might already have been collected together to form small-scale collections on a particular 
theme or about a particular event. Sometimes there would have been an indication of when the 
oracle had been spoken, but often there would not have been. The task of the editors of the 
prophets’ words was to arrange the words he had spoken into some kind of logical order. How 
did they do this?

B1. Putting the Collection Together

Activity 4.3

Read Hosea 4

The breaks between verses in the NRSV divide the chapter into seven separate oracles, which 
were probably spoken on different occasions. Each one would have formed the core of the 
Hosea’s message for that particular time. Here they have been linked together.

See if you can work out the connections between them, which led the editors to arrange 
them in this order.

Following on from the story in chapter 3, 4:1-3, beginning with the words, ‘Hear the word of the 
Lord …’, has been used as the first oracle in a new collection. Its theme is Yahweh’s indictment 
against his people for their failure to keep the covenant. There are none of the qualities Yahweh 
looks for in Israel: faithfulness, loyalty or the knowledge of Yahweh. Instead there is lying, 
murder, stealing and adultery. The Ten Commandments have been broken, right, left and 
centre. As we have already seen at session 2B, the theme of the broken covenant unites many of 
the sayings throughout the book, so this makes an excellent introductory oracle.

The next oracle takes up the specific theme of Yahweh’s contention and applies it to the priests 
for failing to teach the people the proper knowledge of him. Taking verses 4 to 6 on their own, it 
looks as if this message may originally have been for one particular priest. Now, in written form, 
in this place in the collection, it clearly applies to priests in general.
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4:7-10 again follows nicely from the previous oracle, the link being in verse 9 with the phrase, 
‘like people, like priest.’ The punishment threatened to the priests in 4:4-6 will also come on the 
whole people. This leads into four oracles on the subject of ‘whoredom’, the spiritual adultery 
represented by the worship of false gods. In the last of these, Israel is referred to as ‘Ephraim’, 
the name of one of the dominant tribes, and this forms a link into the oracles of chapter 5, in 
each of which the name Ephraim is used (5:3,5,11-14).

B2. Themes and Catchwords

Hosea 11:12 – 12:1

Ephraim has surrounded me with lies,
   and the house of Israel with deceit;

but Judah still walks with God,
   and is faithful to the Holy One. 

Ephraim herds the wind,
   and pursues the east wind all day long;

they multiply falsehood and violence;
   they make a treaty with Assyria,

   and oil is carried to Egypt. 

Our study of Hosea chapters 4 and 5 has revealed two key methods of linking oracles: theme 
and catchwords. These two verses form a short oracle with no obvious context, which the 
editors have inserted between two of the passages we have looked at in session 2: 11:1-11 about 
Israel as a wayward child and 12:2-6 about wrestling Jacob. Why here? Perhaps because 
mentions of ‘Assyria’ and ‘Egypt’ link back to the previous oracle at 11:5 while ‘lies’, ‘deceit’ and 
‘falsehood’ link forward to the Jacob oracle. In this place, these verses provide a smooth link 
between two otherwise unconnected passages.

B3. The Whole Pattern

Within the whole book, oracles of judgement are balanced by oracles of salvation. Chapter 4 
begins with a speech based on a law-court in which Israel is condemned for unfaithfulness and 
threatened with judgement. The book ends with words of salvation: the liturgy of repentance in 
14:1-3 followed by Yahweh’s answer in 14:4-8. Ending the book on a note of hope is a fairly 
frequent pattern in the prophetic books. Look, for example, at the last verses of Joel, Amos, 
Micah, Habakkuk and Zephaniah.

To summarize, we have seen that there are three stages in the recording of prophecy:

1. The original message is spoken. Sometimes we know where and when, more often we 
don’t. 

2. The core of the message, the words of Yahweh, are remembered by the prophet and his 
immediate followers. Sometimes these are written down, as in the examples we have 
seen from Jeremiah and Isaiah, but in an oral culture memories were good and the 
messages had been designed to be memorable. There is no indication that Jeremiah’s 
words had been written down before the creation of Baruch’s scroll.
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3. The words are compiled in written form by the prophet’s followers or later editors. As 
we have seen, this was a skilled job requiring understanding of the words’ original 
meaning and a gift for interpretation.

And where are we to locate the process of inspiration? Surely at all three stages. The prophets’ 
disciples, the scribes and editors are rarely named but they too, like the prophet, play an 
important part in the process through which the prophets’ words have come down to us under 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
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