David Heywood's Introduction to the Old Testament Session 3c1-2
Session 3: The Early Prophets

C. The Establishment and the Outsider

Some of the incidents we have met in this session portray "the prophets" as establishment
figures, employed by the court to give (favourable) oracles when the king looks for guidance. In
others, however, the prophet is a figure of opposition, speaking on behalf of Yahweh to criticize
the king, his nobility and government for policies which ran counter to Yahweh's laws.

Usually the opposition prophet operated alone, while the establishment prophet was one of a
group, though as we have seen, this distinction need not hold invariably. Among the opposition
prophets, we have seen Elijah, the greatest of all, the man who was remembered as
representative of all the prophets (see, for example the story of the Transfiguration in Matthew
17:1-3, Mark 9:2-4 or Luke 9:28-30). Micaiah, son of Imlah, was another of those who stood
against the king, and we have seen that Hosea was also a prophet of opposition.

C1. Amos at Bethel

Another older contemporary of Hosea was Amos. Amos 7:10-end gives us a fascinating glimpse
of the prophet in action.
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Amos goes to Bethel to give his message because it was one of the two major shrines of the
nation of Israel, the other being at Dan in the far north (see 1 Kings 12:26-30). At a royal shrine
like Bethel, there would have been a group of shrine prophets, who would have been "on the
establishment", there to give oracles to the worshippers who came to enquire of the Lord. These
would have been under the direction of Amaziah, the priest in charge of the shrine. In this
incident, Amaziah appears to be treating Amos as if he is a would-be prophet looking for a job.
He calls him "seer", evidence of the change in usage in progress, but his message is, "You're not
the kind of prophet we want here. Why don't you go to Judah and try your luck there?"

Amos's reply is to disavow the title of prophet. This is because he was not brought up to be a
prophet; rather, he is an agricultural worker. But most important, he does not aspire to be a
professional prophet. He has come to give a message which he has received from Yahweh. His
sense of calling is quite independent from that of the professional shrine prophets.

He then goes on to condemn Amaziah in classic prophetic form. First comes the condemnation:
"You have said ...", then the Lord's reply: "Therefore, thus says the Lord." His words reiterate the
prediction of the destruction and exile of Israel and apply them specifically to Amaziah and his
family. Throughout, Amos speaks in the first person, as a messenger of the Lord.

C2. Jeremiah at Jerusalem

A century or more later, Jeremiah encounters the same kind of opposition from the priest at a
royal shrine. This time the shrine is Jerusalem and the priest Passhur, who is described as "chief
officer". Like Amaziah, Passhur appears to be in charge of Temple discipline and puts Jeremiah
in the stocks for threatening public order with his predictions. Again, Jeremiah's response is to
apply his prediction specifically to Passhur.
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The story behind this passage is that Jeremiah has sent a message to the first batch of exiles in
Babylon, those who were carried away after Nebuchadnezzar's first attack in 597 B.C. In the
letter, he told them to settle down, build houses, plant vineyards and raise children because they
and their families were to be in exile for seventy years. His message as in direct contradiction to
that of other prophets, who were telling the exiles that they would soon be returning home.
Shemaiah, one of the exiles, has written to the priest Zephaniah to ask him why he has not
disciplined Jeremiah. Here, as in the story of Jehu's rebellion, the prophet is known as a
"madman" and, like Amaziah and Passhur, Zephaniah is expected to have authority to
discipline them.
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