AMOS

Key verse: 9:10-12.

“All the sinners among my people will die by the sword, all those who say, ‘Disaster will not overtake or meet us.’

In that day I will restore David's fallen tent. I will repair its broken places, restore its ruins,

and build it as it used to be, so that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my name,’

declares the LORD, who will do these things.”
I. Amos, the prophet (1:1)


Amos was from Tekoa in Judea, a town located about 6 miles south of Bethlehem in the wilderness where nothing but shrubs could grow. He was one of the many shepherds who made their meager living by taking care of sheep in the place where the resources were scarce. In order to provide for his needs he had a second job taking care of sycamore-fig trees. Since the tree can’t grow above 300 meters’ sea level, this means Amos had to climb up and down pretty long distance regularly just to make his ends meet. 

As he said to Amaziah in 7:14, he was not neither a prophet nor a prophet’s son. But he was one of those holy people who meditated on the word of God daily while they were engaged in their God given labor to make their living. He had ears to hear and a heart to feel when the LORD told him, “Go, prophesy to my people Israel” (7:15b). He went and prophesied to the people in the northern Israel because they were God’s own. He didn’t question God’s command despite the hostility between the two nations or the fact that he belonged to Judea, the southern kingdom of Israel. He went because he was God’s own, and they were God’s people. He was indeed a holy prophet of God. 

The reference of  the time of his prophecy also helps us to have a clearer picture of Amos. He probably worked as a prophet for just about a year. Amos scholars agree with this idea because of the reference to “the two years before the earthquake.” But he was a full-time-listener of the word of the LORD regarding the nations, regarding God’s people Israel who were divided because of their sins, regarding the future, and regarding the full restoration of  Israel. We can see the evidence of his full-time listening in his thorough and clear knowledge of what the surrounding nations of Israel did and what was coming to them. He was quite different from those who behave like Christians when they are in a church and change their color when they are outside of a church. That he was a prophet means he was a full-time-listener of God’s word. This means he separated himself to listen to God whether he was officially a prophet or not, whether people only saw the poor shepherd or prophet, he listened to God. 

Amos spoke in the time of Uzziah (783-742 B.C.), who was the king of southern Israel, and of Jeroboam (786-746 B.C.) who was the king of the northern kingdom. Their archenemy Assyria collapsed into a temporary anarchy in 760 B.C. which was an inevitable result of  her sustained war campaign. During the period of 883-783 B.C. under three great warrior-kings --- Ashurnasirpal II, Shalmaneser II, and Adadnirari III. --- the warlike Assyrians fought against one or another enemy almost every year during the 100 years of their reign. When they collapsed because of their drained resources, Uzziah took advantage of the absence of threat from this superpower nation. He overpowered Philistia in the west, Edom and Ammon on the east. The Ammonites brought tribute to him. The nation of Judah became strong and powerful under his leadership. Jeroboam also took advantage of the vacuum stage of Assyria’s world power and expanded his territory. He recovered for Israel both Damascus, the Syrian capital, and Hamath in the northwest which reached to the Mediterranean sea (6:13; 2 Ki 14:28). Their combined territories were almost like that of David and Solomon at the peak of their rule. It is not surprising that the people of Israel considered themselves as “the foremost nation” (6:1) for they were very powerful, and they became complacent with their achievement and with their wealth (6:4-6). They celebrated themselves because they saw their achievements.

But Amos was not swept away with the crowd or with the trend of his times. He did not indulge in himself. He saw others. He saw the times. He saw that the nation of Israel would fall because of her pride. He became concerned about the nation which was not his own anymore. He could become a prophet for the nation which was not even his own when he was himself, an individual who stood before God alone, a man who listened to the LORD. His simple life style could have been greatly helpful. But his secret was that he walked with God. The secret of walking with God alone is  also seen in Hosea, who walked with God while deeply involved with his people. In other words,  anyone who comes to God alone can gain the prophetic insight and serve God’s purpose. It is not because he was a lone shepherd in the wilderness that Amos became a prophet for Israel. The hymn 51 teaches us the secret of Jesus, the Prophet, who was in our midst and yet walked with God in this way: “I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on the roses; And the voice I hear, Falling on my ear, The Son of God discloses. And he walks with me, And he talks with me…”     

II. He said, “The LORD roars from Zion…” (1:2-3:8)

In 1:2-2:3 Amos says the LORD is the Judge of the nations. The idea is so overused nowadays that it can mean both anything and nothing. But we should pay close attention to what Amos said in 1:2a: “The LORD roars from Zion and thunders from Jerusalem…” He was saying that the LORD, whose name and whose worship was preserved in the southern kingdom is the Judge of all the nations listed in 1:2-2:3. These nations were related to each other as God’s own.  But they abused each other. Syria, the descendants of Ishmael, raided Israel years after years and centuries after centuries. The LORD described their cruelty this way: “she threshed Gilead with sledges having iron teeth” (1:3).  Philistia, the descendants of Ham, one of Noah’s sons (Ge 10:14) took captive whole communities of Israel people and sold them to Edom, the descendants of Esau. Tyre did the same. Edom cut down the Israelites, their brothers, with their sword. The Ammonites, Lot’s descendants, ripped open pregnant women when they invaded Israel. Moab, the descendants of Lot, burned the bones of Edom’s king. The LORD made them and allowed them to spread out all over the region. But they acted against him by doing injustice to each other who were all God’s own. Since Amos traces back to the Genesis we can understand that here the LORD is declared to be the One who judges all nations on earth. He was not a small, regional, father-figure god who was upset with the bad behavior of his kids. The LORD is declared to be the Creator, the Father, and the Judge.

Probably the people of Israel were happy to hear Amos up to this point because the prophet seemed talking about God’s vengeance against their enemies. But in 2:4-16 Amos said that the LORD would judge both Judah and Israel for their sins. The LORD would judge Judah because they “… rejected the law of the LORD and have not kept his decrees, because they have been led astray by false gods, the gods their ancestors followed” (2:4). He would judge Israel for injustice, immorality and idol worship: “They sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals. They trample on the heads of the poor as upon the dust of the ground and deny justice to the oppressed. Father and son use the same girl and so profane my holy name. They lie down beside every altar on garments taken in pledge. In the house of their god they drink wine taken as fines” (2:6-8).

We should pay attention to the fact that the LORD is being concerned about the honor of his name rather than just the correction of his people’s bad behavior. Read 2:10-16: "I brought you up out of Egypt, and I led you forty years in the desert to give you the land of the Amorites. I also raised up prophets from among your sons and Nazirites from among your young men. Is this not true, people of Israel?" declares the LORD. But you made the Nazirites drink wine and commanded the prophets not to prophesy. Now then, I will crush you as a cart crushes when loaded with grain. The swift will not escape, the strong will not muster their strength, and the warrior will not save his life. The archer will not stand his ground, the fleet-footed soldier will not get away, and the horseman will not save his life. Even the bravest warriors will flee naked on that day," declares the LORD.” That the LORD was concerned about his name is clear to us again as we read 3:1,2: “Hear this word the LORD has spoken against you, O people of Israel--against the whole family I brought up out of Egypt: You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins." From Amos words, we learn that we are against God when we do wrong to our neighbors because they are God’s creation, and God’s own. That is Amos’ concept of sin. That is why the nations would be judged for their wrong doings to Israel and to one another. That is why Israel would be judged first because they knew God while others sinned in ignorance. 

We learn from Amos that people become abusive when they do not acknowledge God, and they become immoral for the same reason. Their cynical and mocking attitude only reflects God’s judgment which rests on the person’s head. In the attitudes of people, in the problems of our life, actually in all things happening in our lives, Amos teaches us here, we should recognize the Sovereign LORD. We can recognize God only when we hear the word of the LORD.  “Do two walk together unless they have agreed to do so? Does a lion roar in the thicket when he has no prey? Does he growl in his den when he has caught nothing? Does a bird fall into a trap on the ground where no snare has been set? Does a trap spring up from the earth when there is nothing to catch? When a trumpet sounds in a city, do not the people tremble? When disaster comes to a city, has not the LORD caused it? Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing without revealing his plan to his servants the prophets.  The lion has roared-- who will not fear? The Sovereign LORD has spoken-- who can but prophesy?” (3:3-8). We learn to fear the LORD when we listen to the word of the LORD. We know we walk with God while we live on earth. We know he gets angry when we go away from him. We know we fall into traps when we go away from him. There is always consequence from our actions. Therefore we can but prophesy when we listen to him. In other words we are freed from the chains of abuse into the status of standing before God when we hear him. When a person begins to prophesy we know he or she is right with God, right there in God’s presence with the LORD. This person knows that no wrongs escape from God. He knows that God will judge them all. This prophet doesn’t have a grudge against the bullies. He only prophesies with the fear of the LORD whose name rests in Zion.

III. Prepare to meet your God, O Israel (3:9-4:13)

In 3:10 we learn that the problem of their wrong doings is that “They do not know how to do right…”. Because they were not right with God they did not know how to do right. What did they do when they did not know how to do right? Instead of seeking to be right with the LORD, they saved money and ammunition. They “hoarded plunder and loot in their fortresses.” Therefore the Sovereign LORD said in 3:12,13, “An enemy will overrun the land; he will pull down your strongholds and plunder your fortresses.” “As a shepherd saves from the lion's mouth only two leg bones or a piece of an ear, so will the Israelites be saved, those who sit in Samaria on the edge of their beds and in Damascus on their couches.” Philistia and Egypt would be the enemies. 

 These people had a problem with a LORD because they modified their worship of the LORD in order to rationalize their idol worship. They worshiped the LORD in Bethel where they erected a golden calf. Instead of destroying the idol to be right with the Lord, they made the worship at Bethel more elaborate. For them, worshiping with more idols, more offerings meant better worship. They approached the worship of God with their wisdom of the world. Therefore the Lord, the LORD God Almighty would make it right this way, “On the day I punish Israel for her sins, I will destroy the altars of Bethel; the horns of the altar will be cut off and fall to the ground. I will tear down the winter house along with the summer house; the houses adorned with ivory will be destroyed and the mansions will be demolished.” declares the LORD.” (3:14,15). 

 Amos prophesies in 4:1 how the women in Israel lived because they did not know how to do right. “Hear this word, you cows of Bashan on Mount Samaria, you women who oppress the poor and crush the needy and say to your husbands, ‘Bring us some drinks!’”  The Sovereign LORD swore by his holiness that they will be exiled, and the women would be taken away with fishhooks.

The people did not have an excuse for their ignorance. Amos listed in 4:6-11 how the LORD had been warning them, and yet they did not return to the LORD. They experienced the lack of food, having no rain when it was necessary for harvest, having no water to drink. They experienced blight and mildew and locusts plague, epidemic diseases, slaughter in war, defeat in battles and destruction of cities. They could have returned to the LORD as their forefathers did. Instead they beefed up their religious activities to help themselves feeling like they were worshiping the LORD better. They loved to do that. “Go to Bethel and sin; go to Gilgal and sin yet more. Bring your sacrifices every morning, your tithes every three years.  Burn leavened bread as a thank offering and brag about your freewill offerings-- boast about them, you Israelites, for this is what you love to do," declares the Sovereign LORD. (4:4). 

In 4:12,13 we learn why their actions were not right, and what the truth of their ignorance is: They avoided meeting the LORD. What would the LORD do with the sneaky, and the slippery? He would meet them. “Therefore this is what I will do to you, Israel, and because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God, O Israel. He who forms the mountains, creates the wind, and reveals his thoughts to man, he who turns dawn to darkness, and treads the high places of the earth-- the LORD God Almighty is his name.” (4:12,13). Then their excuse would be blown away. The mountains would become new, God’s thoughts would be declared with thunder to the ends of the universe. He would become the Light of the world. For them the meeting meant the judgment. For God it would be the new beginning.

We have noticed in 2:10, 3:1,7 and 13 and now in 4:13 that Amos is speaking to Israel as a whole. It was not right that they were divided. We also learn in the same verses that the LORD who had delivered Israel is declared to be the LORD God Almighty. The ultimate purpose of God’s judgment of Israel was to declare his name to be God the Creator, the Sovereign. He was not the God of Israel only. He was declared to be the Lord of the hosts by Amos. This is a very important teaching especially for our generation. Partly because of the many horrible experiences in the last century, and partly because, due to the influence of the Quantum theory, people no longer believe in the existence of universal justice or universal truth. BUT we learn from Amos to believe in the name of the LORD God Almighty  in spite of the mounting evidence of evil in this world. We learn in Amos how foolish the question of asking why all these bad things in the world should happen if God is living, or the question of why those things happen to those who believe in God. God has declared his name in all things. We should be right with God in all those things. If we do not do what is right, we will become right with God. That will be unbearable.

III. Seek God and live (5:1-6:14)

In 5:1,2 is God’s lament concerning Israel. “Hear this word, O house of Israel, this lament I take up concerning you: ‘Fallen is Virgin Israel, never to rise again, deserted in her own land, with no one to lift her up.’” When Israel meets God that would mean their fall. Only one tenth of their soldiers would survive. “The city that marches out a thousand strong for Israel will have only a hundred left; the town that marches out a hundred strong will have only ten left” (5:3). But the survival of the ten percent meant nothing. They would never rise again as a nation or as a race. 

So if the nations are finished, what is the teaching in 5:4-6:14 about? This is what the LORD says to the house of Israel in 5:4, “Seek me and live; do not seek Bethel, do not go to Gilgal, do not journey to Beersheba. For Gilgal will surely go into exile, and Bethel will be reduced to nothing.” He is teaching that the LORD is not in Gilgal, or Beersheba or in Bethel. But what’s the use of seeking God rightly if they are finished? What does he mean that they would live right after he said they were finished? We learn from Amos here a plain truth that God exists by himself and that he is our life. The people of Israel ignored God when they divided their nation into two, when they did injustice to their neighbors, when they despised the one who told them truth. Israel made all those mistakes to live, and to live better. Their mistake was that they did not seek the LORD. “Seek the LORD and live, or he will sweep through the house of Joseph like a fire; it will devour, and Bethel will have no one to quench it. You who turn justice into bitterness and cast righteousness to the ground  (he who made the Pleiades and Orion, who turns blackness into dawn and darkens day into night, who calls for the waters of the sea and pours them out over the face of the land-- the LORD is his name-- he flashes destruction on the stronghold and brings the fortified city to ruin),  you hate the one who reproves in court and despise him who tells the truth.  You trample on the poor and force him to give you grain. Therefore, though you have built stone mansions, you will not live in them; though you have planted lush vineyards, you will not drink their wine.  For I know how many are your offenses and how great your sins. You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts. Therefore the prudent man keeps quiet in such times, for the times are evil. Seek good, not evil, that you may live. Then the LORD God Almighty will be with you, just as you say he is. Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts. Perhaps the LORD God Almighty will have mercy on the remnant of Joseph. Therefore this is what the Lord, the LORD God Almighty, says: ‘There will be wailing in all the streets and cries of anguish in every public square. The farmers will be summoned to weep and the mourners to wail. There will be wailing in all the vineyards, for I will pass through your midst,’ says the LORD” (5:6-17).

To those who would keep their rituals saying they long for the day of the LORD, God said to let justice roll like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream. But they will be stubborn about their practice, and God will send them to exile where they couldn’t continue the foolish practice. Here we learn that doing justice is considered as the same as seeking God. 5:18-26. “Woe to you who long for the day of the LORD! Why do you long for the day of the LORD? That day will be darkness, not light. It will be as though a man fled from a lion only to meet a bear, as though he entered his house and rested his hand on the wall only to have a snake bite him. Will not the day of the LORD be darkness, not light-- pitch-dark, without a ray of brightness? I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies. Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them.  Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps. But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream! Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings forty years in the desert, O house of Israel? You have lifted up the shrine of your king, the pedestal of your idols, the star of your god -- which you made for yourselves. Therefore I will send you into exile beyond Damascus," says the LORD, whose name is God Almighty.”

In 6:1-14 is the answer to why Israel people refused the obvious truth that God is God, not their nation, that he is not in the shrines. They were complacent. They felt secure. They slept in beds inlaid with ivory. They had nice couches to sit on enjoying music, drinking bowls full of wine, using the finest lotions. They were secure because they had a powerful army. They got so drunken with their success that they forgot how the many stronger, richer and bigger nations before them had fallen. 

IV. I am setting a plumb line among my people Israel (7:1-17)

There were three different ways the LORD was going to punish Israel. The first one was locust plague and the second one was the fire. But the LORD relented as Amos cried out for mercy. Then the LORD showed Amos a plumb line. 7:7-9. “This is what he showed me: The Lord was standing by a wall that had been built true to plumb, with a plumb line in his hand. And the LORD asked me, ‘What do you see, Amos?’ ‘A plumb line,’ I replied. Then the Lord said, ‘Look, I am setting a plumb line among my people Israel; I will spare them no longer. The high places of Isaac will be destroyed and the sanctuaries of Israel will be ruined; with my sword I will rise against the house of Jeroboam.’” God will judge his own with his justice and righteousness.


Now there was a man who did not like to hear Amos’s prophecy. He was Amaziah, the priest of Bethel in Israel. So he accused Amos raising a conspiracy, and insulted Amos as if the prophet was speaking God’s message to make bread. Amos did not fight back Amaziah but spoke what the plumb line meant for the false prophet 7:14-17. “I was neither a prophet nor a prophet's son, but I was a shepherd, and I also took care of sycamore-fig trees. But the LORD took me from tending the flock and said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’  Now then, hear the word of the LORD. You say, ‘Do not prophesy against Israel, and stop preaching against the house of Isaac.’ Therefore this is what the LORD says: ‘Your wife will become a prostitute in the city, and your sons and daughters will fall by the sword. Your land will be measured and divided up, and you yourself will die in a pagan country. And Israel will certainly go into exile, away from their native land.'"

After he had encountered the false prophet Amos learned that the sin of Israel was ripe as the LORD showed him a basket of ripe fruit. He realized that the people would not stop trampling the needy and the poor. He realized that they would think of how to make money when they were supposed to worship the LORD. He saw that they would take advantage of the poor and the needy to make themselves richer. He saw that the famine of hearing the words of the LORD was coming. In the examples of the desperate cry of the young people at the time of their death in 8:14 we learn that Amos is saying that we can hear the word of the LORD when we are right with the LORD. When we are not right with the LORD we will have famine in the feast. That is because God has also set his plumb line among his own people in their Bible study. 8:11-14. “The days are coming,” declares the Sovereign LORD, “when I will send a famine through the land-- not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the LORD, but they will not find it. “In that day “the lovely young women and strong young men will faint because of thirst. They who swear by the shame of Samaria, or say, ‘As surely as your god lives, O Dan,’ or, ‘As surely as the god of Beersheba lives’-- they will fall, never to rise again”

The judgment will be thorough. God’s people will not be able to escape from God even by death.  9:1-4. “I saw the Lord standing by the altar, and he said: ‘Strike the tops of the pillars so that the thresholds shake. Bring them down on the heads of all the people; those who are left I will kill with the sword. Not one will get away, none will escape. Though they dig down to the depths of the grave, from there my hand will take them. Though they climb up to the heavens, from there I will bring them down.  Though they hide themselves on the top of Carmel, there I will hunt them down and seize them. Though they hide from me at the bottom of the sea, there I will command the serpent to bite them. Though they are driven into exile by their enemies, there I will command the sword to slay them. I will fix my eyes upon them for evil and not for good.’” Why is there no escape from God’s judgment? It is because the LORD is God the Almighty. 9:5,6. “The Lord, the LORD Almighty, he who touches the earth and it melts, and all who live in it mourn-- the whole land rises like the Nile, then sinks like the river of Egypt-- he who builds his lofty palace in the heavens and sets its foundation on the earth, who calls for the waters of the sea and pours them out over the face of the land-- the LORD is his name.”
In 9:7-15 the LORD explains that the thorough judgment is to purge sinners among God’s people. The sinners are those who think they are exempt from God’s judgment. When the sinners are purged there will come the full restoration of Israel. We learn in these verses that the LORD is speaking of the creation of the true Israelites who are circumcised in their hearts by the Spirit, the people who are judge by God’s righteousness and by his justice (Ro 2:29; 3:26). 9:7-15. “Are not you Israelites the same to me as the Cushites ?” declares the LORD. “Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir? Surely the eyes of the Sovereign LORD are on the sinful kingdom. I will destroy it from the face of the earth-- yet I will not totally destroy the house of Jacob," declares the LORD. For I will give the command, and I will shake the house of Israel among all the nations as grain is shaken in a sieve, and not a pebble will reach the ground. All the sinners among my people will die by the sword, all those who say, ‘Disaster will not overtake or meet us.’ In that day I will restore David's fallen tent. I will repair its broken places, restore its ruins, and build it as it used to be, so that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my name, " declares the LORD, who will do these things. ‘The days are coming,’ declares the LORD, ‘when the reaper will be overtaken by the plowman and the planter by the one treading grapes. New wine will drip from the mountains and flow from all the hills.  I will bring back my exiled people Israel; they will rebuild the ruined cities and live in them. They will plant vineyards and drink their wine; they will make gardens and eat their fruit. I will plant Israel in their own land, never again to be uprooted from the land I have given them," says the LORD your God.”
Today the nation of Israel claims to be the official heir of the twelve tribes of Israel, the fulfillment of this prophecy. Christians also claim to be the true Israelites. But one thing is clear. This prophecy has been the source of strength and life for them all. The LORD judges his people with justice and righteousness to create true Israelites.  
