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WHO IS JESUS CHRIST?

Professor Simon Greenleaf was one of the most eminent lawyers of all time. His “Laws of Evidence” for many years were accepted by all States in the United States as the standard methodology for evaluating cases. He was teaching law at a university in the United States when one of his students asked Professor Greenleaf if he would apply his “Laws of Evidence” to evaluate an historical figure. When Greenleaf agreed to the project he asked the student who was to be the subject of the review. The student replied that the person to be examined would be Jesus Christ. Professor Greenleaf agreed to undertake the examination of Jesus Christ and as a result, when he had finished the review, Simon Greenleaf personally accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as his Saviour.

Professor Greenleaf then sent an open letter to all jurists in the United States saying in part “I personally have investigated one called Jesus Christ. I have found the evidence concerning him to be historically accurate. I have also discovered that Jesus Christ is more than a human being, he is either God or nothing and having examined the evidence it is impossible to conclude other than he is God. Having concluded that he is God I have accepted him as my personal Saviour. I urge all members of the legal profession to use the “Laws of Evidence” to investigate the person of the Lord Jesus Christ and if you find that he is wrong expose him as a faker but if not consider him as your Saviour and Lord”

HOW CAN I BE SAVED?

Salvation is available for all members of the human race.

Salvation is the most important undertaking in all of God's universe. The salvation of sinners is never on the basis of God's merely passing over or closing His eyes to sin. God saves sinners on a completely righteous basis consistent with the divine holiness of His character. This is called grace. It relies on God so man cannot work for salvation, neither can he deserve it.  We need to realise that the creation of this vast unmeasured universe was far less an undertaking than the working out of God's plan to save sinners.

However the acceptance of God's salvation by the sinner is the most simple thing in all of life. One need not be rich, nor wise, nor educated. Age is no barrier, nor the colour of one's skin. The reception of the enormous benefits of God's redemption is based upon the simplest of terms so that there is no one in all this wide universe who need be turned away.

How do I become a Christian?

There is but one simple step divided into three parts. First of all I have to recognise that I am a sinner (Romans 3:23; 6:23; Ezekiel 18:4; John 5:24).

Secondly, realising that if I want a relationship with Almighty God who is perfect, and recognising that I am not perfect, I need to look to the Lord Jesus Christ as the only Saviour (I Corinthians 15:3; 1 Peter 2:24; Isaiah 53:6; John 3:16).

Thirdly, by the exercise of my own free will I personally receive the Lord Jesus Christ as my Saviour, believing that He died personally for me and that He is what He claims to be in an individual, personal and living way (John 1:12; 3:36; Acts 16:31; 4:12).

The results of Salvation

The results of this are unbelievably wonderful:

My sins are taken away (John 1:29),

I possess eternal life now (I John 5:11,12),

I become a new creature in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17),

The Holy Spirit takes up His residence in my life (I Corinthians 6:19),

And I will never perish (John 10:28-30).

This truthfully is life's greatest transaction. This is the goal of all people; this is the ultimate of our existence. We invite and exhort any reader who has not become a Christian by trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ to follow these simple instructions and be born again eternally into God's family (Matthew 11:28; John 1:12; Acts 4:12; 16:31).
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INTRODUCTION TO AMOS
Amos was an 8th century prophet from Judah who issued prophecies against the northern kingdom of Israel and other nations around. Amos lived during the reigns of Uzziah, king of Judah (767 -740/39 BC) and Jeroboam II, king of Israel (782/81 – 53 BC). Uzziah had been co-regent with Amaziah of Judah from 791/90 BC, while Jeroboam II was co-regent with Jehoash of Israel from 793/92 BC. Uzziah and Jeroboam were contemporaries for several years, so that period is likely to be when Amos ministered. The reigns of the above two kings were marked by a period of peace and prosperity, such that the situation came close to the prosperous times of David and Solomon.

Amos received his call to be a prophet while he was tending his flock (7:15). This resonates with David’s first call when he was tending his sheep (1 Samuel 16:11-13), just as Gideon was called from his threshing floor (Judges 6:11-14). So often God calls people when they are faithfully going about their normal day to day business, and this underlines the importance of being open to God and being prepared to respond to His call whenever it comes. Once he received his call from God, Amos set about addressing the pagan worship in the northern kingdom and drew attention to the symptoms of moral sickness in the nation. God spoke through him to denounce the corruption and idolatry that were rife in the land. Although Amos was not an inhabitant of the northern kingdom, he was well aware of the moral, social and religious state of the land.

The main call of Amos was for the people to return to God in national repentance. This was not merely an outer reform of the cultic practices that had crept in, but required a radical rejection of the false Canaanite worship with its corruption in society, and instead needed a pure lifestyle lived in reverent obedience to God and His law. Amos brought a message of judgement, not because God was unwilling to forgive, but because Amos saw the depth of the depravity and the people’s reluctance to return to God in humility.  This remains the key preachers/prophetic call to our present day and beyond into the days of the Tribulation period.  The old Canaanite religion remains with list based worship of all alternatives to truth and righteousness.
One of the underlying messages of Amos is that God does not have favourites. God speaks through Amos to a number of the nations around, as well as Israel itself, requiring justice and a godly lifestyle. God treats each person with respect for we are all made in His image, but He does expect us to behave with the dignity that this privilege accords. God is not interested in a person’s status in life; rather He looks for righteousness, fairness, justice, and a heart that is devoted to Him. For such people, He pours out blessing; for those who are disobedient, there is judgement.

The name Amos means ‘load’ or ‘burden’ and he clearly received a burden from the Lord that he needed to speak out.  He is not referred to in the Bible beyond the confines of his book. Consequently we are reliant on the information contained within the book for our information about him.

The prophecy of Amos takes the form of a series of judgements against both the nations around her, and Israel, because of their sins. Israel is declared to be no better than the nations around, and actually has a greater responsibility for her behaviour as she is God’s chosen nation and had the benefit of His laws to live by. Despite the warning of judgement, Amos does also end with an assurance of restoration for God’s people. 

The style of writing takes images from country life, which Amos was familiar with given his occupation. He also made reference to historical events, national customs and it is clear that he knew the law of God. He clearly valued God’s ways of living and combined both the justice and the mercy of God. It is likely that he prophesied from the town of Bethel (see 7:13), a town to the southern part of Israel, and not far from Tekoa. 

One of the main themes of the book is social justice, and it echoes something of the heart of Micah in this. He opposed the complacent, idle lifestyle of the rich at the expense of the poor, as well as the emptiness of dead religion. His comparison of Israel with the other nations around must have been shocking to the people of Israel, who felt complacent in their position as God’s chosen nation – with privilege goes responsibility! 
The fact that both gentile nations and Israel are addressed, with the warning of judgement, reminds us that all people are responsible before God as to how they live on this earth, and that God will judge those who do not follow His ways and bow the knee to Him.  Satan’s main tactic remains “distraction”, and always this will be the tool he uses in his enticement into paths of evil and certain final judgment.
DIVISIONS OF AMOS
1. Introducing Amos (1:1-2)

2. God’s word to Damascus (1:3-5)

3. The charge against Gaza and Tyre (1:6-10)

4. The word against Edom and Ammon (1:11-15)

5. God’s word to Moab and Judah (2:1-5)

6. God’s judgement on Israel (2:6-16)

7. God pleads with Israel (3:1-8)

8. The judgement on Samaria (3:9-15)

9. The cows of Bashan (4:1-5)

10. Oracles of judgement (4:6-13)

11. Lament over Israel (5:1-10)

12. Time to seek the Lord (5:11-17)

13. Time for justice (5:18-27)

14. Beware of false hope (6:1-7)

15. The certainty of judgement (6:8-14)

16. Visions of judgement (7:1-9)

17. Amos is rebuked (7:10-17)

18. Judgement is coming (8:4-14)

19. No escape (9:1-4)

20. Judgement, but not without hope (9:5-10)

21. The promise of restoration (9:11-15)

TOPICS
PROPHET

JUSTICE

INTRODUCING AMOS
Amos 1:1-2: The words of Amos, who was among the herdmen of Tekoa, which he saw concerning Israel in the days of Uzziah king of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash king of Israel, two years before the earthquake. And he said, The LORD will roar from Zion, and utter his voice from Jerusalem; and the habitations of the shepherds shall mourn, and the top of Carmel shall wither. 

REFLECTION
The book of Amos begins with the introduction “The words of Amos”, which is unlike many of the other prophets where reference is to the “words of the Lord” or some similar expression. This does not mean that the words of Amos are not divinely inspired and comprise God’s message, but instead he is merely drawing attention to the fact that he wrote the message. It is Amos’ prophecy to the people to whom the message is addressed. The fact that Amos says that he “saw” what he is writing here suggests something of divine authorship.

Amos gives but a brief description of himself in v1, and we have looked at that in the introduction. He declares that his message concerns Israel, and it is unusual for a prophet to speak into a situation outside his own home environment. All of the other prophets prophesied to their own people. Amos clearly ran the risk of being unpopular in delivering a message to another nation, and as a farmer he was a ‘layman’ prophet, rather than one who had passed through the schools of the prophets.

In v2 Amos says that the Lord will roar from Zion, and clearly this is a message speaking against the nation Israel, whereas in Joel 3:16 God was roaring from Jerusalem on Israel’s behalf. When God’s voice is thundering forth, we do well to pay attention, for God means what He says, and this is in stark contrast to the gentle voice of the Good Shepherd. It is worth remembering that Jesus is known as the Lion of Judah, and this title fits well with the concept of roaring. Jerusalem was the place of the Temple and the Holy of Holies where God dwelt. It was the seat of God’s rule over Israel and thus the place of authority. Note that God was not speaking from Dan or Bethel, the places of idolatrous calf worship set up by the northern kingdom if Israel, but the place of God’s choosing in Judah. 

Through the words of Amos, God is threatening the outworking of his wrath on the pastures of the shepherds, i.e., the pasture-ground of the land of Israel. Such pasture land seems to endure year after year, yet when God moves even that will be affected. As God speaks powerfully through Amos, initially in judgement against the nations around, He then draws attention to the fact that the gentile nations are actually no worse than the people of Israel, for they have forsaken their God and have adopted the false religion and corrupt practices of the heathen nations.

Similarly, the head of the forest-crowned Carmel will fade and wither when God moves in judgement. This Carmel is the promontory at the mouth of the Kishon on the Mediterranean, and not the place called Carmel on the mountains of Judah, to which the term head is inapplicable. Carmel was regularly refreshed by the dew so that it was a fertile place with a variety of flowers and fruit, and known for being green even in summer. Despite the natural freshness, God would dry the place up so that it withered. If this area became withered and dried, what would happen to the rest of the land? Just as the land received its refreshing dew from God, so the people receive their very life from Him so He is entitled to expect the worship that the people were not giving Him. 

GOD’S WORD TO DAMASCUS

Amos 1:3-5: Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of Damascus, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because they have threshed Gilead with threshing instruments of iron: But I will send a fire into the house of Hazael, which shall devour the palaces of Benhadad. I will break also the bar of Damascus, and cut off the inhabitant from the plain of Aven, and him that holdeth the sceptre from the house of Eden: and the people of Syria shall go into captivity unto Kir, saith the LORD. 

REFLECTION
Amos here begins to list the crimes of Israel’s near neighbours, and in so doing would probably win the attention of his audience, for they would gladly accept that the other nations around will have some blame to bear. Once he has won his readers over, Amos later mentions that Israel is also not guiltless and is to be the subject of God’s wrath. The first three recipients of this judgement are named by their capital cities, whereas the next two are named as nations. He starts with Syria, the most hated of Israel’s enemies, and then works outwards. Syria bordered Israel’s north eastern area and remained an enemy for much of Israel’s history.

This passage marks the beginning of a fairly long section that extends to the end of chapter 2, during which time Amos speaks against the sins of various nations around. Being a “new” prophet who was apparently untrained, it is interesting to hear what he has to say, and now he firmly declares that they are the words of the Lord. It is unclear as to whether this section was originally delivered as a series of messages, or whether it formed a single message directed at several nations. Each section that mentions the various nations addressed is self contained, yet together they form a whole which adds depth to the overall message. 

Each of these sections starts with the expression: “Thus says the Lord” followed by the formula “For three transgressions… for four….” The numbers are not literal, for usually there is only one sin mentioned specifically. The formula of an initial number plus one is found regularly in the Old Testament as a poetic means of describing something that happens more than once. The sins are clearly repeated, and the expression gives emphasis to what Amos is trying to say, that the judgement is deserved in each case.

The crime committed by Damascus was that they had ‘threshed Gilead with threshing instruments of iron.’ Some versions refer to ‘threshing sledges’ and in the ancient world one of these sledges would be a heavy wooden sledge with iron protrusions on its base. It was dragged by oxen over the cut harvest to separate the grain from the chaff. The picture implies cruel treatment by the armies of Damascus on the people of Gilead, a northern area east of the Jordan that traditionally belonged to Israel. There may have been a historical event that was being referred to, and for such cruelty Damascus would be judged.

It is interesting that some years after the ministry of Amos, judgement came from Assyria, and their King Tiglath Pileser III recorded in his annals: “I destroyed 592 towns of the 16 districts of the country of Damascus, rendering them like hills over which the flood had passed.” Assuming that Gilead had recently received the harsh treatment from Syria shortly before Amos commenced his ministry, the people would have been glad to receive his message, and as such he would have found a ready audience for what he had to say, at least at this introductory stage. 

It is clear from this and the subsequent prophecies from Amos that God is the God of all nations and not just the Jews. It is true that God had chosen Israel to be His special people, but that was so that they might be His witnesses to a lost world and thus draw all peoples to Him. All are responsible before God for how they have live and what they have done whilst on this earth. God cannot be confined to one particular people or place, and His heart of love extends to all people. The other side of that coin, however, is that God will judge those who do not come to Him in repentance and faith, and who treat others cruelly. 

There is a lesson here for all of us, for who has not made God too small in their own minds? It is too easy to confine our understanding of God to our own church or own situation. We need to break out of this mould and gain a larger vision of our God. 

In v4 Amos speaks judgement on the house of Hazael and the palaces of Ben-Hadad. Both Hazael and Ben-Hadad had cruelly treated Israel in the century before Amos, for they had burned fortresses, cruelly killed soldiers and mistreated pregnant women (see 2 Kings 8:12). 
As such they were amongst Israel’s worst enemies, and not just typical of the regime of Damascus. Consequently they are deserving of God’s judgement. Although Damascus had invaded Israel, God condemns the subsequent cruelty rather than the invasion itself, for in so doing the heart of the people is judged. God looks at the attitudes of the heart, which reflect the inner character of a person.

It is unclear as to whether Amos is referring to specific places in v5 when he speaks of the plain of Aven, and the house of Eden, or whether he is addressing the underlying meaning of the names, i.e. idolatry and pleasure. These two facets typify the lifestyle of the unbeliever, for there is the tendency in fallen man to worship almost anything other than the one true God, and also to seek pleasure. Although there is nothing inherently wrong in pleasure as such, for we have a gracious and loving God who delights to gladden the heart of His people, the quest for pleasure in and for itself is little short of self-worship and thus idolatry.

Certainly God is undermining the strength and heart of Damascus here, and they would be taken to Kir, a place in the north from which the Syrians had originally come.

TOPIC

IDOLATRY

THE CHARGE AGAINST GAZA AND TYRE

Amos 1:6-10: Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of Gaza, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because they carried away captive the whole captivity, to deliver [them] up to Edom: But I will send a fire on the wall of Gaza, which shall devour the palaces thereof: And I will cut off the inhabitant from Ashdod, and him that holdeth the sceptre from Ashkelon, and I will turn mine hand against Ekron: and the remnant of the Philistines shall perish, saith the Lord GOD. Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of Tyrus, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because they delivered up the whole captivity to Edom, and remembered not the brotherly covenant: But I will send a fire on the wall of Tyrus, which shall devour the palaces thereof. 

Amos turns here from Damascus to two other locations, Gaza and Tyre. Gaza was a city, although here it represents the small Philistine state in the southeast corner of the Mediterranean. It was one of the five divisions of Philistia, and the key to Palestine on the south; hence it was put for the whole Philistine nation. Tyre was an important coastal port on the Eastern Mediterranean to the north west of Israel, and was a Phoenician city state. The judgement that God pronounces on these two places is largely the same and both had been involved in the slave trade. They had sold people to Edom (v6-9), either to be slaves there, or to be sold on as slaves to other lands. The unstated implication is that there had been raids to capture these people to hand them over as slaves. 

On the other hand, if the slaves were taken as part of the plunder of war, prisoners would be regarded as legitimate candidates to be slaves, but God would still expect fair treatment of them. Having said that, the Philistines were people who were slave traders and who obtained their slaves by trade for commercial reasons, not war. In Arabia generally, it was considered improper to wipe out a tribe in warfare.

Both of these locations were strong enough to carry out this inhumane behaviour, and Gaza was an important trading centre, being located on the north/south trade routes between Egypt and Israel, as well as the east/west trade routes from Edom to the Mediterranean Sea. Gaza was occupied by the Philistines, who were enemies of Israel and also noted from of old for their military strength, and was one of their chief cities. Gaza delivered the slaves up to Edom, another enemy of Israel. Under Jehoram already the Philistines had carried away all the substance of the king of Judah, and his wives and his sons, "so that there was never a son left to him, save Jehoahaz". Jerome explains it thus: “a captivity so perfect and complete, that not a single captive remained who was not delivered to the Idumaeans.” The reference is to captive Israelites, who were carried off by the Philistines, and disposed of by them to the Edomites, the arch-enemies of Israel.

Gaza was the most powerful of the five Philistine cities, and being on the trade routes, the sale of slaves that Amos condemned was largely through this city. Ashdod and Ekron, mentioned in v8, were both places of strength, with Ashdod being prominent in idolatry, as seen in the temple of Dagon there. Ashkelon was a place of the corresponding worship of Derceto, the fish-goddess, the symbol of the passive principle in re-production. Ekron was the seat of the worship of Baalzebub and his oracle, from where he is called “the god of Ekron”.

Tyre was a wealthy and powerful state on the Mediterranean coast about 100 miles North West of Jerusalem. One part of the city was on the mainland, whilst the other was on a small rocky off shore island. Its location in this way gave it an air of self-confidence and it too was noted for its trade in slaves (see Ezekiel 27:13). In Tyre, in contrast to Gaza, there was this aggravation, that it was a violation of a previous treaty and friendship. It was not a covenant only, nor previous friendliness only; but a specific covenant, founded on friendship which they forgot and broke. 
This dated from the time of David and Solomon when they made a covenant with Hiram, king of Tyre. Tyre clearly conspired with Edom by handing over the people of Israel as slaves, and this incurred God’s wrath. 

Because these two states were involved in oppressing people through the slave trade, they would be destroyed. For Gaza, it was overrun by the Assyrians in 732 BC, rebuilt, and then destroyed again in 720 BC. It has been the venue for various forms of destruction and conflict over the centuries, and even today the Gaza Strip is still a place of conflict. 

As for Tyre, it survived longer than Gaza, and it finally fell to a determined assault from Alexander the Great in 322 BC. Alexander managed to cut off the island part of the city and eventually built a sufficient access route to conquer the people there, who had felt they were invincible. Somewhat ironically in the light of Amos’ prophecy, some 30,000 of the inhabitants of Tyre were sold as slaves after the fall of the city.

Although slavery is less common in our day than in that of Amos, it has not been eradicated, and God is also concerned in people’s human rights that slavery undermines. Even in employment situations oppression can occur, and God looks for His people to treat men and women fairly, for as Christians we have been set free from the bondage of sin.

THE WORD AGAINST EDOM AND AMMON

Amos 1:11-15: Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of Edom, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because he did pursue his brother with the sword, and did cast off all pity, and his anger did tear perpetually, and he kept his wrath for ever: But I will send a fire upon Teman, which shall devour the palaces of Bozrah. Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of the children of Ammon, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because they have ripped up the women with child of Gilead, that they might enlarge their border: But I will kindle a fire in the wall of Rabbah, and it shall devour the palaces thereof, with shouting in the day of battle, with a tempest in the day of the whirlwind: And their king shall go into captivity, he and his princes together, saith the LORD. 
REFLECTION
In this section Amos turns his attention to Edom and Ammon, two nations lying east of the Great Rift Valley containing the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. Edom lay to the east and south of the Dead Sea, while Ammon was situated more to the north, to the east of Israel and beyond the Jordan. These two nations are also criticised for crimes against humanity, as with the two previous nations.

Dealing first with Edom, the condemnation here was for cruelty, resulting from anger, against those with whom they had ties of kinship. It is worth bearing in mind that the nation of Edom was descended from Esau, Jacob’s twin brother, so historically there was a relationship between the two nations, even though they became enemies. It is not known if there was a specific incident referred to by Amos in regard to this cruelty that he mentioned, but there was a longstanding animosity that would incur God’s wrath. It is worth noting that the Edomites, not only did not allow the Israelites their brethren to pass by their borders, but came out against them with a large army, (Numbers 20:18) but also in the times of Ahaz they came against Judah and attacked them, and carried away captives (2 Chronicles 28:17).

God promised through Amos to send judgement and fire upon Teman and Bozrah, two of the cities of Edom. After the time of Amos, Edom was conquered by the Assyrians under the kingship of Tiglath Pileser III, and later still in the 5th Century BC they were again overcome by the Nabateans and evicted from their land. 

Amos mention 3 aspects to the cruel behaviour of Edom, the first being that of cruelty itself. As a nation, the Edomites threw away restraint when using the sword against their enemies. They were dehumanised by war so that even the ordinary people abandoned normal human morals and indulged in cruelty. History has shown this to occur in various other nations around the world in times of war, and this needs to be guarded against. 

The second aspect to their cruelty concerned the practice of fratricide, for they pursued their “brother”. In context this would relate to the relationship between Edom and Israel, but there is also the common human bond of the brotherhood of mankind, that should steer men away from such cruelty. Each human being is made in the image of God and deserves respect because of that. 

God had declared in the Law that Israel was not to hate the Edomites, and presumably He would have expected that situation to be reciprocated: “Thou shall not abhor an Edomite, for he is thy brother: thou shall not abhor an Egyptian; because thou was a stranger in his land” (Deuteronomy 23:7). The grandchild of an Egyptian or of an Edomite was religiously also to become as an Israelite (Deuteronomy 23:8). Another facet of this is that brotherhood implies an agreement. God is a covenant keeping God, and He expects His people to do the same, that we are supportive of those with whom we have relationship, and that we keep our word.

Finally, they committed their acts of violence in anger, and this seems to have been prolonged from v11, so that it was simmering away and eating at the heart of the Edomites for generations. This poisons children as they grow up so that the problem is perpetuated. This type of anger and bitterness is destructive and is extremely hard to break. The history of the animosity between Edom and Israel is long and sad, and the book of Obadiah focuses on the judgement due to Edom. The New Testament instructs us not to let the sun go down on our anger (Ephesians 4:26), and in this way the root of bitterness does not creep into our lives.

The people of Ammon too, were cruel to the point of inhumanity, and marauding bands of Ammonites had invaded the land of Gilead. They had ripped open pregnant women and thus killed both mother and unborn child. Such things were not unknown in ancient history, for in the 11th century BC the Assyrian King Tiglath-Pileser I was noted for his murder of pregnant women and their unborn offspring. Such behaviour goes against all human decency, for apart from its cruelty and attack on defenceless babies, it cuts down not only the present generation but also the one to follow. 

Although we do not know exactly which incident Amos is referring to from the pages of Scripture, he might possibly be speaking of the time during the wars of Hazael with Israel, when they availed themselves of the opportunity to widen their territory by conquering back the land which had been wrested from them by Sihon king of the Amorites. The Israelites had then taken possession of it, when they overcame him, - and Ammon had attempted to recover it once before in the time of Jephthah the judge (Judges 11:12).

The chief god of the fierce Ammon was Molech, the principal of destruction, who was appeased with sacrifices of living children, given to the fire to devour. From an idolatrous perspective, therefore, the young children of Ammon were being given up to their false worship, so the wickedness that their god required spilt over into the behaviour of the people. As with Edom, Ammon had a long history of attacking Israel, sometimes on their own, and sometimes with the Moabites, but they were clearly cruel enemies of God’s chosen people.

Because of this wickedness, the town of Rabbah, the nation’s capital, would be burned down and the people removed. God hates aggression against the innocent, and He moved in judgement in response to the evil behaviour of the Ammonites. The conquest of the land would include the royal palaces, and the use of the expression “in the day of a whirlwind” suggests that it would come suddenly, and would be unstoppable. Nebuchadnezzar invaded the area in the 5th year of his reign and the city would not have escaped at that time.

Not only would the common people that were left from the sword be carried captive, but so would their king also. This was Baalis their last king, who was accessory to the murder of Gedaliah, (Jeremiah 40:14), whom the king of Babylon had set over the remnant of the Jews left in Judea.

TOPICS

MORALITY

NATIONS AND RACES

GOD’S WORD TO MOAB AND JUDAH

Amos 2:1-5: Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of Moab, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because he burned the bones of the king of Edom into lime: But I will send a fire upon Moab, and it shall devour the palaces of Kerioth: and Moab shall die with tumult, with shouting, [and] with the sound of the trumpet: And I will cut off the judge from the midst thereof, and will slay all the princes thereof with him, saith the LORD. Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of Judah, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because they have despised the law of the LORD, and have not kept his commandments, and their lies caused them to err, after the which their fathers have walked: But I will send a fire upon Judah, and it shall devour the palaces of Jerusalem. 

REFLECTION
Amos turns his attention now to Moab, and pronounces judgement on them for burning the bones of the king of Edom; in other words they desecrated the remains of the dead. Moab was situated to the east of the Dead Sea, immediately to the north of Edom. From time to time there was war between the two states. Amos lived in the area of Tekoa, which looked across the shores of the Dead Sea to the state of Moab.

Presumably there had been some conflict between Moab and Edom, during which the Moabites had burned the bones of the king of Edom. Human bones contain calcium, which would turn to lime as a result of burning, so the passage is quite descriptive here. Although there is no Biblical record of such an event, it is likely that it flowed from the battle between Moab and Judah described in 2 Kings 3. There is a Jewish tradition found in Jerome that after this war the Moabites dug up the bones of the king of Edom from the grave, and heaped insults upon them by burning them to ashes. 

As Amos in the case of all the other nations has mentioned only crimes that were committed against the covenant nation, the one with which the Moabites are charged must have been in some way associated with either Israel or Judah. That is to say, it must have been committed upon a king of Edom, who was a vassal of Judah, and therefore not very long after this war, since the Edomites shook off their dependence upon Judah in less than ten years from that time.

Although it might be viewed that Moab had not unduly attacked the living by doing this, in most cultures it is considered most disrespectful to the dead to disturb and desecrate their remains, with a dead person being entitled to “rest in peace”. Archaeological excavations in various locations and cultures have confirmed the reverence that is afforded to the dead, so Moab’s actions here would be very much frowned upon as sacrilegious. There was no benefit for Moab in doing this, but instead it was wanton crime that angered the people of Edom for no valid reason.

It is interesting to note that although Amos was a Jewish prophet, he clearly respected the sensitivities, and to some degree, the (pagan) religion of the Edomites. God gives people free will, and freedom of religion is part of this. As Christians we should respect the views of others, even when they do not accord with our own, nor even when they are contrary to God’s will. We should pray for such people, and tell them the gospel truth, but we should not deliberately offend them. We rarely gain credibility by violence and blatant disrespect for others. This does not mean compromise, but respect for the beliefs of others.

Moab was to be destroyed by fire (v2) with the princes being slain. This would suggest that the king was killed as well as his sons, so that there would be no obvious successor for the kingdom. Once Nebuchadnezzar subdued Moab, it lost its identity as a nation, and the destruction occurred at the same time as Ammon was overtaken, some 5 years after Jerusalem fell. Kirioth as mentioned was a major city, but it is actually referred to in the plural, so this might suggest destruction of the citadel and its related city. 

In v4 Amos turns his attention to Judah; having won the attention of his hearers by castigating their enemies, God’s judgement now comes closer to home, although the burden of his message generally is to the northern kingdom of Israel. Israel and Judah parted company during the reign of Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, and there was a love/hate relationship between them after that. At this point in their history, the people of Israel would have had little affection for Judah so they were probably glad to hear the judgement against it, but even so they were kinsmen and there must have been a degree of mixed feelings when Judah came under God’s spotlight. Furthermore, the fact that Amos came from Judah would show that he was not prejudiced, and would arguably add more credibility to his message.

Some scholars consider that this section against Judah was a later insertion to the text, but arguably it would be strange if Amos had not included Judah in God’s judgements, given that they were clearly not performing as required. It would be strange if God were merely to castigate the pagan nations, and ignore the shortcomings of the people who should be doing His will. This also illustrates that God shows no partiality, and confirms the truth of Romans 2:12: “As many as have sinned without law, shall also perish without law, and as many as have sinned in the law, shall be judged by the law.” 

Judah’s crime was that they had not kept God’s law or his commandments; indeed it is said that they despised it. The law would represent the Mosaic Law in general, while the commandments would be the statutes, the ceremonies and civil laws. This would be a sin that was peculiar to Israel and Judah for only they as God’s chosen people would have had the covenant responsibility to keep God’s law. This was mixed with going after lies, which was clearly in error, and if people will not hold to God’s truth they will soon embrace falsehood. There is a huge folly in man, with all his limitations, trying to fight against Almighty and all wise God, and to pretend that he knows better than the omniscient God.

The judgement that would result would be fire destroying the city, which occurred when Nebuchadnezzar invaded and took the people away captive to Babylon. The people of Judah assumed that God would never allow His temple to be destroyed, but God was prepared to speak powerfully to His people by allowing the destruction to come.

On the face of it, the sins of Judah were less severe than those of the other nations mentioned. They had not treated people wickedly, but by disobeying God’s holy law they had in effect rejected Him. As God’s chosen people, they were in a covenant relationship with Him and to that extent did not have freedom of religion. They had been chosen to be God’s representatives and witnesses on the earth, and by rejecting God’s law they were failing in that responsibility. Consequently, the other nations were deprived of the witness that they were entitled to expect (whether they knew it or not), and thus not given the means of salvation that is found in the gospel that the law pointed to. The other nations desperately needed the light of God’s word, and Judah was required to show that it worked in practice. The atrocities of the other nations arose in part because the convicting power of a godly witness was absent.

It does not take a great deal of imagination to see the parallel here with the responsibilities of the church. Although the church does not have to keep the Mosaic Law in the same way as Israel and Judah did, we are still called to live godly lives in accordance with the requirements of God’s holy word, as given in the whole Bible. So often the church fails in this, so that other people around the world are deprived of the vibrant witness that God would want there to be, and the absence of adequate ‘salt and light’ on the part of the church will inevitably have a detrimental effect on the social and spiritual climate in the world. Christians might not commit the atrocities of the evildoers, but the failure to live godly lives fully committed to God can lead to the complacency that allows evil to flourish.

TOPIC

LAW OF MOSES

GOD’S JUDGEMENT ON ISRAEL

Amos 2: 6-16: Thus saith the LORD; For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not turn away [the punishment] thereof; because they sold the righteous for silver, and the poor for a pair of shoes; That pant after the dust of the earth on the head of the poor, and turn aside the way of the meek: and a man and his father will go in unto the [same] maid, to profane my holy name: And they lay [themselves] down upon clothes laid to pledge by every altar, and they drink the wine of the condemned [in] the house of their god. Yet destroyed I the Amorite before them, whose height [was] like the height of the cedars, and he [was] strong as the oaks; yet I destroyed his fruit from above, and his roots from beneath. Also I brought you up from the land of Egypt, and led you forty years through the wilderness, to possess the land of the Amorite. And I raised up of your sons for prophets, and of your young men for Nazarites. [Is it] not even thus, O ye children of Israel? saith the LORD. But ye gave the Nazarites wine to drink; and commanded the prophets, saying, Prophesy not. Behold, I am pressed under you, as a cart is pressed [that is] full of sheaves. Therefore the flight shall perish from the swift, and the strong shall not strengthen his force, neither shall the mighty deliver himself: Neither shall he stand that handleth the bow; and [he that is] swift of foot shall not deliver [himself]: neither shall he that rideth the horse deliver himself. And [he that is] courageous among the mighty shall flee away naked in that day, saith the LORD. 

REFLECTION
Amos now speaks against the nation of Israel, so the audience that has delighted so far in the condemnation of their enemies now has the discomfort of having the judgement turned upon themselves. The fact that Amos has placed the judgement against Israel here means that their sins are set against those of the other nations that have already received God’s condemnation. It thus soon becomes clear that Israel’s sins are as bad as, if not worse than, those of the other nations around.

The format of the message is the same as before – for three transgressions of Israel, and for four, thus hammering home the similarity between Israel and the other nations in terms of God’s displeasure. It is all too easy to see the sins of others, but much harder to recognise our own shortcomings. In fact Amos spends more time discussing the sins of Israel than he does the other nations he has mentioned, suggesting that he has come to the climax of his judgement speeches. 

He commences by condemning their attitude to the righteous and the poor, for they are clearly taking advantage of the weak and poor members of society. As to the upright mentioned here, this is essentially those who are ‘not guilty’ in the eyes of the law, yet the people were perverting the course of justice by bribery, given the exchange of silver here. The price of the bribery was clearly not great either, for the price of a pair of shoes, or sandals, seems to be all that was needed. This is Hebrew idiom for something very cheap. It did not cost the wealthy much to pervert to course of justice.

The judicial process in any nation should be operated with integrity, by people who can be trusted to perform their duties honestly. When corruption sets in, it is a sign of moral decay within the society in question, and this had clearly occurred in Israel at this time. God had been exceedingly gracious to Israel, yet they had abandoned His ways. 

The next problem that God highlights through Amos was the abuse of the poor (v7), trampling the “head of the poor in the dust of the earth.” It seems that the motive for this was still unscrupulous profit, making the rich richer. The implication is that the oppressors wanted to subjugate their victims such that they wanted the dust of the earth to cover their heads, a situation of abject poverty and vulnerability. There was an ancient custom that a guilty person should stand before the judges, clad in black, and his head covered with dust, so it is possible there is some reference to this here. So often the weak and poor are trampled on in the quest for greater profit by the wealthy. Perhaps it was easier for Amos as a foreigner to Israel to see their behaviour from the outside, whereas it is all too easy for those who live in a society to become rather immune to evil practices within. It is also easier to see the sins of others than it is our own.

The next sin denounced by Amos was one of immorality, that a man and his son were both having sexual relations with the same woman. Some commentators consider that this may refer to common usage of a slave girl or even a prostitute by father and son. If that is the case, then the fact that both father and son were having sexual relations with the same girl is virtually incest, which is condemned by God.  

Whilst God is opposed to immorality in general, it is considered by some commentators that primarily this is a reference to the pagan cult of Baal worship, where the practices of the fertility cult involved the use of temple prostitutes. This behaviour was often linked to drunken orgies at the altars of fertility, so the sins here involved idolatry, sexual immorality, and drunkenness. This is in stark contrast to the upright, godly behaviour required of God’s people. This clearly profaned God’s name, and they used to lie on garments taken from the poor, thus adding to the sin. There may be a reference to the rich lying down on cloaks taken from their victims, in contravention of the command in Exodus 22:26 to return such garments before sundown. Such cloaks would be a poor person’s outer garment by day, but also their warmth at night when the temperature dropped sharply.

In v8 the reference to drinking the wine of the condemned probably means wine bought with money raised from fines levied on people found guilty in the courts, almost certainly through corruption in the legal system. Possibly it could also refer to wine given to those who were condemned to die in order to lessen their suffering.

Having highlighted the sins of Israel, God then reminds the people of how good He has been to them in v9-11. God defeated the Amorites for them, even though they were strong and terrifying stature. The term Amorites was sometimes used interchangeably with Canaanites in the Old Testament, so there might be a reference to other Canaanite nations beyond just the Amorites alone. He had brought them out of Egypt where they had been slaves, and safely led them in the 40 years of wilderness wanderings, providing miraculously for their needs, and then into the land of the Amorites. There is also the need for modern man to consider God’s goodness to us in so many ways, and to review whether we are guilty of any of the oppression or abuses of power or material wealth at the expense of others less fortunate.

God had also given them men who would provide a spiritual lead in the form of prophets and Nazirites. The prophets would speak God’s word so that the people knew God’s mind and His requirements. The Nazirites (who could be male or female) were those who took a vow of abstinence from alcohol, didn’t cut their hair, avoided corpses and devoted themselves to God. In this way the people heard God’s word and were given the godly example of those who went without some of the earthly pleasures enjoyed by others. Perhaps it is strange that Amos did not refer here to prophets and priests, which would have made a more natural pairing that prophets and Nazirites. We find later on in Amos, however, that the priesthood was regarded as corrupt, and thus Amos seems to have chosen to mention the Nazirites as a godlier group. 

The prophets and Nazirites would have been a reminder to Israel of their duties to God. The life of the Nazirites was a continual protest against the self-indulgence and worldliness of the people. They were often ordinary people without any special office, but whose lifestyle spoke powerfully to the people of the need for godliness. How the church today needs men and women who are sufficiently set apart from worldliness that they are powerful witnesses by their very lifestyle.

However, the people had made the Nazirites drink wine, contrary to the vow they had taken, and commanded the prophets not to prophesy. Clearly the people were not inclined to live with the restraint that God wanted, nor to listen to Him. Not content with their own corruption, they tried to corrupt God’s messengers as well. In this regard, we need to remember that Israel was in a covenant relationship with God, just as those who had taken Nazirite vows were, but the people generally had strayed away from their covenant so that they were no longer paying anything other than lip service to God’s laws. The fact of the covenant relationship made Israel’s sins even worse in God’s sight. 

The problems here are not restricted to the Israelites then, for too often parts of the church will try to silence those who would truly speak out in God’s name for the sake of expediency or political correctness. The practices of the world are too easily absorbed into the church in the name of tolerance, whilst the cutting edge of the true gospel is at the same time watered down. Generally speaking, the world has been far more successful in infiltrating the church, than the church has been in challenging and changing the world with the gospel message.

Because of the behaviour of the Israelites, God would move in judgement that would not be averted. God was burdened by the behaviour of the Israelites as a fully laden cart is burdened by a load of sheaves of grain (v13). This is similar to God being wearied by the people as mentioned in Malachi 2:17. Consequently, the swift, the strong and mighty would find that their natural prowess would be of little use before the lord when He came to move in judgement. 

This theme is continued in the last two verses of the chapter, where Amos stresses the futility of relying on human abilities or arms in comparison with the mighty and omnipresent power of God. Such behaviour is folly, but there are very few humans who do not succumb to such a false mindset.

TOPIC

ISRAEL

GOD PLEADS WITH ISRAEL

Amos 3:1-8: Hear this word that the LORD hath spoken against you, O children of Israel, against the whole family which I brought up from the land of Egypt, saying, You only have I known of all the families of the earth: therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities. Can two walk together, except they be agreed? Will a lion roar in the forest, when he hath no prey? will a young lion cry out of his den, if he have taken nothing? Can a bird fall in a snare upon the earth, where no gin [is] for him? shall [one] take up a snare from the earth, and have taken nothing at all? Shall a trumpet be blown in the city, and the people not be afraid? shall there be evil in a city, and the LORD hath not done [it]? Surely the Lord GOD will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret unto his servants the prophets. The lion hath roared, who will not fear? the Lord GOD hath spoken, who can but prophesy? 

REFLECTION
Amos now moves into the second section of his book, having delivered the messages to the nations around Israel. The next three chapters start with the command to “Hear this word”, and the repetition reinforces the message. This chapter continues the message against Israel, and brings out the reason why the Israelites should be loyal to their God. He starts in v1 by pointing out that God has brought them up out of the land of Egypt. This introduces the theme of divine liberation for them, coupled with God’s purposes for the nation. As such, God’s work in their midst should not be taken lightly. God had taken them from being slaves in a foreign country to having a divinely chosen destiny, because He chose to place His love upon them. The same situation applies to Christians today, for God’s love has drawn us out of the slavery of sin into His marvellous kingdom.

God says that He had chosen them alone out of all the nations, not because they were special as such, but because He put His love upon them. There is of course a purpose in this, for God called them to be His witnesses to a dark world, just as in this church age God has done the same with all true Christians. The parallels are not entirely identical, for God still has a purpose for national Israel, but they are nevertheless too close to ignore. The rejection of their privileged relationship with God made the punishment more severe and more deserved. When God’s people are too indifferent to hear His voice it is no surprise that God moves in discipline.

The fact of Israel’s calling placed upon the nation a responsibility to live uprightly in accordance with God’s laws, and their disobedience to that provide the reason for the second part of v2, that God will punish them. The nature and extent of their sin only goes to place their privilege in starker contrast. Israel was in a covenant relationship with God that had demands as well as privileges, just as the church has in our day. It is a great but wonderful privilege to be part of God’s chosen people in any age, and as Israel fell short of God’s demands, it is important that Christians today take up the call to a godly life of true witness during the days that we have on earth.

It is easy when one is in a place of privilege to become complacent so that the related responsibilities are not performed. Israel had become used to God’s election that gave them great blessings, but had misused their position. Not only did they have the covenant relationship, but they had the Promised Land and a rich heritage of blessing from God. Too often the heart of a Christian is dulled by becoming familiar with the knowledge of salvation and the hope of glory so that there is no active faith and service, whereas a true grasp of these blessings should be a major spur to godliness and faithfulness.

Amos in fact addresses this section to the ‘whole family’ that was brought out of Egypt, and this would include the southern kingdom of Judah as well as the northern kingdom of Israel. Both were graciously delivered from Egyptian slavery, and both were in a covenant relationship with God. The northern kingdom of Israel initially bore the brunt of the judgement forecast here, but Judah could have construed from this that they too would suffer the same fate. In the time of Amos both nations here considered that they were better than the other, yet had little time for each other as joint beneficiaries of God’s mercy and grace. They fell into the trap of trying to look ‘upwards’ to God, forgetting that a godly life is reflected in how we live in this world and treat others around us who might be different from us.

The threat is introduced by the thought that its divine election would not secure the sinful nation against punishment, but that instead the relation of grace into which the Lord had entered with Israel demanded the punishment of all evil deeds. This cuts off the root of all false confidence in divine election. “To whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required. The greater the measure of grace, the greater also is the punishment if it is neglected or despised.” As with so many issues in life and our faith, a right balance is needed here.

Amos embarks upon a series of questions in v3-6, all of which expect a negative answer. The progression and variety of the questions emphasises the point being made, and draws in all of his hearers/readers, each one of whom would be able to identify with at least one of the questions. First he asks whether two can walk together unless they are agreed, clearly expecting the answer “No.” When two walk together there must be a basic agreement, if only to go in the same direction at the same time, and at the same pace. Some see the verse as being that they have an appointment, in which case there is a clear decision to walk together. 

Just as this unity is important between mankind, it is also vital in man’s walk with God, for there can be no meaningful relationship unless there is the intention to go in the same direction together. The sins of Israel were preventing such a close relationship, and the church today cannot be complacent here, for it is only when our lives are lived in purity and obedience that our walk with God through Christ can have vitality.

Unity is one of the most powerful aspects of a church’s life in regard to its witness to the world. True Christian unity is not a false peace that unites a mixture of loosely connected denominations on the basis of the lowest common denominator, when the truth of the real gospel is frequently omitted. It is important for Christians to agree on the fundamental tenets of our faith as revealed in God’s word, and then less important topics that are Biblically debatable can be put to one side for the sake of godly unity. This is not compromise, but a realisation that some aspects of our faith are not at the central core of our doctrine, and we can politely agree to differ. On the core essentials, however, true Christians will be genuinely united by God’s Holy Spirit because of His work in our lives, and such unity does not need to be manipulated.

The next two questions relate to a lion roaring only when it has captured its prey, just as a young lion will not roar from its den when it has taken nothing. Before capturing its prey a lion will prowl quietly so that the intended meal is not frightened away. It may then roar when the prey is in its sights to frighten it and hopefully deter it from fleeing, but generally only when the catch is safe. Then it will roar over the prey that has been caught. In a similar way God is roaring because He is about to move in judgement.

This of course reminds us of 1 Peter 5:8, where we read that the evil prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. There is a difference here, for the devil is roaring while he is looking for a prey, rather than after he has caught it. This provides all the more reason to resist him, for in Christ the true believer has the victory over the enemy. 

Similarly a bird does not fall into a trap on the ground when there is no snare set for it. Such a trap does not spring up in action when there is nothing to catch, nor is it removed until a bird has been caught. Amos’ readers would be familiar with the fact of such traps being set, and would realise the folly of any answer but “No” being given here. The natural consequence of these things is laid out, yet what should be Israel’s natural allegiance to God is lacking. God had effectively set the “trap” and it would not be removed until His righteous judgement was accomplished.

In v6 the question deals with an attack on a city, but this has a flavour of judgement, so the probing is coming closer to home for the Israelites. A trumpet is frequently seen as a call to war in Scripture, so it would be a call to arms in the face of an attack. Inevitably when a city is under attack the people in the city are afraid, and the repeated question expecting a negative answer reinforces God’s message that He should be entitled to proper devotion from His people. The people should naturally know this, yet they have turned from God’s ways.

The next “cause and effect” question relates to disaster befalling a city, this being caused by the Lord. God is sovereign over the affairs of man and He can protect, and subdue, nations and cities. The implication here is that if disaster comes, God has allowed this to occur because the place deserved judgement. This would have brought the matter very close to home for Israel in the light of what Amos has been saying, so if the prophesied disaster came they would know that God had brought it about. There are times when God allows a wicked regime to attack a nation, but in His sovereignty there is always a reason and God will achieve His purposes on the earth. 

In v7 Amos confirms that God reveals His purposes through His prophets before He acts on this earth, and this adds a sobering note to the passage, for Amos has proclaimed judgement for Israel because of their disobedience. There are countless times in Scripture that God has spoken in prophecy through His servants, and God’s word has been accurately and faithfully fulfilled. 
The major events of this world, particularly as they affect Israel as God’s chosen people and God’s purposes for this earth, have been foretold in prophecy. The culmination of this is, of course, found in prophecies relating to the coming of Jesus Christ to this earth, whether first or second coming. 

We need to take careful note of prophecy in God’s word, for those prophecies that have not yet been fulfilled already, relate to the last days and will be fulfilled with the same remarkable accuracy as those that have already come to pass. God’s word is a precious gift to mankind, and His church needs to pay equal attention to the prophetic word today as the Israelites needed to in Amos’ day.

As a lion’s roar causes fear in those around, so God’s word uttered by Amos should cause His people to listen and take note (v8). The natural cause and effect comes though again, for a lion causes fear, and when God has spoken His prophets need to speak out, hopefully with a ready audience from the people listening. The whole section should be a persuasive argument laid before Israel to draw them to obedience in their relationship with God in fulfilment of the covenant between them.

Paul echoed this verse when he said “necessity is laid upon me; yea, woe is unto me if I preach not the Gospel!” (1Corinthians 9:16-17). Peter & John had the same experience: “Whether it be right in the sight of God to hearken unto you more than unto God, judge ye! For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:19-20). 
There are times when God’s servants have to speak out because God has a message to deliver, and this arises in general terms in regard to the ongoing need to preach the gospel to a lost world.

TOPIC

CHURCH AND ISRAEL

THE JUDGEMENT ON SAMARIA

Amos 3:9-15: Publish in the palaces at Ashdod, and in the palaces in the land of Egypt, and say, Assemble yourselves upon the mountains of Samaria, and behold the great tumults in the midst thereof, and the oppressed in the midst thereof. For they know not to do right, saith the LORD, who store up violence and robbery in their palaces. Therefore thus saith the Lord GOD; An adversary [there shall be] even round about the land; and he shall bring down thy strength from thee, and thy palaces shall be spoiled. Thus saith the LORD; As the shepherd taketh out of the mouth of the lion two legs, or a piece of an ear; so shall the children of Israel be taken out that dwell in Samaria in the corner of a bed, and in Damascus [in] a couch. Hear ye, and testify in the house of Jacob, saith the Lord GOD, the God of hosts, That in the day that I shall visit the transgressions of Israel upon him I will also visit the altars of Bethel: and the horns of the altar shall be cut off, and fall to the ground. And I will smite the winter house with the summer house; and the houses of ivory shall perish, and the great houses shall have an end, saith the LORD. 

REFLECTION
Amos addresses Samaria in this section, this city being the capital of the northern kingdom of Israel. It was built in the 9th century BC by King Omri and his successor, Ahab. It was built on a hill that rose some 300 feet above the plains around and was well fortified, being impressive for its power and wealth. Amos, however, saw the city in a different light, expressing the mind of God on the situation. There is an invitation to those who would proclaim God’s word, presumably prophets, to publish abroad the sins of Israel, for even the sinful places of Egypt and Ashdod would recognise that Israel’s behaviour was unacceptable. The message would reach the palaces of these places; in other words it went to the places of influence there.

Amos seems to be sending a message to Ashdod and Egypt, and specifically the strongholds of these lands to assemble on the hills around Samaria. Samaria itself was built on a single hill, but there were hills around from which the spectators could look on at what was to occur in the city. Samaria was chosen with much human wisdom for the strong capital of a small people. It was embedded in mountains, and out of the way of any of the usual routes, and lay as a fortress in a rich valley.  Having said that, the position of Samaria was such that it needed little by way of fortification, as it was fairly impregnable by virtue of its position. This meant that the onlookers would be able to see what went on in the city more easily.

It should be noted that whilst the Hebrew reads Ashdod, the Septuagint and Greek translate it as Assyria. On the basis that Amos makes other references to Ashdod, but none to Assyria in his book, it is more likely that Ashdod is correct. Ashdod was a Philistine city, and was probably used as symbolic of all Philistine territories, and thus both it and Egypt would have been enemies of Israel, yet they were invited to see the corruption in Samaria. Samaria was of course the capital and the largest city of the northern kingdom of Israel.

Ashdod, one of the Philistine capitals, is mentioned by way of example, as a chief city of the uncircumcised, who were regarded by Israel as godless heathen. Egypt is mentioned along with it, as the nation whose unrighteousness and ungodliness had once been experienced by Israel in their time of slavery and oppression.

Those invited to come will be able to watch the spectacle of great tumults in the city, because the people there do not know how to do right given the degree of crime and injustice in the land. This is probably the result of the people’s rush for material gain. Even the foreign spectators who do not know Israel’s God will be able to see the reason why God is judging them. Bear in mind that Ashdod and Egypt would have been witnesses of God’s goodness and blessing to Israel, so now they will see His judgement on the nation because of the people’s disobedience.

Although the city might seem impressive on the outside, the behaviour inside is chaotic, with ‘tumults’ which might refer to drunken orgies or similar behaviour. The oppressions referred to probably relate back to the injustice mentioned in the previous chapter. Archaeological excavations at Samaria have revealed great storehouses in the palace complex, yet Amos states that they have stored up robbery and violence in their strongholds. 

The scene described is that of an amphitheatre, where the stronghold of Samaria is on stage, and the onlookers are the garrisons of the strongholds from Ashdod and Egypt. Those looking on could see that the strength of the walls offered little protection when there was corruption inside. The scene is interrupted by a voice from heaven that the city would be surrounded, the defences overcome and the fortified city plundered. The picture painted is dramatic, that the enemy without can see what is foretold, when the enemy is actually within so that God’s protection was withdrawn. 

The message from Amos is one of sure prediction, not a call to repent so that the judgement might be avoided. Perhaps there is an implied call to repent, but the situation appears to be beyond redemption. The complacency of the people is such that they are more concerned about their material prosperity and worldly pleasures, than attending to matters of eternal consequence. Human nature has not changed, and the majority of mankind today reflects the same lust for pleasure at the expense of eternal blessing and destiny.

The word used in v10 for ‘do right’ means doing what is ‘just, honest and proper’, which would be reflected in obedience to God’s Mosaic Law. God looks for His people to show mercy and live uprightly, and clearly this was not happening here. It seems as though they have forgotten how to do what is right, such is the degradation in the society there. The problem was primarily in the heart and will, for they were not prepared to do what was right. Although not bound by the Mosaic Law, Christians today are expected to live by the teaching of the New Testament, which includes the principles of justice, integrity and purity, and well as kindness to and care for other people. We should have no ‘strongholds’ in our lives other than Christ. 

Verse 11 describes how the strength of the city would be brought down. The abruptness tells how suddenly that enemy should come, and hem in the whole land on all sides. The word “bring down” implies a loftiness of pride which was to be brought low, as in Obadiah, “thence will I bring thee down” (Obadiah v4). More than that, we read that their palaces would be brought low; those palaces, in which they had heaped up the spoils of the oppressed. Man’s sins are, in God’s Providence, often the means of their punishment.

The message continues in v12, where Amos speaks more of the devastation that will befall Samaria. He speaks as a shepherd, of the Lord being a shepherd, so he would be very familiar with the analogy. The devastation will be sufficiently comprehensive that it is likened to a lion eating an animal from the flock, when a shepherd is only able to rescue a few small parts of the animal’s body. This would be a familiar situation for his hearers, who would have included a number of shepherds. Nothing of use is left, and this will be the result when Samaria is destroyed. This is in stark contrast to their wealth and possessions that they are delighting in as Amos speaks to them. All they have left will be the corner of a couch, or a part of a bed, as described in this verse. The shepherds would be accountable for the sheep in their care, and if a lion ravaged one of the sheep, the shepherd would have to bring the remains to his master to evidence the cause of death.

In v13-15, the destruction moves on to the altars and homes of the nation. We read that it is God speaking, the Lord of Hosts, so the message comes with all the authority of heaven. It is likely that the altars would have had pagan sacrifices made on them, and it is therefore to be expected that they will receive the wrath of God at the time of His judgement on the nation. There is some debate as to whether Bethel is referred to here as a deity by that name, or the shrine at the town of Bethel some distance to the south near the border with Judah. 

Bear in mind that Bethel was where one of the calves Jeroboam made was set up and worshipped; and where was an altar erected, and sacrifice offered on it, (1Kings 12:28).  We know from elsewhere in Scripture that God is a jealous God and He will not share His glory with any other so-called deity. It seems this altar was made after the form of that at Jerusalem, with four horns at the four corners of it. These were reckoned to be the more important parts of it, and the more sacred, where the blood of the sacrifices was poured, and to which persons in distress fled and laid hold of for refuge. Now these horns should be of no use unto them for they would be broken off.

The summer and winter houses mentioned in v15 would be the seasonal homes of the rich, as would the great houses adorned with ivory. Ahab had a house overlaid with ivory, and in the archaeological excavations at Samaria a storeroom was found containing some 200 ivory plaques, confirming the accuracy of this prophecy and the wealth of the city. There was clearly a good deal of wealth in the city, but this was of no avail when God moved in judgement. This underscores the need to place our trust in God alone, and not in material things.

THE COWS OF BASHAN

Amos 4:1-5: Hear this word, ye kine of Bashan, that [are] in the mountain of Samaria, which oppress the poor, which crush the needy, which say to their masters, Bring, and let us drink. The Lord GOD hath sworn by his holiness, that, lo, the days shall come upon you, that he will take you away with hooks, and your posterity with fishhooks. And ye shall go out at the breaches, every [cow at that which is] before her; and ye shall cast [them] into the palace, saith the LORD. Come to Bethel, and transgress; at Gilgal multiply transgression; and bring your sacrifices every morning, [and] your tithes after three years: And offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving with leaven, and proclaim [and] publish the free offerings: for this liketh you, O ye children of Israel, saith the Lord GOD.

REFLECTION
Amos is not at his most subtle in his approach here, but he certainly gets his message across to those he is speaking to. He is addressing the women of Samaria, and in essence he condemns them for their immorality and their consumption of alcohol. He starts by calling them a herd of cows of Bashan. Bashan was a fertile area to the east of the Sea of Galilee, and the area was renowned for the size and opulence of the cattle, and Amos is probably referring to the cows of Bashan as a breed of cattle used in beef herds. 

It was an insulting expression to use to describe a group of women, and would be designed to catch their attention, but also it would have incurred their wrath. However, it is unlikely that Amos was being as offensive as would be considered in our day by calling a woman “a cow.” The rich women were like the cows because they were well fed, and possibly large. 
Some commentators believe that Amos was addressing the wives of the king, princes, ministers of state and the like, so he was going to the top echelons of society here. The metaphor continues as the cows were said to be on the mountains of Samaria, the principal city of the area, so the women were in exalted positions in society. In the same way that cows sometimes break free from the places where they are kept, so these women were breaking free from the restraints of God’s law and were oppressing the needy and vulnerable in society.

A few commentators have suggested that Amos meant no offence here, suggesting rather that such forms of address were not uncommon to Orientals, and that he was speaking to them as ‘voluptuously endowed maidens’. However, it is unlikely that Amos would have used such a description in a good light, and the somewhat vigorous attack that follows would not fit with this interpretation.

As with his previous speeches, Amos has successfully caught the attention of his hearers, so he can now deliver the thrust of his message. These women have oppressed the poor and needy, and call upon their husbands to bring them alcoholic drink. The severity of the message is underscored by the fact that there is a solemn divine oath involved – God is swearing by His holiness. An oath could not get more serious than this, and thus the certainty of it coming to pass is made more certain. Those who had lived lives of luxury at the expense of the poor and needy would be removed in and for judgement. Wealth often obscures the clarity of the way that we see issues in the world.

It is worth noting that these women were accused of commanding their masters (presumably their husbands) to bring their strong drink. Thus their luxurious exploitation was done at a distance, rather than involving their own hands-on actions. Guilty deeds can be delegated, but the guilt remains. It is not enough to plead that our hands are clean because we have not actually committed evil with our own hands. The message would have more force in those days as it was culturally normal for women to serve their husbands. 

The women here are indicted as responsible members of their society, and accordingly the health of the nation morally depended upon their behaviour as well as that of their husbands and men folk. This attitude gave dignity to the women in a way that was often not part of the culture of the day, which was essentially chauvinistic so far as the attitude towards women was concerned. Being women of means, they were at the upper levels of society, and thus the responsibility on them to behave morally and compassionately was greater. Amos was not opposed to the role of women here, but rather he was opposed to evil. Later on in this book, Amos castigates men for their evil.

The women would leave the city through breaches in the walls (v3), indicating that the foreign conquering enemy would be able to break down the walls of the city. They might have had positions of influence in the city, but they would be led out one by one in shame. The palace was the scene of the princes’ riots, and would be the place of their ignominious escape. 

In vv4-5, Amos addressed Bethel and Gilgal, which were both worship centres in Israel. Some commentators believe that Amos had moved to one of these cities, probably Bethel, to deliver this part of his message. When the nation split into the two nations of Israel & Judah, Israel’s King Rehoboam established the ancient worship site of Bethel as one of his new places of worship. This was where Jacob had seen his vision of the angels ascending and descending to God (Genesis 28:10-22). The other place mentioned here, Gilgal, was also important, for it was the first worship site established by Joshua after the invasion of Canaan.

These places should have been places where the true worship of God took place, but they had become places where people knew they could sin. They were bringing their sacrifices every morning and their tithes every three years, which was what was required. On the face of it, therefore, they were doing more than enough, but their hearts were not right. No amount of external religious observance will cut any ice with God, unless the hearts of the people are right. God expects to see a change in our lives in response to a living faith, not just religious observance. If the peripheral aspects of our worship services become more important than the worship of God Himself, then there is something wrong. It is indeed sad when the apparently right thing becomes wrong because of wrong heart attitudes. Satan will gladly use lifeless religion to keep people in darkness.

Some suggest that these verses are spoken ironically, with Amos urging these people to go to Bethel to worship their calf idols, or to Gilgal where God first took away the reproach of their ancestors, when they were circumcised. What should have been a place and occasion of covenant between God and His people had become a situation of idolatry. The diligence in their religion did nothing to reduce the coming judgement because it was not true worship.

Amos also made reference to their sacrifices, with leavened bread, and although some of the Biblical offerings needed to be with unleavened bread, leavened bread formed part of the peace offerings (Leviticus 7:12-13). Having said that, the implication from the word for sacrifices suggests a burnt offering, when unleavened bread was to be used, so again there may be irony involved here. He also told them to proclaim the free will offerings that they were making, presumably because of the pride with which they were offered. 
This attitude is in contrast with Jesus’ command that we do our giving in secret, for God knows what we give. Obviously any gifts or sacrifices to false idols would achieve nothing, so were completely pointless in God’s sight.

TOPIC
DRINKING ALCOHOL

ORACLES OF JUDGEMENT

Amos 4:6-13: And I also have given you cleanness of teeth in all your cities, and want of bread in all your places: yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. And also I have withholden the rain from you, when [there were] yet three months to the harvest: and I caused it to rain upon one city, and caused it not to rain upon another city: one piece was rained upon, and the piece whereupon it rained not withered. So two [or] three cities wandered unto one city, to drink water; but they were not satisfied: yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. I have smitten you with blasting and mildew: when your gardens and your vineyards and your fig trees and your olive trees increased, the palmerworm devoured [them]: yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. I have sent among you the pestilence after the manner of Egypt: your young men have I slain with the sword, and have taken away your horses; and I have made the stink of your camps to come up unto your nostrils: yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. I have overthrown [some] of you, as God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah, and ye were as a firebrand plucked out of the burning: yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. Therefore thus will I do unto thee, O Israel: [and] because I will do this unto thee, prepare to meet thy God, O Israel. For, lo, he that formeth the mountains, and createth the wind, and declareth unto man what [is] his thought, that maketh the morning darkness, and treadeth upon the high places of the earth, The LORD, The God of hosts, [is] his name. 

REFLECTION
In this section Amos sets out a series of 5 oracles, each ending with “Yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD”.  In Hebrew the wording literally means to ‘turn towards’, summarising the type of repentance God is looking for. The suggestion from the expression is not that they had not returned at all, but that they were not wholehearted and were less than complete in their allegiance to God. Some scholars have suggested that the wording used here might indicate a later insertion by someone other than Amos, but there is no conclusive proof of this. It is quite possible that Amos took words that might have been familiar and used them for his own purposes in this section. 

There are parallels between this part of Amos and earlier Scriptures such as Leviticus 26, Deuteronomy 28 and 1 Kings 8:33 – 37. The curses that Amos pronounces on the people are all taken from the curses mentioned in Deuteronomy 28 in the event of disobedience by Israel. The outworking of these curses was progressive, and they could not say that they had not been warned. There is an equal need for people today to learn both from history and from the word of God and ensure that they live as God desires.

Amos builds on the reference to the religious ceremonies of Israel in the previous few verses, and at the point when the people were feeling secure in their religious observance, he brings them up with a jolt with these oracles. Returning to God should involve a wholehearted commitment to Him, yet the Israelites so often turned to idols and false gods. Today we might have different things that distract us from complete allegiance to God, but the principles remain the same.

Each of these oracles refers to a judgement of God which might have led to the people’s repentance, but to no avail. Other liturgical forms that have similarities with this passage tend to focus on the blessings from God, but Amos looks at the other side of the coin in terms of God’s judgements for disobedience. The first oracle in v6 refers to a lack of food, but hunger and famine had not drawn the people back to God in repentance. The ‘cleanness of teeth’ referred to suggests a lack of food. Times of blessing are not necessarily a sign of God’s favour, nor are periods of lack of blessing always an indication of God’s displeasure, but we do well to examine ourselves to see if there is any sin that might be a cause of hard times.

The second oracle (v7-8) made reference to times of drought when God withheld the rain, even when there were still 3 months until harvest time. This is the so-called latter rain, which falls in the latter half of February and the first half of March, and is of the greatest importance to the vigorous development of the ears of corn and also of the grain. The drought was selective to the extent that it affected certain cities, but not others, so that people had to go from town to town to find water. This should have made the people realise that God was at work, for it is He who gives and withholds rain, and when it is selective in this way the message should have come through even more clearly. Despite that, the people did not return to the Lord. The selective nature of the judgement should have reminded them of the separation between Israel and Egypt in the time of the plagues prior to the Exodus.

The next oracle concerned their crops (v9), which had been struck by God with blight and mildew. It is said that these affected their gardens and vineyards, so that places of production and beauty were caused to wither and be unproductive. The mildew would corrupt the plant from within causing it to wither. This has relevance to our walk with God – when the heart is less than devoted to Him our spiritual life will dry up, indicating that an inner spiritual “rot” has set in. The problem was compounded by the onset of locusts that had devoured their fig trees and olive trees, both of which were fundamental to the livelihood and economy of the people. Again God could easily have withheld such problems, but here the text says that God sent them in an effort to draw the people’s attention to Him, and to their wayward behaviour, but to no effect.

The fourth oracle deals with military failure as well as plagues such as occurred to the Egyptians. The young men who were serving as soldiers fell in battle, as did their horses, and the resulting stench in their camps was clearly most unpleasant. 
Back in the early days of the nation when Israel started to conquer the land of Canaan, the defeat at Ai caused the people to question what had gone wrong (Joshua 7), so that the sin was dealt with and the nation could move on with God. However, that did not occur in the time of Amos, and the people did not respond to God’s hand in the plagues and military defeats and return to Him.

The fifth oracle is in v11, and God said through Amos that some of the people had been overthrown in a similar way to the situation with Sodom and Gomorrah, and even though they were like burning sticks God had rescued some. Despite that the people had again not returned to God. Surely there is a lesson here for all of us, for God does often speak through natural means, and when there are adverse conditions it is good to ask if God is speaking to us in order to draw us closer to Him. It is God’s love that wants to draw people to Him, and He will go to great lengths to do so. Given the underlying motive of love, such hard times are not at all vindictive on God’s part, but a cry of His love seeking to catch the attention of people. Surely each one of us needs to examine our hearts when God is speaking to ensure that we hear and respond to His message.

Having set forth these five oracles, Amos then tells the Israelites to prepare to meet their God. Even when the judgements that have been spoken of have occurred, they still need to be ready to meet God, thus implying that the judgement will be intensified. Despite their claim to have been worshipping God, it was lifeless and little more that dry ritual that did not involve a genuine meeting with God. It seems that the people did not have the type of god that they wanted, but they did have the God that they needed!

This message is as relevant today as it was in the time of Amos. There will come a day when each human being will come face to face with God, and will meet Him. For those who know salvation through Jesus Christ that meeting will be joyful and glorious; for those who do not the meeting will be one of judgement and horror. The issues have awesome importance, and must be faced by everyone. However, apart from the question of salvation itself, it is vital that Christians meet with God regularly, and that the communion with Him is alive and relevant, and not merely dead religion, for such would incur God’s displeasure. Indeed, many people try to make God into the type of deity that they want, who does not demand much and is generally indulgent to their selfish lifestyle, but we need to come to God on His terms to meet Him as He is – holy yet loving.

This latter thought is brought out in v13, where God reiterates something of His character. He is the creator God who made the mountains, who creates the wind, and as such He is sovereign. There are two words used for ‘create’ here, both being used to describe God’s creation of the world in Genesis. The second word for create used here in Amos describes God’s creative work in making the heavens and the earth. The first word, having the flavour of ‘form’ or ‘shape’, was the one used to describe God’s creation of Adam from the dust of the earth. Put together, we have a sense of God’s total creative power and His control over His creation, drawing forth life as well as the material world around us. This is reinforced by the reference to the wind, for the same word also means spirit or breath. Thus although we have a brief description of creation in this verse, it is comprehensive in what it refers to. 

In our day the concept of God being the creator is under attack with the godless theory of evolution being so prevalent. The world has gone to great lengths to avoid the need to have God featuring in their thinking, for if God did not create the world and all that is in it, man does not need to be answerable to Him. Similarly, without the fall in the Garden of Eden, there is no sin nature that needs dealing with, and no need of a Saviour. These issues are fundamental to a full understanding of the gospel, and the desperate need of each human to be saved.

In v13 we also find that God makes known His thoughts to mankind. This is an act of great mercy and grace on God’s part; we are not left wondering what God is like, or what He requires from us as people. We have His declared nature and will in Scripture, and the way of salvation is clearly set out, if we will only take the time to read and understand. The name of God is set forth here – the Lord of Hosts. He is not “the God next door” and on our level; He is utterly holy and righteous, yet in His amazing love for us He has removed the barrier that separated us from Him. He came down in the person of Christ, that we might find life.

TOPICS

CREATION

ISRAEL - NATIONAL DIVINE DISCIPLINE

LAMENT OVER ISRAEL

Amos 5:1-10: Hear ye this word which I take up against you, [even] a lamentation, O house of Israel. The virgin of Israel is fallen; she shall no more rise: she is forsaken upon her land; [there is] none to raise her up. For thus saith the Lord GOD; The city that went out [by] a thousand shall leave an hundred, and that which went forth [by] an hundred shall leave ten, to the house of Israel. For thus saith the LORD unto the house of Israel, Seek ye me, and ye shall live: But seek not Bethel, nor enter into Gilgal, and pass not to Beersheba: for Gilgal shall surely go into captivity, and Bethel shall come to nought. Seek the LORD, and ye shall live; lest he break out like fire in the house of Joseph, and devour [it], and [there be] none to quench [it] in Bethel. Ye who turn judgment to wormwood, and leave off righteousness in the earth, [Seek him] that maketh the seven stars and Orion, and turneth the shadow of death into the morning, and maketh the day dark with night: that calleth for the waters of the sea, and poureth them out upon the face of the earth: The LORD [is] his name: That strengtheneth the spoiled against the strong, so that the spoiled shall come against the fortress. They hate him that rebuketh in the gate, and they abhor him that speaketh uprightly. 

REFLECTION
In this chapter Amos changes the tone somewhat, for he takes up a lament that Israel is fallen. The judgement is linked to the lament, for it would not have been necessary had Israel repented and responded to God’s message. Nevertheless, the lament clearly brings out God’s deep sadness that judgement is the only course of action open to Him. This type of lament normally appears in the Old Testament when someone is grieving over a lost loved one, such as when David was grieving over Jonathan and Saul (2 Samuel 1:17). God sees the event as having already occurred, and the picture is similar to a funeral lament, which often went on for days in that era. This adds focus, for a lament was normally only given after death had occurred, yet Amos’ audience here is alive and present at a religious feast. There are occasions when the certainty of judgement is such that God sees it as having already occurred. It seems that the time to repent had passed, and now Israel had to face the consequences of their disobedience.

It is possible that Amos delivered this part of his message on the same occasion as the previous one, given that we again find reference (v5) to the twin centres of worship in Bethel and Gilgal, but this is not entirely clear. However, there is the further link that in the previous chapter Amos had made reference to the feasts of Israel, even though they were not being correctly observed. Some of these continued for seven days, which was a typical period of lament after a death. The week of a religious feast is thus turned into a funeral dirge. Perhaps there is the intended thrust that God is speaking to men and women in the prime of their lives, yet painting a picture of their funeral day, thus calling them to consider their ways. Presumably we would all be sobered by being given a preview of our own funeral!

In v2, the image is similar to the outcome of a battle, when virgin, or maiden Israel lies fallen, cut off before she can reach fulfilment. The picture suggests that she is wounded, with no one around to lift her up and restore her to life. The use of the term ‘virgin’ is a poetic personification of the people of Israel, perhaps suggesting that she who had been previously unconquered would now suffer. God’s original purpose for Israel was that she should be unconquered by any other nation, and that she should be pure and undefiled, kept as a wife for Jehovah.

It is unclear whether Amos is referring to some historical battle when Israel suffered at the hands of her enemies, or whether Israel is wounded because of her own actions of oppression, or both. God often used a foreign enemy to discipline His people, yet it is clear from the passage that the outcome is entirely Israel’s fault because of her infidelity to God. She had been warned numerous times by God’s prophets, but had not heeded the message. She would indeed not rise again in her form as then, for she was carried away into exile by Assyria, but God does promise restoration in later times.

The destructive nature of the message continues in v3, when Amos recounts the devastation of Israel’s armies. Where there were 1,000 men, there are now 100, and where there were 100, now there are 10. Again there is a fulfilment of one of the curses of Deuteronomy 28 (v62), where God said that the once numerous people would be decimated because of their disobedience. This is important because in Genesis 15:5 God had promised Abraham that his descendants would be as numerous as the stars. The above verse in Deuteronomy acknowledges this, but here God is reversing that blessing because of the disobedience of the people to God’s requirements. Perhaps there is a hint that Israel in obedience should have offered her tithes to God, but God is here reducing them to 10% of their number, reminding them of their obligation to Him.

The people of Amos’ time were numerous and were enjoying the land that God had promised to them, and which Abraham had never seen. However, God’s wrath has been so provoked by the behaviour of the people that He reduces them in number, yet with deep sorrow. As Christians we do not have the same threat of God’s wrath, but He does still expect obedience to His eternal word. For those who have not repented before God and are outside of Christ, then there is indeed the prospect of judgement that has eternal consequences.

In v4 - 5, however, God does seem to offer another call to the people. He calls them to seek Him and live, and not to go to Bethel or Gilgal, the places of worship that the northern kingdom of Israel had adopted. In the first place, God had set Jerusalem as the place of worship, but also He is more concerned here that the people seek Him, and not religious ritual. There is some irony here, given that He has just addressed them as though dead, yet He calls on them to seek Him and live. Nevertheless, it is within God’s character to offer the grace and hope of life and restoration, even in times of judgement and discipline. He says that Gilgal and Bethel will both come to nothing, so there is little point in them seeking refuge there. There is a play on words, for Gilgal was known as a place of rolling, yet it would be ‘rolled away’. The spiritual analogy here is that we who were dead in sin have been drawn to God through Christ to seek Him and find life.

Beersheba is also mentioned here, and this place had associations with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in Genesis. Abraham had lived there, God had met Isaac there and where Isaac built an altar to God, and God also appeared to Jacob there in a dream. Beersheba was, however, located in the southern kingdom of Judah, but it seems that pilgrims still went there from the north for worship. These worship places seem to have become so corrupt that they had become places where the people were unlikely to meet with God. These sacred remembrances from olden times had caused Beersheba to be made into a place of idolatrous worship, to which the Israelites went on pilgrimage beyond the border of their own kingdom. The temptation to pilgrimage has not diminished in our day, with many people travelling to various sites where there are traditions of supernatural occurrences taking place. It is not the place of worship or pilgrimage that matters, but a heart that is open to God and willing to follow His will in our lives.

In the Old Testament it is not uncommon for God to call His people to seek Him, and the Hebrew word has the flavour of enquiring or consulting Him. God longs for His people to consult and involve Him in their daily life and concerns, yet Israel often fell short in this. Even today, God still wants to be involved in the life of His people, yet tragically few Christians genuinely consult God about their day to day needs and concerns.

The call to seek God and live is repeated in v6, again with the warning that judgement will come otherwise. Fire is often a symbol of judgement in the Bible, and this would come upon them as part of God’s discipline. The expression “house of Joseph” is synonymous with Israel. Joseph was the father of Ephraim, the strongest tribe of the northern kingdom of Israel, so that is why it is used for the whole nation. Bethel had become the centre of idol worship, yet there would be no hope of rescue from these lifeless gods.

God speaks against Israel’s distortion of values in v7, for they turn that which is just and right into that which is bitter. Those who should have been God’s witness to the surrounding nations had abandoned ways of righteousness and justice. Wormwood is a symbol of bitterness in Scripture; Moses had used wormwood and gall as an expression of bitterness in Deuteronomy 29:18, and this call from Amos would have reminded the people of this. The second part of this verse suggests that righteousness had been dethroned by them, despite their call to be a holy nation.

Amos seems to interrupt his message in v8-9 as he speaks of the glory of God in creation, before returning to the theme of judgement and the apostasy of the people. It is possible that these two verses form part of a hymn that was known at the time, possibly sung at some of the feasts of Israel. If so, there would be a powerful contrast between the honour due to God for His greatness and sovereignty, and the departure of Israel from the true worship of God. It is somewhat similar to complete unbelievers singing our Christmas carols or Easter hymns today, without meaning anything of what they are singing.

This interlude does, however, focus on God’s magnificent greatness and His control over His creation. He made the constellations of stars and planets in the sky, and it is He who maintains them so that we have regular day and night. He brings (and withholds) the rain, and controls the lightning and the storm. Orion was seen as the precursor to storms. God is indeed a mighty creator who deserves our praise and allegiance, and this section confirms God’s judicial control over His creation. Conversely, the absence of a belief in God as our creator removes (in the mind of the unbelievers) the need to acknowledge Him in their lives. Such a view tends to lead either to atheism or pantheism.

In v10 Amos returns to his castigation of Israel, saying that they hate the one that rebukes in the gate. The gate of the ancient city was the place of business and judgement, so effectively here Amos is saying that they held the judiciary in contempt and did not want true justice. They also had no time for those who told the truth, preferring instead the deceit of lies. It is possible that there is also reference here to a hate of God’s word of truth coming through His prophets. That is a situation that still exists, for the unbeliever has no time for the word of God spoken through His servants.

TIME TO SEEK THE LORD

Amos 5:11–17: Forasmuch therefore as your treading [is] upon the poor, and ye take from him burdens of wheat: ye have built houses of hewn stone, but ye shall not dwell in them; ye have planted pleasant vineyards, but ye shall not drink wine of them. For I know your manifold transgressions and your mighty sins: they afflict the just, they take a bribe, and they turn aside the poor in the gate [from their right]. Therefore the prudent shall keep silence in that time; for it [is] an evil time. Seek good, and not evil, that ye may live: and so the LORD, the God of hosts, shall be with you, as ye have spoken. Hate the evil, and love the good, and establish judgment in the gate: it may be that the LORD God of hosts will be gracious unto the remnant of Joseph. Therefore the LORD, the God of hosts, the Lord, saith thus; Wailing [shall be] in all streets; and they shall say in all the highways, Alas! alas! and they shall call the husbandman to mourning, and such as are skilful of lamentation to wailing. And in all vineyards [shall be] wailing: for I will pass through thee, saith the LORD. 

REFLECTION
In the last section we saw the magnificence of God’s creative power, and now He contrasts this with the efforts of sinful Israel, who had turned away from Him. In v11 they are accused of trampling on the poor, requiring him to give them grain by force, or possibly paying excess taxes on their grain. Taking a gift of corn from the poor could also refer to unjust extortion on the part of the judge, who will only do justice to a poor man when he is paid for it. There are so many places in Scripture where God speaks against those who oppress the poor, or those who are otherwise underprivileged, and God is opposed to oppression of any kind. Contrast this with the mercy of God shown to us who do not deserve it, and we see that man’s ways are so often at variance with those of God.

Because of this oppression they would not live in the mansions that they had built, or drink wine from the vineyards they have grown. The implication is that these places of luxury were constructed at the expense of the poor, for most houses would have been constructed of brick dried in the sun, so hewn stone would have spoken of luxury. God is sovereign, and He is more than able to intervene in our lives to upset our plans when they do not involve God, or His righteous ways. Recall the parable of the rich fool, who built larger barns for his crops, only to have his life taken away that night to meet with his maker. We are reminded too in v12 how God knows our ways, and how much we sin. Indeed, it is because He knew the extent of our predicament with sin that He sent Jesus to die in our place.

The list of sins continues with the description of the way that they were taking bribes to oppress the righteous, as well as perverting the course of justice in court for the poor. It was clearly a situation where ‘money talks’, so that the rich were able to oppress those who were poor, and to buy their way to winning court hearings even when they were in the wrong. God is a God of justice, and He is displeased when people distort justice for their own ends. When the judiciary of a nation is corrupt, it is but a step away from the collapse of a humane civilisation. 

It is, perhaps, worth recalling the context of this section, for Amos has been speaking of the death of the people of Israel, while they are yet alive. Normally when one attends a funeral, the people speaking find the good things about the deceased person’s life to recount to those present. Here God is saying through Amos that the outcome and result of Israel’s life is corruption and sin, as if there is nothing good to say about them. There is a sinister aspect to v13, where we find that the situation has become so bad that the prudent man keeps quiet because the times are evil. 
It is a serious thing when a society reaches the place where the voice of integrity and reason cannot be heard because of the prevalence of evil, or when those with integrity are afraid to speak up. Thankfully, each generation tends to have its men and women of courage who are prepared to speak the truth regardless of the cost, but such people are few and far between. More often, good people are intimidated into silence for fear of their lives. This can only lead to loss of freedom, whether in society or in religion. The voice of a prophet can often be a lonely one, but usually that is all the more reason why it needs to be heard.

Too often the descent into evil, whether for a nation or a person, is not initially the doing of wrong, but of the failure to do right. When that is linked with a failure to speak up against the wrongdoing, the latter succeeds at the expense of truth and justice. Any government or leadership needs to be able to listen to criticism, for we all make mistakes at times and need correction.

Some commentators suggest that this refers to the prudent exercising their wisdom here, so that they kept quiet rather than “throw their pearls before swine” when the evil people would not receive what they had to say. It is possible that the situation had reached the point when the majority of the people were not willing to listen to the voice of reason, so the wise merely kept quiet.

In v14 Amos issues the call to seek good that they might live. This is closely linked to the previous calls to seek God and live found earlier in this chapter, for God is the only one who is truly good. God would then be with them in reality, and not just in the empty words by which they claimed His presence. Linked with that comes the call to hate evil, and love good, as well as maintaining justice in their courts. If there was a sufficient turn about in their lives, God might yet have mercy upon them. 

The call in v15 is for them to get their priorities right, that they hate the evil and love the good. So many people are concerned about their own well being, and do not seek the ways of good or of God. If they respond, there remains the possibility that God might be gracious and merciful to them. There are two issues here; the first is that in general terms we need not live by the “maybe” of God’s mercy. He had promised mercy to those who truly repent and come to Him for forgiveness in Christ. We need not doubt God’s good purposes towards us, for His word declares it to be so.

The second issue is that the disobedience has become so bad that this verse leads into the wailing and lamentation of the next verse with the word ‘therefore’, suggesting that the time of repentance has passed. Just as in the time before the flood in Noah’s day, God showed great patience, but eventually the time of judgement came for the unbelievers.

This leads into v16, where Amos sees wailing and lamentation, especially on the part of the husbandman, whose crops have failed due to the plagues sent by God, as predicted earlier. The streets could well refer to the broad places or market places, where the business of buying and selling the fruit of the harvest would take place, had not God sent blight upon the crops. The same problem afflicts the vineyards, which God will pass through in judgement. This is in contrast to the sound of joy that would normally be heard in the vineyards.

TIME FOR JUSTICE

Amos 5:18-27: Woe unto you that desire the day of the LORD! to what end [is] it for you? the day of the LORD [is] darkness, and not light. As if a man did flee from a lion, and a bear met him; or went into the house, and leaned his hand on the wall, and a serpent bit him. [Shall] not the day of the LORD [be] darkness, and not light? even very dark, and no brightness in it? I hate, I despise your feast days, and I will not smell in your solemn assemblies. Though ye offer me burnt offerings and your meat offerings, I will not accept [them]: neither will I regard the peace offerings of your fat beasts. Take thou away from me the noise of thy songs; for I will not hear the melody of thy viols. But let judgment run down as waters, and righteousness as a mighty stream. Have ye offered unto me sacrifices and offerings in the wilderness forty years, O house of Israel? But ye have borne the tabernacle of your Moloch and Chiun your images, the star of your god, which ye made to yourselves. Therefore will I cause you to go into captivity beyond Damascus, saith the LORD, whose name [is] The God of hosts. 

REFLECTION
This section is addressed to the people and makes reference to the Day of the Lord. This would normally be something that they would be looking forward to, being the time when God would bring victory and deliverance to his people. It would have Messianic implications, and even though there would be some aspects of judgement attached to it, a good Jew would see the Day in a positive light as something to be looked forward to. Whatever might happen along the way, Israel expected the Day of the Lord to be good for them. Amos cuts across this in his introduction by giving a warning to those who desired that day to come.

The religious year for Israel would have recalled God’s mighty intervention in their national life on many occasions, such as the Exodus and the giving of the Law at Sinai, and these in themselves were days when God intervened in their national life. These events pointed forwards to the coming Day of the Lord which would have been a future event of great anticipation for Israel. This contrasts greatly with the warning now issued from Amos that this was not an event to be desired, but one that would bring darkness instead of light, and thus misery instead of joy. 

As the Israelites rested their hope of deliverance from every kind of hostile oppression upon their outward connection with the covenant nation; many wished the day to come, on which Jehovah would judge all the heathen, and redeem Israel out of all distress, and exalt it to might and dominion above all nations, and bless it with honour and glory. In effect, however, their hopes were vain for they merely gave them a false sense of security in the midst of their sin. In our day we do well to learn from their error.

In v19 it is likened to a person escaping from the dangers of a lion, only to meet with an equally dangerous bear instead. That which was thought to be a situation of safety becomes one of danger. A further simile offered is that of a person going into a house, normally a place of safety, to lean against a wall and have a snake bite his hand; it would not be unusual for a snake to hide in a hole in a wall in those parts. Not only is the danger of this coming event highlighted, but also the surprise that will come to Israel at that time. When they think they have escaped from a danger, another one comes of equal terror. However, their present trials were not to be softened by the hope of a better day ahead, unless they were prepared to repent.

What Amos is trying to do here is to cut through the false hope that dead religion gives, to draw their attention to the need to have a living relationship with God based on obedience to His word. This has equal application for us as Christians, for though we are not bound to the Law in the same way that Israel was, we are called to a life of faith in Christ, and for those who do not know Him the coming Day of the Lord will indeed be one of judgement that should be avoided at all costs. 
All too often when an unbeliever suffering a long illness dies, people around the deceased say that it is good for the person to be free of their suffering. The tragedy, however, is that for the unbeliever suffering will start in earnest at their physical death for God’s judgement remains on them. God has made provision of free grace and forgiveness in Christ, but for those who will not avail themselves of this offer of salvation, the coming day of wrath is to be feared, for it has eternal consequences. 

Amos was not being unkind in destroying the illusion of the people in their false hope of a happy outcome of the coming Day of the Lord. Rather, there is a great kindness in shaking people out of their complacency and ignorance, so that they wake up to the truth of eternal realities seen from God’s perspective. It is so blind to cocoon oneself in living for today whilst harbouring a vague hope of good things to come in the next life, when there is no true relationship with God and thus no real hope beyond the grave. True love involves sharing the gospel with unbelievers so that they have an opportunity to repent and come to Christ while there is yet time. 

Amos turns to consider various aspects of unacceptable worship in v21 – 24, and actually says that God hates their religious feasts and festivals. The two verbs joined without a conjunction express deep abhorrence on God’s part. This must have been a huge shock to them, for the various feasts would have been the high point of their religious calendar, much as Christmas and Easter are for Christians today. God took no delight in the religious activities of Israel, even though they might be doing some of the right things in terms of ritual. The problem was that their hearts were far from God and the heart obedience that He requires. They believed that God would be appeased by the outward ritual, but God was emphatic that He would not accept their sacrifices and offerings, because their lives lacked justice and righteousness.

It is such a tragedy when people believe that they are doing God’s will in their religion, but are deluded and instead are merely incurring His displeasure and widening the gulf that exists between man and God outside of Christ. There could be an element here of Amos as a Judean speaking out against the cult worship of Israel, for they were not worshipping at the God given location of Jerusalem. However, the message is much wider than that, for God is saying that He looks for true worship, just as Jesus did to the woman at the well in John 4. It is clear that even the music was nothing more than noise in God’s ears, such that He wanted it removed.

To bring the situation up to date, the “church” may have the largest and most beautiful cathedrals, with stunning architecture and furnishings, the most wonderful choirs producing beautiful music, uplifting liturgy, and many other impressive aspects to its “worship”, but if the true worship of God through Christ is missing, it is empty and counts for nothing. This is not to decry these outward things in themselves, for they may prove helpful to some to draw them into God’s presence, but the worship must be accompanied by a true heart that is devoted to God, with the anointing of God’s Holy Spirit on all that is done. God was looking for justice and righteousness, and He still does today.

The chapter closes with v25-27, with Amos reminding the people that when they spent 40 years in the wilderness, they were unable to offer sacrifices and offerings in the same way that they could in the temple era. Yes, there were sacrifices made, but the rituals could not be as fully developed as they became in later years. Reference is made to Sakkuth and Kaiwan, which were two Assyrian astral deities, and it appears that Israel had flirted with these gods. Consequently, they would be taken to exile beyond Damascus, implying to Assyria. It seems that God was going to give them what they wanted, given that they were worshipping Assyrian deities.

Things have not changed greatly, for so many people go after false deities, and many others merely reject God without any apparent interest in religion. If a person has spent his or her life rejecting God, He will allow them to have their wish for eternity, namely life without him, but the implications of that for eternity are horrendous.

TOPICS

DAY OF WRATH

CHRIST – RETURN OF OUR LORD

HEART

CHURCH: WORSHIP AND PRAISE

1. The Hebrew word used in worship is "Shoko" - to bow down.

2. The Greek words are as follows:-

a) proskueo - prostrate yourself. (1 Corinthians 14:5)

b) sebomai - lack of arrogance. (Matthew 15:9)

c) sebazomai - stand in awe. (Romans 1:25)

d) eusebeo - act with devotion. (Acts 17:23)

3. Worship is the attitude of the believer when he approaches God in awe, fear and respect. (1 Chronicles 29:20, Matthew 22:21, Romans 13:17)

4. We should never be casual or flippant with God. (John 13:13, Hebrew 10:19-21)

5. Worship is an expression of bible doctrine that a believer has in him and is applying. All expression of doctrine is worship. (Nehemiah 8:6-10, 9:3)

6. We must worship the Lord in spirit, controlled by the Spirit, and in truth, reflecting doctrine accurately. (John 4:23-24)

7. It is therefore of critical importance that we worship in accordance with biblical doctrines. This is especially important in singing as because of pleasant music it is easy to forget or ignore the meaning of the words being sung.

8. People worshipped the Lord Jesus Christ. (Matthew 2:11, 9:38)

9. People who do not worship God will worship demons. (Deuteronomy 8:19-20, 11:16, 30:17-20, Romans 1:25)

10. All will eventually bow before Jesus Christ and acknowledge Him as Lord, either for blessing or before they are judged eternally. (Isaiah 45:23, Romans 14:11, Philippians 2:10)

11. In eternity there will be perfect worship as there will be perfect knowledge of doctrine. (Revelation 4:8-11)

12. Worship begins at salvation. (Mark 5:1-10, 18-20)

13. Worship expresses a believer’s concentration on his Lord. (Psalms 29, 66, 96, John 12:1-11)

14. The song of worship. (1 Chronicles 16:7-36)

15. We worship through:-

a) Reading God's Word. (Colossians 4:16, 1 Thessalonians 5:27, 1 Timothy 4:13)

b) Studying God's Word. (2 Timothy 2:15, 3:15)

c) Teaching God's Word. (Acts 2:42, 6:7, 12:24, 18:28, 1 Timothy 4:6, 2 Timothy 1:13, 2:2)

d) Preaching God's Word. (2 Timothy 4:2)

e) The sacrifice of our praise. (Hebrews 13:15)

f) The sacrifice of our good works. (Hebrews 13:16)

g) The sacrifice of our bodies. (Romans 12:1)

h) The sacrifice of our substance. (Philippians 4:18)

i) The receiving of His Son. (John 1:11-12)

j) The keeping of the Ordinances. (1 Corinthians 11:2)

k) Through the singing of Psalms, Hymns and Spiritual Songs. (Ephesians 5:19, Colossians 3:16, James 5:13)

l) Prayers, Intercessions, Supplications and Thanksgiving. (Acts 2:42, Ephesians 6:18, Philippians 4:6, Colossians 4:2, 1 Thessalonians 5:17, 1 Timothy 2:1-2, 8)

16. Praise

a) Praise and thanksgiving are linked in worship. (1 Chronicles 23:30)

b) When they praised the Lord at the dedication of Solomon's Temple the glory of the Lord filled the house of God. (2 Chronicles 5:13,14)

c) Praise always glorifies God. (Psalm 50:231

d) When Paul and Silas praised God by singing hymns in prison God acted for them. (Acts 16:25)

e) The Jews were delivered when they sang praises to the Lord. (2 Chronicles 20:21, 22)

f) Praise is important in missionary work. (Psalm 96)

g) Praise is a feature of the Godly home. (Psalm 118:15)

h) Jesus Christ praises God in the midst of the Church (Hebrews 2:12)

BEWARE OF FALSE HOPE

Amos 6:1-7: Woe to them [that are] at ease in Zion, and trust in the mountain of Samaria, [which are] named chief of the nations, to whom the house of Israel came! Pass ye unto Calneh, and see; and from thence go ye to Hamath the great: then go down to Gath of the Philistines: [be they] better than these kingdoms? or their border greater than your border? Ye that put far away the evil day, and cause the seat of violence to come near; That lie upon beds of ivory, and stretch themselves upon their couches, and eat the lambs out of the flock, and the calves out of the midst of the stall; That chant to the sound of the viol, [and] invent to themselves instruments of musick, like David; That drink wine in bowls, and anoint themselves with the chief ointments: but they are not grieved for the affliction of Joseph. Therefore now shall they go captive with the first that go captive, and the banquet of them that stretched themselves shall be removed. 

REFLECTION
In this section Amos is addressing both Judah and Israel in v1, both nations feeling at ease, the word implying reckless or careless ease. Such can dull the soul and make a person hard hearted. He speaks to Zion and Samaria, representing the capital cities of both nations. He is focussing his attention in this section on the wealthy, those who feel comfortable with their lot materially. Perhaps there is an implication that the message should be heard and responded to by all who hear it, rather than just the nation of Judah. The authorised version speaks of the chief of the nations, but other versions refer to the “notables” of the first of the nations. It seems they have given themselves this title. Earlier in the book (Chapter 4:1-3) Amos spoke to the wealthy women of Samaria, and now he turns to the men.

The problem that Amos addresses is that these people were basing their security on that which was false, for it was material prosperity that so easily fails us. Both Jerusalem and Samaria were capital cities that were set on a hill, and were thought by their inhabitants to be secure against attack. Samaria was the last city of Israel to be taken. The people, and particularly, the leaders of these nations, were not looking to God for their security, and thus they had a false sense of security. The situation has not changed today, for many people place their hope in material strength or prosperity, and ignore the fact that God is sovereign in this world. 

Amos keeps his international flavour to the passage by suggesting that they look at other cities. Calneh was in the north of Syria, slightly north of the modern city of Aleppo. Hamath was also in north Syria, on the banks of the River Orontes. Gath was a Philistine city on the Mediterranean coast, and was the home of Goliath; indeed in King David’s day it was the main capital of the Philistine cities. 
Amos appears to be challenging the people to look at these cities, and notice that their strength in Samaria is no greater than these other cities. They are all apparently prosperous, but what is that when God is not part of the equation? When Amos was writing all three of these cities were under the control of Israel or Judah. 

It is so easy to envy the rich and powerful people of this world; so many people are in awe of the celebrities who have achieved fame or influence, but at heart each of these people is an ordinary human being with the same need of salvation by Jesus as anyone else in this world. Many of them strut about with their wealth, but Jesus reminded us that it is better to save our souls than to gain all the riches that the world has to offer, yet die unsaved. The people felt that the “evil day” of judgement was far off, and there are still scoffers who think that God will never move in judgement in this world.

In v4-6, Amos speaks into those who had slipped into this false sense of security, such that they thought they could live as they pleased. They appear to be reclined on their beds, in idleness and indulgence, and the beds being ivory spoke of luxury. They were able to feast on choice lamb and veal, singing songs in their idleness, while the poor of the land may well have only been able to eat meat three times a year at the religious festivals. They drank wine in bowls, indicating a significant quantity of wine being consumed, and possibly might have used sacrificial bowls which would suggest a degree of sacrilege. 

They had the time to write and sing songs, thus suggesting there was no need for them to be engaged in hard labour. They also anointed themselves with choice ointments, which would have been needed in a hot climate. Nevertheless, they still wanted to be pampered with luxurious ointments, just as people do in our day. The contrast between rich and poor was stark, just as it is in so many parts of the world today.

Amos was not necessarily opposed to the riches as such, but he was against the ease and luxury when these people did not care about the poor state of the nation’s religion. They cared not for the affliction, or ruin of Joseph, and thus we see that their sense of values and priorities was wrong. God has blessed some Christians with wealth, when He knows that it will not be a snare to them, and so that their wealth can be used for good. Others, for whom wealth would be a trap, find that God graciously withholds it. What is far more important is that we care for the state of our nation, and of this world generally, so that we use the time and resources that God gives us to serve Him faithfully. To those to whom much is given, much will be required, and God looks for a healthy sense of responsibility in each of us. Even in the church there is too often complacency and ease instead of earnest service for God.

The consequence of all this is found in v7, where God says through Amos that their revelry will cease, and these rich people will be the first to go into exile. The time for God’s judgement was coming, and even those that felt secure in themselves would feel the effects of it, and would indeed feel it first. It is possible that these people were thinking that with their wealth they were blessed by God and as such would be the first to receive their reward in God’s kingdom. The opposite was about to happen, as they would experience His judgement first.

TOPIC

WEALTH

THE CERTAINTY OF JUDGEMENT

Amos 6:8-14: The Lord GOD hath sworn by himself, saith the LORD the God of hosts, I abhor the excellency of Jacob, and hate his palaces: therefore will I deliver up the city with all that is therein. And it shall come to pass, if there remain ten men in one house, that they shall die. And a man's uncle shall take him up, and he that burneth him, to bring out the bones out of the house, and shall say unto him that [is] by the sides of the house, [Is there] yet [any] with thee? and he shall say, No. Then shall he say, Hold thy tongue: for we may not make mention of the name of the LORD. For, behold, the LORD commandeth, and he will smite the great house with breaches, and the little house with clefts. Shall horses run upon the rock? will [one] plow [there] with oxen? for ye have turned judgment into gall, and the fruit of righteousness into hemlock: Ye which rejoice in a thing of nought, which say, Have we not taken to us horns by our own strength? But, behold, I will raise up against you a nation, O house of Israel, saith the LORD the God of hosts; and they shall afflict you from the entering in of Hemath unto the river of the wilderness. 

REFLECTION
This section is introduced by a solemn oath, in which the Lord has sworn by Himself. There is nothing higher by which God can emphasise the gravity of this message, so the hearers should certainly take note of what Amos is saying here. The participle used indicates a continued strength of feeling, and not just a passing mood. God speaks out against the pride of the people, for pride is a major snare and was the cause of Satan falling from his high place of honour in the heavens. Pride always speaks of misplaced confidence, for our trust should be in God and not in anything else. They rejoiced in their great places, or palaces, where the extravagance of their sin would be found the most. Consequently, the strongholds that God hates here speak of pride and confidence in the supposed security of the city, rather than in the Lord. Because of this, God will deliver up the city and all that is in it, thus demonstrating that the people’s pride and trust is misplaced.

In v9 Amos says that even the ‘survivors’ will not survive, for if 10 men remain in a house, they will die. This seems to suggest that even if people remain hidden in their houses during or following the enemy attack, they will not escape death. Perhaps there will be those who return to their houses after the enemy attack, only to die of plague or some similar cause. It may be that Amos is here suggesting that only 10 people will survive the initial onslaught of the enemy, but even they will still die.

Then, there will be relatives or friends who come to take away the dead, but they talk in hushed voices so that God’s name is not mentioned, for they perceive that it is God who has caused this destruction. The verse speaks of burning the bones, whereas it was normal for the Jews to bury their dead. This would either suggest a multitude of corpses that was too many for burial and was sometimes done by the Jews, or an adoption of the gentile custom of cremation, probably because of infidelity to the true God. It seems that they do not want God to hear them, particularly if they mention His name, in case He moves in further judgement. The prospect of mentioning God’s name because it is associated with doom is a far cry from those who were using it with hope for prosperity, even though that was sometimes done as ritual rather than the result of vibrant faith.

We find in v11 that the Lord commands that the great houses of Samaria and Israel would be destroyed, and God Himself would be the destroyer. Even though He might use a foreign power, it would be God Himself behind it, and the destruction would be severe for the houses would be broken into fragments. This would have been an alien message to his hearers, for they associated God with blessing, at least for them as God’s chosen people, and as such it would have been a difficult message for them to receive.

In v12, Amos asks two questions which expect the natural answer “No.” Horses do not run on rocks, and rocks (some say the sea) are not ploughed with oxen. The very questions themselves seem foolish, but in asking these Amos highlights the folly of the people in their approach to God. They have turned justice into poison, and the fruit of righteousness into poison. Justice and righteousness should protect the people, but they had been so changed and perverted that they had caused harm. The implication is that Israel should have known better, or they had turned good into evil, contrary to nature itself.

Poison and wormwood were things to be avoided; poison was deadly and wormwood has a harsh, bitter taste. So often a perversion of justice and truth will have deadly and bitter consequences, both for the practitioners of the evil and for the recipients of it. God knows the ways of men, and one day our evil behaviour will come back to bite us, unless we deal with it through the blood of Jesus. 

In the closing two verses (13-14), Amos reminds them of the emptiness of hollow victories, where their false success was illusory. They might have won some military success, but they in turn would be conquered by military force. He reminds them of two recent military successes in terms of the cities of Lo-debar and Karnaim. The former was to the south of the Sea of Galilee, and the latter to the east in Bashan. There is a play on words here, for Lo-debar means “Thing of nought”, which was to remind them that their victory was hollow when compared to the destruction that God would bring. Karnaim means “horns”, suggesting that with the strength of an ox or bull they have captured nothing. 

God was preparing another nation that would come against them from the ‘entrance to Hamath to the brook of Arabah (or river of the wilderness)’. Effectively this was saying that they would be oppressed from the north to the south, suggesting the completeness of the judgement to come. This would be no small inconvenience, but a serious attack that would have far-reaching effect. The Assyrians eventually came and took the people of Israel into exile in 722BC. 

VISIONS OF JUDGEMENT

Amos 7:1-9: Thus hath the Lord GOD shewed unto me; and, behold, he formed grasshoppers in the beginning of the shooting up of the latter growth; and, lo, [it was] the latter growth after the king's mowings. And it came to pass, [that] when they had made an end of eating the grass of the land, then I said, O Lord GOD, forgive, I beseech thee: by whom shall Jacob arise? for he [is] small. The LORD repented for this: It shall not be, saith the LORD. Thus hath the Lord GOD shewed unto me: and, behold, the Lord GOD called to contend by fire, and it devoured the great deep, and did eat up a part. Then said I, O Lord GOD, cease, I beseech thee: by whom shall Jacob arise? for he [is] small. The LORD repented for this: This also shall not be, saith the Lord GOD. Thus he shewed me: and, behold, the Lord stood upon a wall [made] by a plumbline, with a plumbline in his hand. And the LORD said unto me, Amos, what seest thou? And I said, A plumbline. Then said the Lord, Behold, I will set a plumbline in the midst of my people Israel: I will not again pass by them any more: And the high places of Isaac shall be desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste; and I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword. 

REFLECTION
The last three chapters of Amos comprise the last major section of the book. In this chapter, Amos conveys visions that he has seen in this section, and in his generation when many people would be unable to read, it would be powerful to create word pictures as he spoke. In this way he would be able to enable his audience to understand the thrust of what he was saying. Even today, creating word pictures is an effective way of communicating thought so that the message stays in the mind. Jesus used parables in a similar way and that means of teaching the people was most effective.

The first two visions given are of disasters, the first being of grasshoppers, or locusts in v1-3. The first and second visions declare that it is the Lord Jehovah speaking, whereas the third one uses a different word Adonai, for the Lord. The first message is that God is preparing a plague of locusts, and in all probability this would occur in the late spring, being said to be the latter growth. The king’s mowings may well refer to the first crop, which could be taken by the king as a form of tax, or perhaps might also have been the prime crop. 

The word used is mainly for a locust in its larva state, which would be in the autumn, while the young come forth in the spring, which would tie in with the cropping pattern. This might imply that there was a time allowed for repentance. In late spring the 2nd crop of hay would be sprouting, and would promise provision for the farmer. The latter growth was reserved for the farmer and his family and animals, and would feed them through the winter. However, if the plague of locusts came then, the crop would be destroyed and the potential for adequate provision removed, as well as the prospect for a good crop the next year. This vision is reminiscent of Joel’s vision in Joel 1:4. 

Once Amos has seen the locusts eat the crops, he prays for God’s forgiveness, clearly recognising that this is a judgement from God and not merely an accident of nature. He also recognises Israel’s small stature in God’s sight and their inability to stand when God moves in judgement. In response to the prayer for mercy, God relents and declares that it shall not be so. God does not “repent” to the extent that He has done something wrong, nor does He change His mind as such, but the outward effect is of a different outcome from the one threatened, in response to believing prayer. In our day too, we need God’s discernment to apprehend when God is at work in this world, as do those who are prepared to intercede before God. James 5:16 reminds us that the effective prayer of a righteous man achieves a great deal.

The 2nd vision is found in v4-6 and is of a judgement of fire. Amos sees a great fire of judgement consuming the land, and even the great deep. This may mean that even the sea was consumed, which shows us that the fire is severe indeed. However, others see this prospect as not feasible, and suggest that the sea may reflect the mass of sinful humanity, which the sea does sometimes symbolise. It may be that this vision is set to occur in the summer when the temperature is at its hottest and fire is more likely to spread in a catastrophic way, although it could be that there is a reference to drought in this vision. Fire is often seen as a symbol of God’s wrath and judgement, and it seems that this proposed judgement is more severe than that of the locusts in the preceding verses, for fire consumes all that is in its path. Often God’s judgements are progressive to reflect the continued hardness of heart of the people. It is worth remembering that rebellion against God is a challenge to His omnipotence and is an insult to His character.

Again Amos intercedes for powerless Israel and God responds in mercy to his cry and does not bring about the threatened judgement. The importance of effective mediation and intercession cannot be stressed too highly. We have many Biblical examples of times when God has responded to intercessory prayer and had not proceeded with a threatened judgement.

The 3rd vision is found in v7-9 and concerns a plumb line held by the Lord against a wall. What is being said here is that God is measuring His people Israel and He finds them so far away from the upright position that He will have to judge them. This vision is applied specifically to Israel and is more specific in this regard than the other two that precede it. A plumb line is used by a builder when he is building a new wall to check that it is upright. It is also used by a builder or surveyor when an old wall is leaning and might be dangerous, in which case he knows whether action needs to be taken to prop it up or even to demolish it. 

God here enters into dialogue with Amos to ask what he sees, and it is clearly implied that when God measures the condition of the nation it is far from upright and needs serious attention. There is the threat of devastation for the high places and sanctuaries – the places of worship that had become corrupt. God would send an enemy into the land to perform His judgement, but the action was His and was well deserved. It may well be that a period of time has elapsed to allow the people to repent, but there has been no spiritual fruit.

This time there is no apparent relenting on God’s part, indicating that the judgment would indeed come to pass. He will not pass them by, or ignore their sins, for the time to act has come. The judgement against the house of Jeroboam was fulfilled by Shallum, who conspired against Zachariah the son of Jeroboam, and slew him, and reigned in his place, which put an end to the family of Jeroboam (see 2 Kings 15:10).

God does respond to prevailing prayer, but there are times when He has to act in judgement in order to maintain His holiness and just character. We learn here that God is holy and must judge a wayward people; He is, however, also merciful, and will respond to the prayers of His people. Both God and Amos are seeking to avert judgement for neither wants it, but there are times when the point of no return is reached. God’s judgement is never fickle, not is it a spontaneous reaction of anger, but it is measured and just when He knows that His compassion has been rejected.

We now have the benefit of God’s completed word and in many respects this is our plumb line for our lives. God does measure us still to see how we align ourselves to the true attitudes that we should adopt, but we should also study His word so that we can see how we should live, and also where we are going wrong. If we do not know God’s word we will not know God’s requirements, but of course once we do know it we are then called to obey it!

AMOS IS REBUKED

Amos 7: 10-17: Then Amaziah the priest of Bethel sent to Jeroboam king of Israel, saying, Amos hath conspired against thee in the midst of the house of Israel: the land is not able to bear all his words. For thus Amos saith, Jeroboam shall die by the sword, and Israel shall surely be led away captive out of their own land. Also Amaziah said unto Amos, O thou seer, go, flee thee away into the land of Judah, and there eat bread, and prophesy there: But prophesy not again any more at Bethel: for it [is] the king's chapel, and it [is] the king's court. Then answered Amos, and said to Amaziah, I [was] no prophet, neither [was] I a prophet's son; but I [was] an herdman, and a gatherer of sycomore fruit: And the LORD took me as I followed the flock, and the LORD said unto me, Go, prophesy unto my people Israel. Now therefore hear thou the word of the LORD: Thou sayest, Prophesy not against Israel, and drop not [thy word] against the house of Isaac. Therefore thus saith the LORD; Thy wife shall be an harlot in the city, and thy sons and thy daughters shall fall by the sword, and thy land shall be divided by line; and thou shalt die in a polluted land: and Israel shall surely go into captivity forth of his land. 

REFLECTION


This section begins with Amos receiving a response to his message, which is quite unusual as we do not usually find God’s prophets having people answer them back. It is almost as though someone jumps up and shouts a response in the middle of hearing a sermon, for we have become used to Amos denouncing the nation without response. However, this does give us an insight as to how the message is being received, and not surprisingly, it is not being received well. The challenger here is Amaziah, the high priest of the royal Israelite shrine at Bethel. Indeed, some suggest that his title implies that he was a civil leader as well as high priest. The shrine included the calf worship that had been set up there when Israel split away from Judah, and was designed to keep the people from returning to Judah for worship.

The challenge is precipitated by Amos’ prophecy in the previous section, where in the oracle concerning the plumb line Amos foretold that God would rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword. Inevitably, Amaziah did not want to take this lying down so rejected the word given by Amos. We have here a confrontation between God’s true prophet and a false prophet, and this is a conflict that has continued through the ages as Satan has so often tried to seduce God’s people away from the truth. In our day we have God’s fully declared word in the Bible, and we need to study and apply this to our lives so that we can discern the false that would so easily detract us from God’s ways.

Note here, however, that Amaziah sent his complaint not to Amos, but to King Jeroboam II, given that as high priest he would be a servant of the king. The report to the king claimed that Amos had said the king would be put to the sword, whereas in the previous section the message had been addressed to the house of Jeroboam. The fact that Amos had criticised the worship in Bethel would be construed as a criticism of the king himself. The king would be deemed responsible for much of the spiritual climate of his people. At this point there was no direct confrontation, and it is sometimes harder to deal with someone who will not speak directly to us about a problem, but who tells others instead. This is a tactic that has plagued the church over the centuries, and Jesus told us to resolve our differences with those who are involved, and not spread gossip around to others.

If Amaziah is correct about Amos, then effectively he would be accusing Amos of conspiracy against the king and his people.  If true he would be guilty of sedition, at least in terms of the religious life of the land. As a foreign prophet he would be considered to be speaking against the king and thus worthy of punishment as he would be seen to be stirring up the people against the king. As is so often the case in such circumstances, there was some truth and some falsehood in this. Amos was arguably stirring up the people, but his intention was to stir them up towards God, and not against the king. The role of a prophet is to turn the hearts of the people to God, not against he human authorities that God has set in place. Similar accusations were made against Elijah (1 Kings 18:17), Jeremiah (Jeremiah 37:13-14), and even Jesus (John 19:12).

It is also worth noting that Amaziah was a good example of a priest who was settled into his role, and did not want the situation upset. He would have had a good degree of power and influence in Bethel, was well positioned with the king, and probably fairly wealthy. The people’s offerings would contribute to the comfortable lifestyle that he had established for himself, so the presence of a foreign prophet calling the people back to God would have been an irritant, to say the least. It would hardly have been welcome for Amos to come along with God’s challenge to the situation there. A similar situation prevailed when Jesus was on earth and He challenged the Pharisees, Sadducees and others of the ruling parties. Religion without the reality of the life of God in it is a snare. They too had their vested interests in keeping the position stable, but they were not open to God. Sometimes God has to take away our earthly stability so that we turn to Him in faith.

As a consequence, Amaziah then spoke to Amos himself, and told him to flee away back to Judah, and not to prophesy again in Bethel. One can probably assume here that Amaziah had received permission, or instruction from the king to say this, although there was no apparent charge from the king; presumably if the king had taken the matter very seriously he would have had Amos arrested, or worse. 
The reference to the king’s chapel is probably explained by the fact that the king tended to prefer Bethel to Dan, the other place of worship in Israel, as it was nearer to the capital Samaria. The king’s court would likely be the residence of the king, and the place where he pronounced judgement. There was a royal court in Bethel as well as Samaria, so that the king could have a palace when he went to Bethel to worship.

The command that Amos should leave and eat bread there, suggests that Amaziah assumed Amos was prophesying for money and therefore delivering God’s word for remuneration and making his living by it. A true servant of God will not do his work for the money, but will be obedient to God’s call on his/her life, even if he/she is employed in a paid capacity for that work. There were paid prophets in Amos’ day, just as there are people in our day who seek to make money from God’s people.

There does not appear to be a claim that what Amos has said is unfair, or any attempt to justify the behaviour of Israel, just a desire not to hear what Amos has to say any more. By ignoring what Amos has to say, the threatened disaster becomes more certain. It is too easy to shut our eyes and minds to what we don’t want to see and hear, and in that way our consciences are not troubled, but that is not God’s way. He holds us accountable for our actions, and particularly in these days of instant communications, there is no real excuse for not being aware of what God is doing in this world.

Amos responds to Amaziah by saying that he is not a prophet (by profession), nor is he descended from one. Thus he is saying that he does not do this for a living, nor does he come from a family line with such connections. Instead, he is a herdsman and a dresser of sycamore trees. He is trying to state that he is not a professional prophet who has a need to come out with the appropriate words to earn a living, for he already has an occupation that keeps him fed and clothed. Furthermore, because of this, he would have no intention of going around purporting to prophesy unless it really was God who had given him the message to deliver. Amos is thus pleading that he has delivered God’s message because he knew God’s burden to do so, not because of financial reward.

There is a further aspect to Amos’ statement that he is not a prophet, nor the son of one. The “sons of the prophets” were a group within Israelite society, and people like Elisha belonged to them (see 2 Kings 2:3). Such people were in all likelihood paid by the king and were based at the religious sanctuaries to give prophecies when needed. Amos is thus reaffirming that he is not one of these paid prophets, but a farmer that God has taken and spoken through. For that reason alone, he had spoken out the words that God had given him.

In v16 Amos addresses Amaziah the high priest, and having thus confirmed his credentials, he has a word from God for the priest. Although Amaziah had told Amos not to prophesy, Amos had a word from God and would not be silenced by Amaziah. It was not a happy message either, for Amaziah’s wife would become a prostitute, and his sons and daughters would be killed in battle. The land that Amaziah owned would be divided up and distributed to others, whilst Amaziah himself would die on a foreign land. In effect, Amos is reiterating the promise of exile for Israel, and these would be the effects of that for Amaziah and his family. 

Amaziah had not wanted Amos to speak out because it would affect the comfortable life and position that he had in the land of Israel. Ironically, because he had tried to stop Amos speaking, he would still have that comfortable life removed, this time in specific judgement against his family because they would not hear or respond to God’s word. It is indeed a dangerous thing to resist God’s word, and even today we need to take note. Amaziah thought he could control what was spoken in the sanctuary, but God is not restricted by human position and hierarchy, and He will have His way. The warning could have brought release and freedom, but it was rejected, and the same situation applies in many places today.

Amos 8:1-3 Thus hath the Lord GOD shewed unto me: and behold a basket of summer fruit. And he said, Amos, what seest thou? And I said, A basket of summer fruit. Then said the LORD unto me, The end is come upon my people of Israel; I will not again pass by them any more. And the songs of the temple shall be howlings in that day, saith the Lord GOD: [there shall be] many dead bodies in every place; they shall cast [them] forth with silence. 

REFLECTION
This short section contains a word picture, not unlike those given in chapter 7:1-9. In the first two in Chapter 7, Amos pleads with God who relents and draws back from the judgement He was threatening. In the third, and now this fourth word picture, there is not request for, nor a granting of reprieve, thus indicating that the time for judgement was approaching. This vision contains the warning that the end has come (v2) so the imminence of the danger is clear. It is possible that the intervening remarks of Amaziah rejecting the words of Amos might have sealed the fate of Israel.

There is a dialogue here between Amos and God, with God asking Amos what he sees. The answer is a basket of summer fruit, the type that is ready to be harvested at the end of the summer, the last of the harvests of the year. Being in a basket it has already been picked, so the time to eat it has come. There is a slight play on words here in the Hebrew, for ‘summer’ fruit is qayits, whilst ‘the end’ is qets, and although the words are not from the same root, they have a similar sound. The meaning links them, for the fruit would be eaten at the end of the harvest.

It is clear from this passage that God is no longer able to pass by the judgement that He has threatened. The moral and spiritual state of the people has reached the point when God has to act, despite (perhaps because of) the covenant relationship between God and Israel. The harsh result of this is that the normally joyful songs of the temple would be turned to wailings, presumably of grief, as the judgement to come would result in numerous dead bodies strewn around the place. The songs of worship that God deserved and required would be turned to lamentation instead. It was almost as though the harvest of the summer fruit would find its end in a harvest of lives cut down when the judgement deserved by the wayward people came to pass. There is reference to resulting silence here, probably because of the scale of the destruction and also the lack of professional mourners who would normally accompany a funeral.

In Amos, as in other prophets, there is seen a change from a message of warning to a message of doom when it is too late to avert disaster. God was willing to forgive, but the people were not prepared to repent and change their ways. The same situation frequently applies today too, and God’s hand of mercy and grace has been extended in the person of Jesus, but if there is no repentance and a genuine turning to Christ, then God’s wrath remains on the unrepentant sinner. The ultimate judgement, of course, comes at death, when it is too late to seek forgiveness.

JUDGEMENT IS COMING

Amos 8:4-14: Hear this, O ye that swallow up the needy, even to make the poor of the land to fail, Saying, When will the new moon be gone, that we may sell corn? and the sabbath, that we may set forth wheat, making the ephah small, and the shekel great, and falsifying the balances by deceit? That we may buy the poor for silver, and the needy for a pair of shoes; [yea], and sell the refuse of the wheat? The LORD hath sworn by the excellency of Jacob, Surely I will never forget any of their works. Shall not the land tremble for this, and every one mourn that dwelleth therein? and it shall rise up wholly as a flood; and it shall be cast out and drowned, as [by] the flood of Egypt. And it shall come to pass in that day, saith the Lord GOD, that I will cause the sun to go down at noon, and I will darken the earth in the clear day: And I will turn your feasts into mourning, and all your songs into lamentation; and I will bring up sackcloth upon all loins, and baldness upon every head; and I will make it as the mourning of an only [son], and the end thereof as a bitter day. Behold, the days come, saith the Lord GOD, that I will send a famine in the land, not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD: And they shall wander from sea to sea, and from the north even to the east, they shall run to and fro to seek the word of the LORD, and shall not find [it]. In that day shall the fair virgins and young men faint for thirst. They that swear by the sin of Samaria, and say, Thy god, O Dan, liveth; and, The manner of Beersheba liveth; even they shall fall, and never rise up again. 

REFLECTION
This section of the book continues the theme of the first few verses of the chapter, as it develops the theme of the judgement that is about to fall upon Israel. It is explored in four sections, the first being vv4-8. This section culminates with reference to an earthquake, which takes us back to the very beginning of the book, where Amos states that he was writing 2 years before the earthquake. This time, however, the earthquake is seen as a part of God’s judgement, rather than a random event of nature.

The section commences, with a reminder of why God’s judgement has to fall. Amos addresses those who are treating the poor unfairly, and commands them to hear what he has to say. One suspects that they were not too eager to hear it, but Amos wants his message to be heard. The fact that they were ‘swallowing up the needy’ indicates that they were gazing covetously at what they could gain from the poor and needy, despite the wealth of the leaders and rich traders. 

The people are so wrapped up in their desire for profit and trade that they cannot wait for the religious festivals and rituals to be over, and they can then resume their business activities again. They long for the new moon festivals and the Sabbaths to be over, that they can sell their wheat and grain, for trade was forbidden on both of these occasions. 
It is clear, however, that it was not just the prospect of trade that they wanted, but the continued opportunity to oppress the poor, presumably by giving short measures for the money paid to them. In v 5 we see that they made the ephah small (gave short measure) and made the shekel great (increased the price), so they were dishonestly profiteering on both counts. They also had false balances so that the weight of their goods was wrongly measured. This behaviour had been expressly forbidden by God in Deuteronomy 25:13-15.

The problem was compounded in v6 by the desire to oppress the poor person into slavery, for he would be unable to pay for the food, or even for a pair of shoes, so he was sold for even the smallest debt. We also find that the poor were sold the worst of the wheat so the quality they were given was not good, and thus less nourishing. The refuse of the wheat is literally the ‘falling’ of the wheat, the chaff and small pieces that fell through the sieve used to sort it. Effectively this would have been animal feed that was sold to the poor. We have the picture of the merchants going through the rituals of religion, whilst thinking about how to make more money, and that dishonestly, once the trading recommenced. They regarded a day spent in religious activities as a day wasted, maybe a stark reminder to the desire for Sunday trading that has spread across so much of the world today. Indeed, in England at least, Sunday is now often the busiest shopping day of the week.

Jesus had a good deal to say about the need for fair trading and not giving short measures, and also that we are not to oppress the poor. He also made it clear that we cannot serve two masters – God and money, yet this is exactly what the people were doing. Although they were not living in the New Testament era with the benefit of Jesus’ teaching, there was sufficient detail in the Mosaic Law to know that dishonest trade was not acceptable to God. So often when the poor were oppressed, they had to be sold into slavery, with the destitution that often accompanied it. 
God looks for us to do business in a way that has care and compassion for those that we are serving. The contrast is selfishness and greed, so it is no wonder that God had to shake their faulty foundations of life with an earthquake. The land would be tossed about like the Nile, a river that regularly flooded and submerged that which was in its path. This flood can remain annually for weeks, but is a means of producing new crops, although the picture here is one of destruction.

God emphasises the certainty of what He is threatening by swearing on Himself in v7; there is no higher authority and God is speaking with grave seriousness here. He will not forget any of their works. This is in stark contrast to God’s promises not to remember the sins of those who are saved, and accordingly not call them to remembrance. God in His omniscience does not forget anything, for He would not remain omniscient if He did so. However, whilst He cannot forget the sins of those whom He has forgiven, He does promise never to remember them, for He alone has control over His memory and will not therefore call them to remembrance. Here, however, God says He will not forget their works, and being unforgiven God will always be mindful of these sins for which He will send judgement. If He did so, He would be denying Himself as the glory of Israel.

In vv9-10 we have the next aspect to God’s judgement, and this is in the form of an eclipse, for God would take the sun away in the middle of the day. It has been calculated that at least 2 total eclipses of the sun must have occurred during Amos’ lifetime, one on 9 February 784 BC, and the other on 15 June 763 BC. Amos and his contemporaries would not have had the scientific knowledge to be able to calculate the occurrence of coming eclipses, so the occurrence of an eclipse would have been a more awesome experience then even than it is in our day. It has also been calculated that there were partial eclipses of the sun on 24 June 791 B.C., at the feast of Pentecost; the next was about eleven years after, on November 8, 780 B.C., at the feast of the Tabernacles; and the third was in the following year, 779 B.C., on May 5, at the feast of the Passover. It is interesting that the 3 eclipses here were all during feast times. There is, perhaps a reminder here of the darkness that came over the earth when Jesus was crucified, when the sins of the world were placed upon Him, this too being at Passover.

The eclipse would turn the feasts that they were going to celebrate into mourning, so that they put on sackcloth, a sign of grief. Baldness too, is a sign of mourning as both men and women shaved their heads when in grief. This would have added meaning because many of Israel’s feasts celebrated light, including the light given in creation, the light of God’s truth, and the light of life. The removal of light in the midst of these celebrations would speak powerfully to the people, hopefully reminding them that they had sunk into cult worship rather than the true worship of the sovereign God who had chosen them. This would highlight the hypocrisy of the people who were paying but lip service to God. It would also graphically symbolise God’s light being cut off from Israel because of their disobedience. There is also a sense in which the sun sets at noon (or whatever time) for a person who dies, so when God’s judgement falls the people involved will find the sun setting on their lives.

The next problem for the nation is seen in vv11-12, and is one of famine. However, this is not a famine with a lack of food, but a famine of the word of God. God has often used a famine of food as one of His means of bringing judgement, but here it is God’s word that is lacking, and from an eternal perspective this is more serious. The time would even come when the people would wander far and wide to seek God’s words, but would not find them. The word used includes the meaning of ‘reeling’ as a drunken person, or of trees swaying in the wind. There is no stability when God’s word is absent. Some see the reference to the wandering from sea to sea as being from the Mediterranean to the Dead Sea, while others see this as a general reference to wandering far and near.

Bear in mind that one of the founding principles of God’s word in the Law was that man does not live by bread alone, but by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of God (Deuteronomy 8:3). The Israelites would be well aware that creation itself was made by the word of God, and that as a nation they had come into existence by God’s word, and that God had spoken numerous times through the prophets over the centuries.

Jesus reiterated the importance of God’s word in Matthew 4, when he was tempted in the wilderness. He responded to each temptation with a quotation from God’s word in Deuteronomy, showing its importance and power. In so many parts of the world today, it is not possible to preach God’s word freely, and even where there is freedom to do so, many nations prevent God’s word being taught to young people in schools, so that there is indeed a famine of God’s words throughout much of the world. As a consequence, the degree of Biblical illiteracy is huge, especially in the rising generations. Too often, people do not realise the importance of having God’s word until it is no longer available freely.

The final picture given by Amos in this section is one of drought (vv13-14), when the young men and women will faint from thirst. There appears to be a link here with false worship, for Amos relates the drought to those who swear by the sin of Samaria, or the god of Dan. Some versions translate v14 as those who swear by Ashimah of Samaria, suggesting that this might be a foreign god of Samaria, whilst others refer to it as guilt or sin. Either way, it is clearly sin in God’s sight, for He is a jealous God, given that worship belongs to Him alone. The guilt could well refer to the idolatrous golden calf set up in Samaria, the nation’s capital.

As to Dan, there was a shrine there with a bull image (1 Kings 12:29), so that is probably the cause of God’s wrath there. Beersheba is also mentioned, this being located in the south of Judah, but the shrine there was still regularly visited by pilgrims from the northern nation of Israel. It was not entirely pagan worship at Beersheba, but an idolatrous worship of Jehovah. The picture given is of corrupt worship that is a long way from the true worship of the Almighty God prescribed in God’s word. 

Even the young would die in the coming drought. These are people in the prime of life, who have more strength and resistance to problems than the more vulnerable in society, so if they are affected then none will escape this judgement. This only goes to emphasise the certainty and finality of the judgement that would come upon the nation. There is a good degree of idolatry and false worship in our day too, and whilst in the west at least, the idolatry may not be quite as overt as it was in Amos’ day, it is nevertheless there for to many people materialism is their god. The issue is whether we will worship the true Creator God, or the creation, whether in the form of nature or something man made.

TOPICS

FEASTS OF ISRAEL

LEGALISM

NO ESCAPE

Amos 9:1-4: I saw the Lord standing upon the altar: and he said, Smite the lintel of the door, that the posts may shake: and cut them in the head, all of them; and I will slay the last of them with the sword: he that fleeth of them shall not flee away, and he that escapeth of them shall not be delivered. Though they dig into hell, thence shall mine hand take them; though they climb up to heaven, thence will I bring them down: And though they hide themselves in the top of Carmel, I will search and take them out thence; and though they be hid from my sight in the bottom of the sea, thence will I command the serpent, and he shall bite them: And though they go into captivity before their enemies, thence will I command the sword, and it shall slay them: and I will set mine eyes upon them for evil, and not for good. 

REFLECTION
Amos is building to a climax in this final chapter, and he has another vision, but this one is different for He sees the Lord. The previous visions have reflected a conversation between God and Amos, but here Amos receives directly what God says and reports it accordingly. The result is all the more terrifying, for God is here speaking of certain judgement that will befall Israel. The beginning of v1 reminds us of Isaiah 6, when Isaiah said that he saw the Lord, and here Amos says the same.

God is here standing at the altar, the place of worship. Amaziah had previously driven Amos away and told him not to prophesy, so there was a reluctance on the part of Israel to engage in true worship. It would be natural for God to meet His people at the place of worship, where He would normally commune with them. Here, though, it is possible that the altar would be at the false shrine at Dan or Bethel, and the message from God is one of severe judgement, and the time for repentance was past, whereas the location should have been the place of peace. Others, however, see the altar as the one at Jerusalem, thus reiterating the people’s breaking of the covenant with God as related to the 12 tribes who were brought out of Egypt. 

The destruction would start at the sanctuary, where the building would be shaken. The capitals that would be shaken would support much of the building, so if they failed the building would collapse on any people worshipping inside. Similarly the thresholds (also translated posts) would be at the bottom, so that the whole building was shaken. There is an irony here that the sanctuary was the place where animals were sacrificed to appease God, but God in His judgement will cause the death of many people at that very place, because of their disobedience. Even the New Testament declares that judgement begins in the house of God (1 Peter 4:17).

It is clear from these verses that none will escape the judgement of God when it fell. Those that were not killed by the earthquake would be killed by the sword, presumably from the invading army that was to come. As this passage develops, God takes the worldview of the people of the time and uses that. In those days it was believed that the earth was flat and that Sheol (or Hades), the place of the dead, was located directly beneath the earth. Above the flat earth curved a thin metal sheet, called the firmament, which held back the waters that surrounded the earth, as well as above the firmament and beneath Sheol. When it rained, it was thought that the firmament was letting in water through small holes. There are other places in Scripture where God clearly reveals the earth as being round, but at this point He is speaking to the people in terms of their worldview.

Consequently, if the people went down to Sheol to try and escape God (v2) or even up to heaven, God would see them and they would not escape His judgement. Perhaps there is a sense that they would rather seek death to escape Him, but this will be fruitless. Even if they climbed up to Mount Carmel (v3), again they would be found and killed. Mount Carmel rises sharply from the sea, and has numerous caves, that are barely large enough for a single person to hide in. There are so many, however, that it is difficult for a person to determine which cave anyone has gone into, so as a hiding place it would be ideal. It is said that a whole army of enemies could hide in these caves without being seen. Furthermore Carmel is covered with trees, so the forests there would add to the value of any hiding places. God knows the hiding place of each person and none can escape His notice, for He is omnipresent and omniscient.

For the people of Amos’ day, Sheol and Carmel would be seen as symbolic of the lowest and highest points of earth, thus indicating the fullness of God’s ability to see and to track down those who would try to escape. We find a further example of God’s all-seeing omnipresence in Psalm 139, but there the concept is one of reassuring comfort, whereas here God’s omnipresence is awesome and terrifying. God’s love, and His wrath, can extend to the farthest parts of the earth, and beyond, so it is vital that we are in right relationship with Him for we cannot hide from Him. We also know today that the universe is vastly bigger than that envisaged by the Israelites of Amos’ day, yet we can still not reach the extent of God’s omnipresence.

The section continues with the potential escape to the bottom of the sea to avoid God; this is an impossibility but nevertheless a word picture of man’s attempt to go to the extremes of the world to hide. The “serpents” of the sea in that area are particularly venomous, so the analogy of God sending them to bite those who would hide there has added force. Even if they are taken into captivity by their enemies (itself a part of God’s judgement), God would see them there and would find them to punish them. Voluntary surrender to the enemy to save their lives would be of no avail. The glorious truth of the gospel in this is that God’s judgement is averted in Christ, but for the unbeliever there is no place that they can go to try and avoid a judgemental confrontation with God that will occur at the Great White Throne.

TOPIC

GOD:  CHARACTER OF GOD

JUDGEMENT, BUT NOT WITHOUT HOPE

Amos 9:5-10: And the Lord GOD of hosts [is] he that toucheth the land, and it shall melt, and all that dwell therein shall mourn: and it shall rise up wholly like a flood; and shall be drowned, as [by] the flood of Egypt. [It is] he that buildeth his stories in the heaven, and hath founded his troop in the earth; he that calleth for the waters of the sea, and poureth them out upon the face of the earth: The LORD [is] his name. [Are] ye not as children of the Ethiopians unto me, O children of Israel? saith the LORD. Have not I brought up Israel out of the land of Egypt? and the Philistines from Caphtor, and the Syrians from Kir? Behold, the eyes of the Lord GOD [are] upon the sinful kingdom, and I will destroy it from off the face of the earth; saving that I will not utterly destroy the house of Jacob, saith the LORD. For, lo, I will command, and I will sift the house of Israel among all nations, like as [corn] is sifted in a sieve, yet shall not the least grain fall upon the earth. All the sinners of my people shall die by the sword, which say, The evil shall not overtake nor prevent us.

REFLECTION
In this section, Amos starts by magnifying God and His power in nature, thus reinforcing God’s sovereign right and ability to move in judgement and power should He choose to do so. He is able to touch the earth and it melts (v5) and to cause it to rise and fall like the Nile, which regularly rises and falls with the flood season. In v6 we read that God is able to work through the rain, which God both withholds and pours out according to His good purpose. Perhaps there is a reference to the flood here, as a reminder of God’s ability to intervene in judgement when necessary. Nevertheless, rain is also used to refresh the earth, and is a cleansing agent, so there is a wholesome flavour to God intervening in this way. Some people believe that these two verses might form part of an ancient hymn, and if that is so the use of these verses here is even more significant, for that which would be used to praise God is now turned around to be part of God’s judgement.

The problem worsens in v7 when God compares Israel to the Ethiopians, effectively saying that they are like any other nation to Him, and as such they do not have the protection they thought they had as His chosen people. To the people of Israel, Ethiopia would have been a distant nation that was not regarded as particularly important in their eyes. 
It would have been quite crushing for them for God to liken them to such a nation, but it underscores the extent to which He was displeased with them. Bear in mind how God had chosen, nurtured and led Israel over many centuries at this point, and God’s apparent indifference to them here would have hurt them deeply. However, it only reflected the indifference that the people of Israel had shown towards their God, who had been so gracious and kind to them. 

It is indeed a sad state of affairs when the God who chose Israel and made promises of blessing to them, is now obliged to make promises of judgement to them instead. However, this is in line with His word given earlier, for in Deuteronomy 6:15 God promised that if they went and worshipped other gods He would be angry with them and would destroy them from the face of the earth. There needs to be a balance here, for God has promised that the Jewish nation will abide forever (see Jeremiah 31:36) and that there is still the special covenant relationship, but for those that disobeyed there would be judgement and destruction. Privilege carries with it responsibility and the people here had abused the privilege so that they would bear the consequences. God has still not finished with Israel and they will play a significant part in God’s purposes in the closing days of this current era on earth.

This theme of destruction that is not total is brought out in v8, for although the promise of judgment and God’s wrath have become ever stronger, God does indicate here that He will not totally destroy the house of Jacob. God does always preserve a remnant of those who are faithful to Him, and He has always preserved some of the Jewish nation, for God’s faithfulness and holy character demand this. The continued existence of the Jewish nation over the centuries, even after worldwide dispersion, is a testimony to God’s faithfulness. 

The section closes with an elaboration of God sifting the good from the bad, so that judgement will fall where it must, but that the remnant will be preserved. God says that He will sift and shake the house of Israel as with a sieve, so that the “rubbish” or dirt will fall through to destruction, whilst those who have not rebelled against God will remain. There will be a separation of the good from the bad, and this is a theme that recurs so often throughout the Scriptures. Jesus Himself spoke of this separation in Matthew 25 when He spoke of the sheep and the goats, although the separation spoken of by Amos is much more immediate. 

Many people struggle with the concept of an “angry” God, especially as sometimes perceived in the Old Testament. This is not a view that truly emerges from the Bible, for God is, and always has been, merciful. Even from the first sin, God provided a way of escape by introducing animal sacrifice, and the principle of the innocent dying for the guilty. God does move in judgement when it is warranted, but normally only when there has been adequate opportunity to repent, for God gives grace before judgement. Even when His judgment falls, it is frequently a means to bringing His people back to Himself so that there is restored relationship. There is always a wholesome purpose in what God does.

TOPIC

CHRISTIAN LIFE - BACK-SLIDING AND RECOVERY

THE PROMISE OF RESTORATION

Amos 9:11-15: In that day will I raise up the tabernacle of David that is fallen, and close up the breaches thereof; and I will raise up his ruins, and I will build it as in the days of old: That they may possess the remnant of Edom, and of all the heathen, which are called by my name, saith the LORD that doeth this. Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that the plowman shall overtake the reaper, and the treader of grapes him that soweth seed; and the mountains shall drop sweet wine, and all the hills shall melt. And I will bring again the captivity of my people of Israel, and they shall build the waste cities, and inhabit [them]; and they shall plant vineyards, and drink the wine thereof; they shall also make gardens, and eat the fruit of them. And I will plant them upon their land, and they shall no more be pulled up out of their land which I have given them, saith the LORD thy God. 

REFLECTION
In this final section of the book the tone lightens as Amos gives a promise of future hope after judgement. God promised restoration to the land again, with prosperity for the nation. The change in tone is such that some scholars have even questioned whether these are the words of Amos or some other writer later on. Although the trend of modern scholars is to regard this section as a later addition, some other prophets also end with a change of tone that is typical of God’s tendency to look beyond a period of judgement to a time of subsequent restoration. This would be in keeping with His merciful and loving nature. Whether the section is original to Amos, or from a later writer, it has still been accepted into Holy Scripture and to that extent is still inspired and part of God’s word.

To some extent the section follows the end of the previous passage, when Amos made it clear that not all of the people would be destroyed. Now Amos indicates that there will not just be survival, but future blessing. This follows the theme found so often in the Bible that God’s discipline is intended to be for His people’s good and is thus positive rather than inherently destructive. The hope offered, however, is not to replace the prospect of the coming disaster. The time of judgement will come (hence the reference to “that day” in v11), but the hope is for restoration to follow it, so that all is not lost for the nation. Indeed, there are times when God’s righteous judgement has to come, but through His mercy it becomes the doorway to a brighter future once those who have been disciplined have learned from it.

In this passage Amos gives hope to the people, and hope is at the very centre of the life of faith. Consequently, although the message is primarily for Israel, we can all learn from it, for as Christians we are called to be people of faith, and through that faith, focussed in Jesus Christ, we have a sure hope for our eternal future. God’s light so often shines at the darkest times, and this is what Amos is doing here.

Amos predicts that God would raise up the tabernacle of David that is fallen, repairing the breaches and raising up the ruins. Some suggest that the reference here is to Succoth (translated booth or tabernacle in English), this place being the centre of David’s victories against his enemies to the east and south. Edom (see v 12) was one of these enemies and perhaps was seen as a symbolic reference to them all. Succoth came to represent the greatness and military might of David’s kingdom, and at the time of Amos it lay in ruins. It would be rebuilt as in the days of old, namely at the peak of the glory of David and Solomon’s kingdom.

Others see a contrast with the pinnacle of David’s power, for the reference is not to his palace (Hebrew: bayith), but to a tabernacle, or booth (Hebrew sukkah). This would imply a period when David was experiencing a trough in his life, and not when he had the maximum power and influence. This reinforces the devastation that will come upon the nation, but there will come one, the Messiah, who will be of the line of David and who will see the kingdom rebuilt and flourish. Thus the kingdom of God will realise its full potential. The restoration under Zerubbabel was only partial and temporary and did not include Israel, and was not the full realisation of this prophecy. There is also a link with the Messiah, Jesus, in the use of the word tabernacle, for John 1:14 reminds us that Jesus dwelt (or tabernacled) amongst us as a human.

Amos looks beyond just physical restoration, for in v13-15 he sees a time of prosperity. The land will be so fruitful that the ploughman would overtake the reaper, and the treader of grapes the one who sows the seed. Such will be the abundance that the harvest and vintage can hardly be gathered before the time for preparing for the next crop shall come. 
Instead of the greater part of the year being spent in war, the whole shall be spent in sowing and reaping the fruits of earth. This is a fulfilment of Leviticus 26:5 and there is also linkage to Isaiah 65:21-23. The mountains dropping sweet wine is an appropriate picture, for the vines were terraced on the hills so that the fruit would “drop”.

The people would be settled again, and able to live in their rebuilt cities, with adequate security to enjoy the fruit of their vines and gardens. There is clearly an abundance of produce that can only be achieved through the blessing of God. When God plants them in the land again they would not be again torn from it. This is such a contrast from much of the book, where the people will be driven from their land and foreigners would come in and eat the fruit of it. The ultimate fulfilment of this will come in the messianic kingdom, when Christ’s reign will be clearly seen and will be undisputed. In that day, no one will be able to doubt the sovereignty of Christ and at last there will be peace on earth.

The book of Amos gives us great insight into God’s dealings with mankind, and especially His covenant people. God is just and holy, and rightly expects holiness and justice from those people who call Him their God. When that goes wrong, God does discipline his children but we have also seen the promise of restoration beyond that. The future for the believer is truly glorious and we have the most wonderful future to look forward to.

TOPIC

KINGDOM:  MILLENNIAL KINGDOM


