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Old Testament Studies 

AMOS 

 1. Historical Introduction  

  

a) A brief glance at the chronology of this period  

Divided Monarchy  

       
  
b) Under Jeroboam ll Israel experienced a resurgence of political power and social status. He 
reigned concurrently with Uzziah and both kingdoms were at peace with each other. Jeroboam 
was a strong military figure in Israel's history, and although we know nothing of his major 
battles, he was able to place his northern frontier were Solomon's had been, at the entrance of 
Hamath (the far northern reaches). For this information, we turn to 2 Kings 14:25, "He restored 
the border of Israel from the entrance of Hamath as far as the Sea of Arabah ( Transjordan, 
possibly south of the Dead Sea, cf also 1 Kings 8:65 to compare this with Solomon's extensive 
kingdom)". Additionally, the Moabites and Ammonites were ejected from Israelite territory and 
held severely in check ( cf Amos 6:14) .  

c) For Israel this was a time of extreme prosperity and luxury within the nation. Archaeological 
discoveries support the truth of the prosperity, and materialism of the nation. The palace of 
Samaria was found to contain a number of clay tablets inscribed with ink and paint. There 
were vast numbers of invoices for wine and oil which had been delivered to the court from 
farmers. From the same period came beautifully carved ivories, some of which are expensively 
embellished with gold and semi-precious stones and ornamented with colourful powered 
glass. Interestingly, they show carved images of Egyptian gods. These discoveries portray 
extensive prosperity for Israel whose granaries and storehouses were being built to hold 
goods of all descriptions whose supply exceeded demand.  

2. Social and Religious conditions in Israel  

a) The burden of Amos' message is directed at the social and religious decline within Israel. 
Whilst on the surface it seemed that the nation was growing in wealth and splendour, this was 
often at the disadvantage of the poor. The increase of trade brought to the nation by Jeroboam 
(now at peace with Judah) produced within the country a powerful merchant class. The lot of 
the humble citizen was extremely hard and the state did nothing to alleviate it. Socially 
conditions were at an all time low in Israel with exceptional injustices and a shocking contrast 
between extremes of wealth and poverty. The wealth was not evenly distributed. The small 
farmer, whose economic status was marginal at best, found himself often at the mercy of the 
moneylender and, at the slightest calamity- a drought, a crop failure (Amos 4:6-9) - was liable 
to foreclosure and eviction, if not bond service, (Amos 5:11 "...and take from him exactions of 
wheat", "...who trample upon the needy and bring the poor of the land to an end..." ). The 
wealth remained in the hands of the rich merchant princes who spent their money on 
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improving their own living standards ( Amos 3:11-12, 15 " I will smite the winter house, and the 
summer house, and the houses of ivory..." ). The peasants, who had been the back bone of 
the economy, were neglected completely. Oppression of the poor by the rich was common, 
(2:6 "...who sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of shoes"). The needs of the 
poor were completely overlooked as the rich enjoyed the new found luxury, ( 6:4-6, "Woe to 
those who lie on beds of ivory, who stretch themselves upon their couches, and eat lambs 
from the flock... sing idle songs... drink wine from bowls.. anoint themselves... but are not 
grieved over the ruin of Joseph" ). Justice went to the highest bidder (5:12, "... who afflict the 
righteous, who take a bribe, and turn aside the needy in the gate"). It was common for the rich 
to cheat the poor out their meagre finances by defrauding them ( 8:5, " ...make the ephah 
small and the shekel great and deal deceitfully with false balances...").  

b) Religion also had become significantly corrupt within Israel, affected by the affluent social 
conditions. Religion itself was not being neglected, but rather perverted. At the national shrines 
religion was being maintained (4:4, " Come to Bethel... to Gilgal... bring your sacrifices every 
morning, your tithes every three days"), but it went hand in hand with immorality and 
ungodliness (2:4, "... you have rejected the law of the Lord and have not kept His statues"). 
Hence the popularity of the National Theology, i.e., the claiming of the Davidic Covenant at the 
neglect of the Siniatic Covenant with its moral, ethical demands. The purity of Yahweh’s 
worship had long since disappeared and it must be concluded that the worship had become 
corrupted with paganism, ( 5:26, "You shall take up Sakkuth your king, and Kaiwan your star-
god [ Assyrian gods] , your images, which you have made for yourselves"). The priests 
themselves were half pagan. As for the clergy of the state cult, there were officials who could 
not, or dare not, offer any rebuke at the state of religious decline in Israel. Those who wished 
to utter a voice of complaint were rejected and silenced (7:10-13, Amos himself is rejected for 
speaking out against the nation and King). Even the prophets were forbidden to speak out as 
they had done in Israel's previous history, (2:12, "You make the Nazarite drink wine, and 
commanded the prophets saying 'You shall not prophesy'").  

3. An Outline of the Book 

1:1 – 2:16 Universal Judgements 
3:1 – 3:8 Judgement on Israel; Reasons 
3:9 – 4:3 Invasion Proclaimed 
4:4 – 4:13 Israel’s failure to return to Yahweh 
5:1 – 5:27 Social ills lead to Exile 
6:1 – 6:14 The Complacent Nation 
7:1 – 7:17 Amos Rejected 
8:1 – 8:14 Exile and Spiritual Famine 
9:1 – 9:10 Exile for the whole nation 
9:11 – 9:15 Future Restoration predicted 

4. Amos the Prophet  

 a) Nothing is known of Amos outside of his writings. He was a native of "Tekoa" ( 1:i), that is 
in the land of Judah, just a few miles south of Bethlehem. The surrounding country provided 
good pasture land for tending flocks or cultivating the land for crops. Amos ( 1:1), we are 
informed, was a shepherd, and ( 7:14, ) "a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees... 
following the flock".  

b) Given the treatment levelled out to the prophets (2:12) it was preferable for Amos that he 
was not brought up as a professional prophet, neither did he come from a family of prophets 
nor counted amongst the prophets! Despite the fact that Amos was not from the professional 
prophets, he still maintains that he received a divine calling, "The Lord took me from following 
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the flock, and the Lord said to me, 'Go, prophesy to my people Israel". Although Amos was a 
native of Judah where he was employed, God had sent him to preach in the northern 
territories, Israel. We do not know how long Amos preached in Israel but we can probably 
conclude from Amaziah's reproof (7:12ff) that this brought his ministry to an end.  
  
 5. The Message of Amos  

 a) Amos and Yahweh  

Amos' concept of God is fundamental to an understanding of his message to Samaria. He 
presented a God who was all powerful and sovereign. God was the Creator of the world, (4:13 
"For lo, He forms the mountains, and creates the wind.. makes the morning darkness, and 
treads on the heights of the earth"). It is Yahweh who controls and sustains the universe, (5:8, 
" ...turns deep darkness into the morning, and darkens the day into night, who calls for the 
waters of the sea, and pours them out upon the surface of the earth...", cf 9:6 ). God 
determines whether there shall be famine or harvest, (4:6-11, " I gave you ..lack of bread in all 
your places.. . I withheld the rain from you... I would send rain upon one city, and send no rain 
upon another city"). He is the sovereign God over the nations, controlling their destinies, ( 1:5, 
6:14, " I will raise up against you a nation,..... and they shall oppress you"). Consequently, He 
is their Judge and hold's all their futures in His hands.  

b) Although Yahweh's future promises lie with Judah in the South, Israel is nevertheless, 
God's covenant people to whom He is committed. It was His original purpose to choose and 
covenant Himself to Israel from the beginning (3:2. "You only have I known of all the families of 
the earth...." ). God has chosen to reveal His divine will to Israel through His servants, (2:11, 
3:7, “Surely the Lord does nothing, without revealing His secret to his servants the prophets”). 
So God portrays His concerns for them, His Covenant love and interest in their spiritual 
welfare. Consequently, therefore, due to their privileged position they are more accountable 
before God than any of the surrounding pagan nations (1:3-2:3 Amos utters God's judgments 
on the nations, but there is also reserved for His own disobedient people a severe judgements, 
2:4, "For three transgressions of Judah, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; because 
they have rejected the law of the Lord, and have not kept his statutes", cf 4:12).  

c) In conformity with other 8th century contemporary prophets, Amos denounced the National 
Theology which supported the continuation of a ritual devoid of holiness and justice. Amos 
depicts a Holy Yahweh standing beside the altar, prepared for judgement,( 9:1ff " I saw the 
Lord standing beside the altar and He said, ' Smite the capitals.......'"). The most elaborate 
ceremonies were an abomination to Him so long as it was perpetuated by a disobedient and 
lawless people who failed to measure up to His standards of morality and true spirituality, 
(5:21f, "I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even 
though you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal offerings, I will not accept them.... I will not 
look upon them. Take away from me the noise of your songs; to the melody of your harps I will 
not listen" ).  

d) Clearly, Amos was demanding righteousness in heart and life, for the people must be holy 
as God is holy. He wanted to see social and spiritual justice flooding the nation, (5:24, “But let 
justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream"). If Yahweh is 
righteous, then injustice, dishonesty and immorality cannot be tolerated by Him and must 
receive stern retribution from Him. God will judge those who mock the righteous (2:6, "... they 
sell the righteous for silver"), and who "cast down righteousness to the earth" (5:7, cf 6:12). 
Indeed, this righteous God will measure His people by His own standards and find them 
wanting, ( 7:7, " He showed me; behold, the Lord was standing beside a wall built with a plumb 
line, 'Behold I am setting a plumb line in the midst of my people Israel..."). As the vision of 



 4 

Isaiah was that of God as the "Holy One of Israel", it may be said that Amos' vision was the 
God of righteousness.  

e) The plea of Amos, therefore, was for Israel to repent and once again seek the Lord, (5:4f, 
“Seek me and live.... seek the Lord and live..". 4:14f, "Seek good and not evil, that you might 
live..... it may be that the Lord, the God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph"). 
Sadly, Amos is rejected, His word is not wanted (7:10-12), and the nation will not heed his call 
for repentance, (4:6, 8, 10, 11,"..... yet you did not return to me, says the Lord.... yet you did 
not return to me, says the Lord.... yet you did not return to me, says the Lord....").  

f) Faithful to his calling, Amos is compelled to complete his message by informing the nation 
that in the light of their refusal to repent, this Holy Yahweh must pronounce judgement and the 
people of God will be forcibly led away by a foreign nation, (4:2, " The Lord God has sworn by 
His holiness that, behold, the days are coming upon you, when they shall take you away with 
hooks, even the last of you with fish hooks"). A sinful nation must, therefore, “prepare to meet 
your God" ( 4:12). The nation will go into exile, (5:5 " Gilgal shall surely go into exile....")  

g) Although, as with all the 8th century prophets, Amos saw no hope for Israel due to the 
nation's stubbornness and refusal to repent, yet he, like the other prophets, believed in a 
brighter and more glorious Day to come as they looked far into the future, (9:11-15, " In that 
day I will raise up the booth of David that is fallen and repair its breaches, and raise up its 
ruins.... and I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel......"). The prophet could see that 
God had a way of retaining His Davidic promises and at the same time bring just judgements 
on the nation for their sins.   

6. Conclusion - Key verse 5:24  

 The burden of the prophet is for the nation to come to terms with the reality of spiritual and 
moral "righteousness" (NIV "Justice"). Here the entire message of the prophet is summed up. 
His wish, desire for Israel, is that they would awaken to the need for moral purity in the land, 
for the entire people to be flooded with righteousness as a river which overflows its banks. 
This righteousness must continue from age to age and be like a "never failing stream".  
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