Reading Amos
Amos Overview

· Author:  Amos

· Date:  ca. 760 B.C.

· Circumstances:  There was great prosperity in business; nationalism and optimism were widespread.  But hypocrisy in worship was also common, particularly in violating the social laws of the Mosaic Covenant (e.g., 4:1-2).

· Theme:  the judgment of Israel (the 10 northern tribes).  While God’s grace is also revealed, the only verses in the book that offer the hope of restoration are the final five verses of the book).

· Key verses:  3:1-2

· Key chapter:  9.

Theme

As with Joel, Amos prophesied before the Assyrian captivity of the Northern Tribes, although Amos was much later than Joel.  Consequently his prophetic messages were much closer to being fulfilled.  His theme was comprised of two major ideas.  First, Amos emphasized the faithfulness of God to His covenant and Law, meaning that Israel was accountable to obey that Law and subject to God’s punishment if they did not.  The faithfulness of God to fulfill the blessings and cursings of Deut. 28-30 (commonly known as the Mosaic Covenant) is evidenced in the first two chapters with the eight-fold repetition of the phrase, “For three transgressions of [a nation] and for four I will not revoke its punishment.”  In other words, because of God’s faithfulness to Himself and His Law, He could not change from the wrath that was due to these disobedient nations.

The second aspect of the theme of Amos is the failure of Israel to demonstrate a true and vibrant faith in their covenant God.  Oh, they kept the sacrifices, but their hearts were not inclined to a genuine love for Him (e.g., 4:4-6 and the repeated use of the phrase, “yet you have not returned to Me”).  This disobedience left them subject to God’s discipline and their captivity.

A verse which seems to summarize the position of the Israelites is 4:11b-12: “‘You have not returned to Me,’ declares the Lord. ‘Therefore, thus I will do to you, O Israel; Because I shall do this to you, prepare to meet your God, O Israel.’” Again, this is typical of Israel throughout the Old Testament. The nation repeatedly refused to repent of her sins, even though repentance would have averted God’s punishment, as is indicated in 5:14 — “Seek good and not evil, that you may live.” But because “God is just and must judge sin, the nation experienced His judgment and went into captivity.

Perhaps the saddest verses in the book reflecting this judgment are found in 8:11-12 — the nation had so long rejected the admonition of God to repent that they experienced a famine.  But this was neither a famine of bread nor a thirst for water — this was a famine of the word of the Lord; they would seek God’s Word, but because of their disobedience and God’s judgment, “they would not find it.”

References to the Pentateuch

Just as Joel referred to the Israelites breaking the Mosaic covenant established with the Lord at Sinai (Dt. 28-30), so Amos also notes Israel’s failure to keep the Law.  So there are repeated references to the Pentateuch and the law in this book.  For instance, 

· the reference to men using prostitutes in 2:7, a violation of Deut. 23:17-18. 
· the sinful practice of keeping pledged garments overnight (2:8, a violation of Ex. 22:26)
· an allusion to the Nazarite vows (2:12, cp. Num. 6:1-6)
· a reference to tithing (4:4, cp. Dt. 14:28)

· the admonition not to offer a sacrifice of something leavened (4:5, cp. Lev. 2:11) [Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, pp. 307-8.] 

Interestingly, while there are all these references to the Pentateuch, “Amos did not mention the covenant directly, [although] it was clearly fundamental to his estimate of the relationship between God and Israel.” [R. K. Harrison, ZPEB, 1: 149.]  

The result of all these references is that a basis for using the Pentateuch as a “measuring stick” of the spiritual condition of the nation.  
“The Day of the Lord”
As in so many of the prophetic books, there are many references to the day of the Lord in Amos. Interestingly, the phrase seems to be used in two different ways. For instance, in 5:18-20, it is used in the sense of judgment:  “It will be darkness and not light;…even gloom with no brightness in it.”  This idea is contained in other passages as well, such as 8:9, when God says, “I shall make the sun go down at noon and make the earth dark in broad daylight.”  However, the concept of judgment seems to transform to the idea of blessing in 9:11, when the Lord says, “In that day I will raise up the fallen booth of David…” The following final few verses of the book then offer a description of the Millennial Kingdom and a future restoration of the nation.  So, Amos seems to have two ideas in view when he writes of the coming “day of the Lord” — the (near) future day of God’s judgment and the more distant future day of the Messiah’s reign over Israel.
Theology

Amos was obviously concerned with the continued sin of the nation. In this, there is a great similarity with the other prophets, for Amos also “made it a matter of prime importance to stress that no form of rite, ceremony, liturgical procedure, or festal celebration’ could form an acceptable substitute for sustained and deliberate violation of the revealed moral law.” [Harrison, p. 149.]  

Amos also had a great sense of urgency for the nation’s repentance as well, for “it was clear to Amos that the covenant of grace existing between Israel and God demanded that Deity would be more severe in his dealings with delinquent Israel that with any of the pagan nations.” [Harrison, p. 150.] 

The main theological truth contained in this book, then, is then necessity of urgent repentance, or judgment would abound.

Conclusion

The book is directed to a nation that was in desperate need of repentance, yet refused to repent, and as a result, they were very close to the punishment for their sins. Amos bases much of his argument on references to the Pentateuch, the basis of the Israelite covenant with God.
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