





AMOS

INTRODUCTION

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK AS A WHOLE

1:1, 2.   The Title 

A -1  1:3-6:14.  Literal.  Prophetic.

  B -1  7:1-9.         Symbolic.  Grasshoppers.  Fire.  Plumb line.

A -2   7:10-17.  Literal.  Prophetic.

 B –2  8:1-3.          Symbolic.  Basket of summer fruit.

A-3  8:4-14.     Literal.  Prophetic.

  B -3  9:1-4.         Symbolic.  Striking the lintel.

A-4  9:5-15.     Literal.  Prophetic.  

AMOS

AMOS (Amos) Personal name meaning, "a load." 1. A prophet from Judah who ministered in Israel about 750 B.C. One might graphically describe the prophet Amos as a "burden bearer." He carried a heavy burden for his people. Or, from another perspective, his people were a burden he carried.

Amos was a layperson who disclaimed professional status as a prophet: "I am no prophet, nor a prophet's son, but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, and the Lord took me from following the flock, and the Lord said to me, 'Go, prophesy to my people Israel' " (7:14-15 RSV). Because of God's call, Amos assumed his prophetic responsibilities as a lonely voice prophesying from both the desert and the villages. 

He indicted both Judah and Israel, challenging the superficial qualities of religious institutions. For Amos, his call and his continuing ministry rested in God's initiative and in His sustaining power: "The lion has roared; who will not fear? The Lord God has spoken; who can but prophesy?' "(3:8 RSV).

Amos lived in a time of relative peace on the international political scene. Both Egypt and Assyria were in a period of decline, although Assyria was beginning to expand its power. Syria had become ineffective, but the reduction of this buffer state between Israel and Assyria was to have serious repercussions in the generation following Amos.

Internally, the political structures of both Israel and Judah were stable. Beginning his prophetic activity during the reign of Jeroboam II in the Northern Kingdom of Israel, Amos lived during an era that rivaled Solomon's generation in its stability and economic prosperity (2 Kings 14:23-27). Yet, it was precisely the social, moral, and religious problems attending that prosperity that became the focus for Amos' voice of judgment. In the Southern Kingdom of Judah, the noble king Uzziah reigned (Amos 1:1). Amos probably began his ministry with God's call in 765 B.C., "two years before the earthquake" (1:1).

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)

Morally, Israel and Judah were suffering under the corruption generated as a by-product of Canaanite and Tyrian Baalism, as well as infidelity to the Lord's covenant. Israelite society had experienced the inevitable decay which characterizes misdirected prosperity. It may appear strange that the corruption of Israelite society could be traced to its contemporary religious structures and to the material prosperity which Israelites so often interpreted as a sign of divine favor. 

AMOS INTRODUCTION
Despite the contradictory nature of those circumstances, the debauched moral condition of the land was the product of both corrupt religion and perverted material prosperity. Rampant luxury and self-indulgence were clearly manifest (1:6 ff; 4:1 ff; 5:10 ff; 6:1 ff; 8:4 ff). Exploitation of the poor occurred throughout the land (2:6; 3:10; 4:1; 5:11; 8:4-6). Justice was distorted. The dynamism of personal religious experience gave way to the superficiality of institutional religion as demonstrated in the conflict between Amos and Amaziah, the priest of Bethel (7:10 ff). Amos' opposition to those moral and religious evils led him to emphasize the primary theme of the book: 

"Let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an everlasting stream" (5:24 RSV).

One may divide the book of Amos into three sections:

1. Chapters one and two are a basic section, divided into subsections which begin with a common literary introduction (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6). 

2. The second section of the book consists of judgment oracles directed against Israel (3-6). 

3. The third section contains the visions of Amos (7-9), which may have been the earliest revelations through the prophet. The visions were central to his call experience. Aware of the awesome reality of human sin and divine judgment, these visions shaped his prophetic messages (7:1-3, 4-6, 7-9; 8:1-3; 9:1-4).

The words of Amos address various issues, but the central theme stresses sin and judgment. Whether in addressing other nations, Israel, or Judah, the prophet condemned those who sin against a:

1. Universal conscience (1:1-2:3),

2. The revealed law (2:4-5), 

3. Or God's redeeming love (2:6-16). 

Amos challenged people to live by covenant standards and condemned them for their failure to reflect the covenant in daily life. He was concerned about people who "do not know how to do right" (3:10 RSV). 

His word of judgment was severe for the "first ladies of Samaria" who encouraged the injustice and violence of their husbands "

1. Who oppress the poor, 

2. Who crush the needy,

3. Who say to their husbands, 'Bring, that we may drink!'" (4:1 RSV). 

Because of such injustice and the failure to bind authentic religious experience with a social conscience, Amos claimed that the nation was already dead. 

One could sing Israel's funeral lament: "Fallen, no more to rise, is the virgin Israel" (5:1 RSV). For individuals who were superficially and confidently "at ease in Zion, and to those who feel secure on the mountain of Samaria" (6:1 RSV), their only hope rested in the renewal of authentic religious experience leading to a life of justice and righteousness which overflow the land (5:24). 

For those who rejected that way, only judgment remained: "prepare to meet your God, O Israel!" (4:12).

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)

AMOS – INTRODUCTION

Amos corresponds to Hosea, the link being Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:27). A native of Judah, he prophesied in Israel (1:1; 7:10), and against Israel. As Jeroboam II did in the fourteenth year of Uzziah king of Judah, Amos was among the earliest of all the prophets (chronologically). Hence:

1. The references to Israel’s Religious History show that the Law and Commandments were known (2:4) through not kept, but despised (2:4); that Israel was oppressive (2:6), impure (2:7), luxurious (6:1-6), idolatrous (2:8); that they had had earlier prophets (2:11; 7:14; 8:11); that Israel alone knew the true God (3:2); that Beth-el and Gilgal had been places of transgression (3:14; 4:4; 5:5).

2. The references to Israel’s Internal History show that the nation had once been one (3:1); that Joseph’s history was well known (6:6); that the high places of Israel were known (7:9); as was David (6:5).

3. The references to Israel’s External History show that the Exodus was known (2:10; 3:1; 5:25; 9:7); that the nation had wandered in the wilderness (2:10; 5:25); and were idolaters there (5:25, 26); that the Amorites had been destroyed (2:9, 10); that Gilead (1:13) and Sodom (4:11) had been destroyed.
4. The references to the Ceremonial Law show that it could not have been written after the days of Amos. Note the references to Burnt offerings (4:4; 5:22), and the Altar of Burnt offerings (9:1); Meal offerings (5:22); Peace offerings (5:22); Thank offerings (4:5); Free-will offerings (4:5); Feast days (5:21); Feast of New Moon (8:5); the Sabbath laws (8:5); laws as to debt (8:6); to vows (2:11, 12); to baldness for the dead (8:10); to pledges (2:8), and many other things.

The inference is that the earthquake and Jeroboam’s end coincide; and that the “gap” of twenty-four years in the history of Israel was caused by, or in some way related to, the earthquake (687 B.C.E.), and before Zachariah began his reign of six months. “Two years before the earthquake” would be 689-688 (a jubilee year). At that time the prophecy of Amos commenced (689 B.C.E.). He declared the death of Jeroboam by the sword (7:11), and the captivity (7:11), which took place seventy-eight years later (in 611 B.C.E.). Possibly he was “chased out” of Israel by Amaziah the priest of Beth-el, on the charge of treason against Jeroboam (7:10-17); or he may have remained (most probably) and perished in the earthquake, as there is no reference to that catastrophe, which might be expected, if his prophecies had extended beyond that great landmark in the history of Israel. It would, in that case, follow that the period covered by Amos was during those two years, which would be 689-687 B.C.E.

The death of Jeroboam II presumably took place before, or about the time of, the earthquake.

    The Companion Bible
Now let’s look at what Israel says in there introduction.

The first verse of the book sets the text in the days of Uzziah, king of Judah, and Jeroboam, king of Israel – from our perspective, the 8th century BCE. The book is set in the monarchic period, in a world in which the sanctuary at Bethel served as a central cultic place of the Northern Kingdom. Some scholars propose: 

1. That the book of Amos was written (wholly or in the main) in the 8th century; 

2. Others that is it’s the result of a lengthy process of redaction that spanned centuries;

3. Still others focus on the present text of Amos and date it to the post-monarchic period, since it implies the fall of the monarchy (9:11-15).
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Even a cursory reading of the book shows that it deals mainly with the malady of Israel, its condemnation, and the future restoration and glory of Israel within a friendly renewed physical world. When it condemns Israel, it repeatedly stresses social and political ills. (Contrast Hosea, which largely concerns religious ills). As expected in a prophetic book meant to be read again and again, and meditated upon – as all prophetic books are – these social and political ills are described in relatively general terms. Thus, the critique becomes applicable to different historical and social circumstances. It is thus not surprising that a substantial number of readers in the 20th century considered either the book or the prophet it describes an inspiring source for their endeavors in social reform. For instance, Labor parties in the first decades of the State of Israel and its leaders (e.g. David Ben Gurion) considered Amos a source of inspiration. Currently, some advocates of “liberation theology” in Latin America see the book as a source of support for their theological and social positions.

The book also makes an unequivocal and somewhat implicit claim about the absolute primacy of Jerusalem / Zion, linked to a strong condemnation of the sanctuary of Bethel. The theme of repentance is important in the book, and so is the distinctive relation between the Lord and Israel along with its limitations; for example: 

1. Not only that the Lord executes judgment against Israel like all other nations (2:6-3:2),

2. But also explicitly states, “To Me, O Israelites, you are just like the Ethiopians” (9:7),

3. And yet says “You [Israel] alone have I singled out of all the families of the earth” (3:2).

The book also restates the common prophetic position about the primacy of morality over sacrifices.

The basic structure of the book is unambiguous. It includes a superscription or title that serves as an introduction (1:1), a clear motto that communicates one of the most significant messages of the book (1:2), and a series of prophetic readings of which the last two encapsulate much of the book: The Lord announces a severe, future punishment for the condemned nation, then an ideal and plentiful future to follow the deserved punishment (9:7-15). The series of prophetic readings begins with announcements of judgment against the nations, including Judah and Israel (1:3-2:16) and continues with reports of prophetic speeches and visions of the fate of Israel, along with a biographical vignette in (7:10-17).
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