Old Testament Survey – standandspeak.org

Bi-160 (B) – Old Testament Survey

Covington Theological Seminary

3/12/09

Amos

Though the divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah were headed for inevitable judgment and captivity because of their wickedness, there were periods of great prosperity for both of the kingdoms.  This success seemed to lull the people into believing that all was well.

The Northern Kingdom had established its own brand of worship, which mingled idolatry with the Mosaic order. The people were outwardly religious and materially prosperous.

All seemed well in Bethel until a rough, blunt shepherd from the deep south arrived in the city and began to declare the coming judgments of an angry God. His name was Amos. He smelled like sheep, and talked like a farmer.

“The prophet Amos was a country preacher, a rustic of the rustics…He did not belong to the elite nor to the intellectuals, and when he went up to Bethel to preach, neither his clothes nor his sermons were cut according to the popular pattern.”

-Vance Havner

Amos is unique among the prophets because he is what we might call a lay-prophet. Contrary to the likes of Isaiah and Hosea, Amos was not a product of the prophetic schools, or the religious establishment in Jerusalem.

“From the backside of the desert, with a very humble home life, with little or no education, earning only a meager existence from his work with sheep and fruit, Amos became a special instrument in the hand of God. The Lord called him, anointed him, and sent him out to preach His message. And through his simple terminology, a most profound theology was proclaimed as He exalted God to the heavens.”

-Tom Hayes

In surveying this unique prophet and the book that bears his name, we note a couple of truths. First of all, we consider:

I. THE BACKGROUND OF THE MESSENGER

When it is possible, connecting the prophets with their place in history, and the sphere of their ministry, always aids in understanding and interpreting their work.

In the case of Amos, the information he gives us about his personal background, along with the people to whom he preached helps to understand the nature and style of his unique prophecy.

As to the background of the messenger, we note first of all:


A. His country

In the opening verse of his prophecy, Amos tell us that prior to his prophetic ministry, he was among “herdmen of Tekoa.”
Tekoa was a village situated some 12 miles from Jerusalem, 6 miles south of the historic city of Bethlehem. Tekoa would have been a rural, “out-of-the-way” sort of village, inhabited by a few farmers, and shepherds who fed their flocks on the steppe to the east of the town.

It would be safe to say that Amos was a “country boy”. He was a red-neck, from the back side of the Judean desert. “To most people, [Tekoa] would have even seemed like a God-forsaken place, but it was undeniably at the very center of God’s heart and plan.”

In considering the background of the messenger, we see not only his country, but also:


B. His career

Amos, by his own admission, was no career prophet or preacher. He confessed in 7:14, “I was no prophet, neither was I a prophet's son; but I was an herdman, and a gatherer of sycomore fruit…”

Amos was a shepherd by trade, who also dabbled in the cultivation of the fig-like fruit of the sycamore tree. He was a man of a meager existence, whose trade was a necessary but disdained one.

Amos reminds us that God does not need men of education and reputation in order to fulfill His will. A shepherd is often as effective a servant of God as a theologically trained, articulate son of a prophet. 

As you read through his prophecy you find that God used the rural background of Amos to stand out among the wealthy, refined city-dwellers in Bethel. 

“His vocabulary, his figures of speech, [and] his illustrations, are all redolent of the country life from which he came. There was an unconventional bluntness about him which must have been pretty disconcerting to the college-trained professional prophets of the Bethel calf-worship…They would certainly feel a cold shiver down their spines to hear Amos address the upper-class ladies of Samaria as ‘cows’ (4:1)!”

Notice one final aspect of this messenger’s background. Notice not only his country, and his career, but notice also further:


C. His call

In chapter 7, Amos explains his call after being confronted by one of the priests of the Northern Kingdom, Amaziah. 

“Is it not surprising that such a prophet as Amos should encounter the court preacher, Amaziah? This dignified clergymen objected to such plain preaching…Amaziah is still with us in pulpit Pollyannas wearing rose-colored glasses, painting the clouds with sunshine, preaching peace where there is no peace.”

-Vance Havner

Amos answers Amaziah’s objections by saying, “…the LORD took me as I followed the flock, and the LORD said unto me, Go, prophesy unto my people Israel.”

It is important to note that Amos was in many ways a missionary prophet. He was a resident of the Southern Kingdom, called by God to leave his homeland and prophesy to the Northern Kingdom.

The Lord called this unique messenger to go to a place in which he would appear unusual, to proclaim a message that was no doubt unwelcome. 

In surveying his prophecy, we note not only the background of the messenger, but also secondly:

II. THE BURDEN OF THE MESSAGE

Several of the prophets used the word “burden” to describe their message. Amos does not use that word, but his name literally means “bearer” or “burden bearer”.

As Amos stood on the streets of Bethel and began to unload the burden God had laid upon his heart, in his unique style, he confronted the wicked Northern Kingdom with a message from a righteous God.

In his prophecy, we find that Amos’ message served a two-fold purpose. First of all, it was:


A. To warn a sinful culture

Like his prophetic counterparts, Amos brought to Israel a pointed and hard-hitting indictment of their wicked ways. Though a form of religion was maintained in Israel, it did nothing to counter the moral degradation of the people.

Particularly, Amos points out the sins of social injustice, vice, and luxury. He begins his prophecy in chapter one, by decrying the cruelty and inhuman practices of the foreign nations surrounding Israel. In turn, he condemns Damascus, Gaza, Tyrus, Edom, Ammon, and Moab. No doubt, the people nodded their heads in approval, and even said “amen” as Amos dealt with their enemies.

Things would have gotten much quieter when Amos turned his prophetic ire upon Judah to the south, and then finally upon Israel herself. The remainder of the prophecy deals almost exclusively with Israel.

From chapters 3-6, there are three short discourses, or messages in which the prophet predicts the coming judgment of God upon his people. Each of these sermonettes are divided by the word “therefore” (3:11, 4:12, 5:16). In these messages, the people are told why they are going to be judged, and then how they are going to be judged.

In chapters 7-9, Amos describes five visions that are all related to the coming judgment of God. These visions include grasshoppers, fire, a plumbline, a basket of fruit, and God over the false altar at Bethel.

An example of the type of wickedness that Amos prophesied against is found in 5:11. He says, “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.”

Again, in 8:4-5, the same oppression of the poor is condemned. The prophet says, “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?”

Against this wickedness, Amos spoke and predicted the judgment of God. In his final vision, Amos hears the wrathful God say, “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 (9:5).”

The burden of the message in Amos is not only to warn a sinful culture, but notice also that it is:


B. To wake a satisfied culture

Possibly the key verse in prophecy of Amos is 6:1. “Woe to them that are at ease in Zion, and trust in the mountain of Samaria…”

Prosperity in the land had brought complacency among the people. They people were enjoying their wealth too much to give heed to the Lord and His Word.

“One doesn’t have to read much of Amos’ prophecy to realize the luxury and vice of the hour. Along with their cozy winter houses, the rich built lovely summer cottages, furnishing them with elegant ivory (see 3:15; 5:11; 6:4)…The society was given to the festive life of banquets and parties, accompanied with live music (see 5:23; 6:4).”

-Tom Hayes

To this satisfied, indulgent culture, the blunt, forceful, and intolerant figure of Amos preached. He was no doubt the right man to point out the excess and vice of the elite urbanites in Bethel.

In 4:12, Amos sounded the alarm to the cozy culture of the Northern Kingdom. His warning was simple and unmistakable. He said, “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 all of Amos’ thunderings, his prophecy ends with one of the brightest passages in the prophetic literature. Just as God predicts the certain judgment of sinners, He also promises a future restoration for His people.

9:11-12 says, “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.”

In a society of relative ease and prosperity, more men like Amos need to stand up and point out the vice and wickedness of our day. Though blessing is coming, those who have not prepared to meet their God through faith in Christ will not see that coming day of restoration.
“To whom shall we listen, Amaziah or Amos? Men want the bright side, but the right side is eventually the bright side. Amos was unpopular, but he was right…”
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