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General Editor’s Preface

Long ago St. Paul wrote: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth” (1 Cor. 3:6 NRSV). He was right: ministry indeed requires a team effort—the collective labors of many skilled hands and minds. Someone digs up the dirt and drops in seed, while others water the ground to nourish seedlings to growth. The same team effort over time has brought this commentary series to its position of prominence today. Professor E. J. Young “planted” it more than fifty years ago, enlisting its first contributors and himself writing its first published volumes. Professor R. K. Harrison “watered” it, signing on other scholars and wisely editing everyone’s finished products. As General Editor, I now tend their planting, and, true to Paul’s words, through five decades God has indeed graciously “[given] the growth.”

Today the New International Commentary on the Old Testament enjoys a wide readership of scholars, priests, pastors, rabbis, and other serious Bible students. Thousands of readers across the religious spectrum and in countless countries consult its volumes in their ongoing preaching, teaching, and research. They warmly welcome the publication of each new volume and eagerly await its eventual transformation from an emerging “series” into a complete commentary “set.” But as humanity experiences a new century of history, an era commonly called “postmodern,” what kind of commentary series is NICOT? What distinguishes it from other similarly well-established series?

Its volumes aim to publish biblical scholarship of the highest quality. Each contributor writes as an expert, both in the biblical text itself and in the relevant scholarly literature, and each commentary conveys the results of wide reading and careful, mature reflection. Ultimately, its spirit is eclectic, each contributor gleaning interpretive insights from any useful source, whatever its religious or philosophical viewpoint, and integrating them into his or her interpretation of a biblical book. The series draws on recent methodological innovations in biblical scholarship: for example, canon criticism, the so-called new literary criticism, reader-response theories, and sensitivity to gender-based and ethnic readings. NICOT volumes also aim to be irenic in tone, summarizing and critiquing influential views with fairness while defending their own. Its list of contributors includes male and female scholars from a number of Christian faith-groups. The diversity of contributors and their freedom to draw on all relevant methodologies give the entire series an exciting and enriching variety.

What truly distinguishes this series, however, is that it speaks from within that interpretive tradition known as evangelicalism. Evangelicalism is an informal movement within Protestantism that cuts across traditional denominational lines. Its heart and soul is the conviction that the Bible is God’s inspired Word, written by gifted human writers, through which God calls humanity to enjoy a loving personal relationship with its Creator and Savior. True to that tradition, NICOT volumes do not treat the Old Testament as just an ancient literary artifact on a par with the Iliad or Gilgamesh. They are not literary autopsies of ancient parchment cadavers but rigorous, reverent wrestlings with wonderfully human writings through which the living God speaks his powerful Word. NICOT delicately balances “criticism” (i.e., the use of standard critical methodologies) with humble respect, admiration, and even affection for the biblical text. As an evangelical commentary, it pays particular attention to the text’s literary features, theological themes, and implications for the life of faith today.

Ultimately, NICOT aims to serve women and men of faith who desire to hear God’s voice afresh through the Old Testament. With gratitude to God for two marvelous gifts—the Scriptures themselves and keen-minded scholars to explain their message—I welcome readers of all kinds to savor the good fruit of this series.

ROBERT L. HUBBARD JR.


Author’s Preface

I began my journey with the prophetic book of Amos years ago. I was a young Old Testament professor at El Seminario Teológico Centroamericano (SETECA) in Guatemala City at a time when civil wars were raging across the Central American isthmus. Guatemala’s war lasted from 1960 until the end of 1996, leaving up to two hundred thousand dead and hundreds of thousands more displaced. This was a formative time for me, a son of a Guatemalan mother and an American father. I was raised bilingual and bicultural, and I had spent a good amount of time in my youth in la tierra sufrida de la eterna primavera. Now as an adult and as a confessing Christian, I had to wrestle with how the Bible could speak to the violence, poverty, corruption, and racism of my beloved Guatemala.

At that time, liberation theology was the primary option for contexualized theological and biblical studies in Latin America. Unsatisfied with some of that work, I decided to grapple with the book of Amos and its powerful social message as a test case for forging an alternative approach. My doctoral work at the University of Sheffield gave me the space to begin that research. My advisor was Professor John Rogerson, a gracious, multidisciplinary scholar committed to social justice. He was an amazing mentor, who encouraged me to engage with sociology, anthropology, literary studies, and my background and context to appropriate Amos for Latin America. The result was Contexts for Amos: Prophetic Poetics in Latin American Perspective (Sheffield Academic Press, 1992). Since that time, I have returned time and time again to that prophetic book in a variety of publications to try to relate it to contemporary sociopolitical and religious realities in Latin American and beyond. This concentration on Amos always has been coupled with my interest in Old Testament social ethics more generally and, for over a decade, in the Bible’s foundational contribution to questions swirling around immigration.

My interlocutors over these years have been my colleagues at SETECA (in particular mis cuates David Suazo and Guillermo Méndez) and those at Denver Seminary and now Wheaton College. Graduate assistants at Denver Seminary (Kayla White, Jacki Soister, and Brandon Benzinger) and my doctoral students at Wheaton College (Mason Lancaster, Daniel Somboonsiri, and Amy Allan) have been an immense help in securing resources and in technical matters. My Guatemalan background, involvements with Hispanic churches and organizations, grappling with issues of Latinos and Latinas in higher education, and my work on immigration all have played a role in defining myself as a Latino Old Testament scholar, who is committed to los retos que viven nuestra gente y la iglesia hispana.

Years ago, Robert Hubbard, the series editor, invited me to contribute this volume. Thank you, Bob, for your constant encouragement and especially for your friendship. I finally finished! I also want to thank Andrew Knapp and the team at Eerdmans for bringing the manuscript through to publication. My hope and prayer is that this volume might stimulate others to appreciate the incomparable value of the book of Amos for a world needing a moral compass and an authentic prophetic word.
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Introduction

I. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

A. THE CHALLENGE OF THE DATA

The book of Amos does not provide as many clear and undisputed indicators of historical background as the commentator might like. For example, the allusions to events in the oracles of the first two chapters, which at first glance seem to contain more historical information than any other part of the book, are frustratingly vague and have been related to different time periods. Andersen and Freedman go so far as to state, “We are unable to establish absolute dates, because we cannot attach a single verse in the book of Amos to any identifiable event or situation attested and dated in other sources.”1 This quandary has brought both negative and positive results to Amos research. On the one hand, a lack of consensus is evident in regard to a number of issues of historical backgrounds.2 On the other hand, this open field of investigation has generated a massive amount of study of archaeological and epigraphical data and encouraged forays into other disciplines, like the social sciences, in an attempt to clarify the setting of this prophetic word.

Paradoxically, at a time when interest in sociohistorical reconstructions is high, some suggest that such efforts are misdirected. Robert Carroll, for example, labeled the descriptions of Israel’s society in prophetic texts “imaginative creations of their writers.” One should be suspicious, he says, of the value of these documents for reconstructing historical settings and events, since their presentation of historical events and people reflects particular ideological agendas.3

While this observation is true at some level for all literature, in prophetic research it has led some to a deep suspicion of the text as a historical resource. Reluctance to grant historical credence to the biblical material has been growing in Old Testament scholarship in recent decades. More specifically in regard to Amos studies, some are reticent about the possibility of recovering biographical and background information about the prophet and his context, although for different reasons. For Auld, the nature of the imagery and the presence of certain terms and traditions make it difficult to get back to a historical Amos and his actual views.4 Coggins wonders if literary approaches might not be lessening the value of more classical studies; the perspective on history of ancient authors (which is different from that of historians today), coupled with the nature and purposes of the descriptions in the book, points to the necessity of granting less certainty to historical reconstructions.5 A growing skepticism has made a marked distinction between a historical Amos and the literary character called Amos.6

Clines and Sanderson, among others, question the trustworthiness of the text on other grounds—the former because of what he feels are exaggerated ethical judgments and offensive theological statements, the latter because of a perceived lack of sensitivity to women in the description of the social ills of Israelite society.7 Yet another trend in research argues that the prophetic literature was produced in Persian Yehud during the postexilic period by scribal elites in Jerusalem. This dating raises questions about the text’s accuracy and the sociopolitical and religious intentions driving its descriptions.8 Discussions about the text as cultural memory have also called into question the reliability of textual data for historical reconstruction.9

I see no reason, however, to be so distrustful in regard to the eighth-century context of most of the material in the book, although the call to be aware of ideological undercurrents and literary matters is worthy of consideration. The text, I will argue, does in fact have a purpose with its inseparable theological and political “agenda,” but this does not irreparably compromise its general historical reliability. In any case, what we seek is a plausible sociohistorical backdrop to the message of this prophetic book. There is no denying the difficulty in analyzing unclear passages and evaluating multiple hypotheses about the data in the effort to establish the historical background of the prophet’s message.

Beyond these issues of the “slant” of the text and the availability of data, there are two additional challenges to efforts at historical reconstruction. First, two parts of the book often considered a basis for describing Amos’s ministry, the visions of chapters 7–9 and the narrative of 7:10–17, have come under scrutiny. The passages are dealt with in detail in the exposition, but some initial comments are in order. To begin with, some recent scholars disassociate the visions (especially the fifth) from the historical prophet as theological reflections produced much later, sometime after the fall of Judah. Although their redactional hypotheses may differ, they are agreed that one should not look to the visions for biographical information.10

One reason for doubts about the usefulness of the confrontation between the prophet and Amaziah in 7:10–17 is the parallels to the account of “the man of God” in 1 Kings 13.11 The possibility of relating these two passages has been proposed since the days of Wellhausen.12 Not all accentuate the commonalities or consider the 1 Kings passage to be dependent on the Amos account; rather, they highlight how the 1 Kings passage is intricately woven into the thought and flow of the Deuteronomistic History (DtrH).13 Many hold that Amos 7:10–17 is likely a combination of various traditions and is not viable as a historical source.14 It is prophetic legend, they say, not an account of an actual confrontation. At the very least, however, the passage makes clear that in Israelite tradition (if not in historical fact), it was taken for granted that Amos prophesied in the days of Jeroboam II (1:1; 7:9).

Still others question the value of 7:10–17 because of its literary art. Could a passage so carefully crafted to fit into its present location between the third and fourth visions have a serious historical impulse? If the similarities between Amos 7 and 1 Kings 13 are deliberate, is this not evidence of shared literary forms or religious vocabulary, without prejudice toward historical authenticity? In other words, aren’t artistry and historicity mutually exclusive? These sorts of questions highlight the tension between form, function, and content. The historical plausibility of the passage is discussed more fully in its exposition.

A second, puzzling issue is that Amos does not appear in the DtrH, specifically in 2 Kings 14:23–29. This passage summarizes the reign of Jeroboam II, during which the prophet is supposed to have ministered. It mentions only Jonah. This curious absence in the DtrH is not unique to Amos. Besides Jonah, Isaiah is the only eighth-century prophet who appears in 2 Kings; Hosea and Micah are also left out. This is surprising given the Deuteronomistic editing that is claimed for these books (Why would Deuteronomistic circles redact this prophetic literature and then fail to include its protagonists in the DtrH?), the shared concerns with the DtrH (the critiques of political leadership and the cult, war as judgment), and the prominence of prophets in the DtrH.15 The few scholars who have spoken to the problem argue that the Deuteronomistic historians found Amos’s words objectionable16—whether his announcement of irrevocable doom17 or the excessively critical evaluation of the monarchy.18 These hypotheses are conjectural—arguments from silence. This absence remains a mystery. Of course, the goal of looking at the possible personal data is not to reconstruct the life of the prophet for its own sake. Our interest lies in establishing the historical setting of the book’s message.

B. THE DATE OF THE MINISTRY OF THE PROPHET AMOS

If it can be given the benefit of the doubt, the heading of the book of Amos offers at least two pieces of information that can help date the ministry of the prophet.19 First, 1:1 identifies the political context of Amos’s activities as the reigns of Uzziah of Judah and Jeroboam II of Israel. Scholars dispute the complicated chronology of the kings of the Northern and Southern Kingdoms. Thiele’s scheme suggests that Uzziah’s dates are 792–740 BC and those of Jeroboam II are 793–753. The chronology of Hayes and Hooker sets the dates at 785–760 and 788–748 respectively. Cogan suggests 785–733 and 788–747.20 If Amos’s ministry was during the years when these two monarchs’ rules overlapped, this opening notice allows for a range of time during which it would have occurred. A comparison of these proposals offers a general period from the mid-780s to around 750.

The second datum of 1:1 is the mention of a significant natural disaster. The verse states that Amos prophesied two years before the earthquake. Based on the work of Yadin at Hazor (Stratum VI), many date the seismic event to about the year 760.21 Other verses in the book might refer to it as well (2:13; 3:14–15; 4:11, 13; 6:9–11; 8:8; 9:1, 5, 9; cf. Isa 5:25).22 This must have been a uniquely powerful earthquake, as Zechariah mentions it over two centuries later (14:5). One study argues for a magnitude of 7.8 to 8.4, with the epicenter on the Dead Sea transform fault in modern-day Lebanon.23 This earthquake has been a benchmark for the scholarly consensus concerning the dating of the prophet’s activity.24 In addition, the imagery of 8:9 might have been inspired by an eclipse that, according to the Assyrian Eponym Chronicles, can be dated to June 15, 763.25 These phenomena substantiate that Amos prophesied around approximately 760.

The absence of Israel and Judah in Assyrian sources of the first half of the eighth century lessens the opportunities of checking dates with external synchronisms. After the death of Adad-nirari III in 783, the Assyrian Empire lost much of its former preeminence. Although incursions to the West occurred as late as 754, no extant inscription mentions either Jeroboam II or Uzziah. The situation changed dramatically when Tiglath-pileser III assumed the throne in 745. With his ascension, the empire began to recuperate, and it eventually surpassed its former greatness. Territorial expansion into Syria-Palestine was part of Assyria’s foreign policy, and the region’s nation-states reappear in the Assyrian annals. The book of Amos itself, however, does not explicitly name the empire.26 Nowhere is there mention of Assyrian military campaigns or political presence. The enemy that Amos announces is an anonymous adversary (3:11; 6:14), which from a later vantage point could be identified as the armies of Assyria.

Not all agree with this assessment concerning the absence of Assyria in the book. Some believe that it contains data that would locate the prophet in the reign of Tiglath-pileser III. A few scholars have correlated the mention of exile (5:5, 27; 6:7; 7:11, 17; 9:4) with the imperial policy of deporting defeated populations on a massive scale, which became prominent during that king’s administration. They also believe that the phrase beyond Damascus (5:27) demonstrates that the threatened exile would come at the hands of the Assyrians.27 Coote, assuming that 1:1 is a later addition and not historically reliable, contends that he can place Amos within that later time period. He connects 6:2 to the western campaigns of Tiglath-pileser III in 738 and 734. He differs from some, however, in that he holds that this is not information added by redactors subsequent to Amos but rather that the prophet himself spoke of these events.28 That the empire is not mentioned signals for Coote that the Assyrian threat was so obvious as to eliminate the need to specify the enemy; all would have understood the allusions.

In response, it should be pointed out that the vague references to exile in the book do not reflect the full-fledged deportation policies of Tiglath-pileser III (2 Kgs 15:29; 1 Chr 5:6, 26).29 In addition, exiling defeated foes was practiced in the ancient Near East as far back as the third millennium BC. The threat of deportation was part of standard threat formulas. Neither is the book aware of the political chaos that came with the abrupt dynastic changes after the death of Jeroboam II or of the resulting shifts in foreign policy vis-à-vis the Neo-Assyrian Empire. By no later than 738, Israel under Menahem had tributary status with the Assyrians and was listed in inscriptions with other vassal kings (cf. 2 Kgs 15:19).30 No such arrangement is evident in Amos. In addition, 6:2 can now be connected to events prior to the eighth century rather than to the decade of the 730s.31 Finally, it would be odd that this book is silent about Assyria,32 since the prophetic literature that reflects experience or was familiar with that empire is not (Isa, Jer, Ezek, Hos, Jonah, Mic, Nah, Zeph).33 These observations suggest a date of ca. 750 as the terminus ad quem for Amos’s activity.

Two other points of view merit brief mention. First, Hayes presents an alternative explanation for the setting of the prophet’s ministry. He locates Amos’s activity in the last years of Jeroboam II’s reign during the turmoil caused by Pekah (2 Kgs 15:27–31).34 In his view, Pekah began his rule in 751–750. From that moment on, with the support of Rezin king of Damascus and others, he was a rival to Jeroboam II. This political reality, Hayes argues, lies behind the conflicts between the Oracles against the Nations and oracles elsewhere in the book. His hypothesis has not found acceptance.

Second, while most scholars have been content to try to establish a broad backdrop to the prophet Amos, there have been those who have tried to be more exact in dating his ministry. Morgenstern proposed that Amos’s preaching “transpired in one brief half hour, beginning shortly before dawn and concluding a few minutes after sunrise on the New Year’s Day” of 751. The earthquake of 1:1 would have occurred “two years later, to the day and the hour.”35 Hayes places the preaching of Amos at the fall festival in 750, during the month of Marheshvan, the eighth month of the Jewish religious calendar.36 This level of precision goes beyond the evidence.

In summary, it is difficult to fix the date of Amos’s ministry with accuracy. However, the information concerning the earthquake of the mid-eighth century (and possibly an allusion to the eclipse of 763) and the lack of any reference to the political problems that followed the death of Jeroboam II or to the resurgence of the Assyrian Empire that began under Tiglath-pileser III suggest that the date traditionally ascribed to the prophet, ca. 760 (or, more broadly, between 765 and 750), is both reasonable and plausible.37

C. THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

The political realities of the second quarter of the eighth century cannot be understood apart from the statuses of the Aramaean kingdom of Damascus (Israel’s immediate neighbor to the north) and Assyria. The vicissitudes of their political and military fortunes determined in large measure the stability and success of Israel.

Second Kings 14:25, 28, whose vocabulary is echoed in Amos 6:14, claims that under Jeroboam II, Israel was able to extend the nation’s boundaries from “Lebo-Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah”—that is, from the southern border of the state of Hamath on the Orontes River southward to the Dead Sea, an extension similar to what is said to have been achieved under David and Solomon (2 Sam 8:1–14; 1 Kgs 4:21 [MT 5:1]). Although scholars dispute the significance of this assertion,38 what is of concern here is ascertaining at what point during his reign Jeroboam would have been able to accomplish something like this and how the international scene might relate to material in the book.

To begin with, Assyria was not as strong as it had been under Adad-nirari III (810–783 BC). Under his three sons—Shalmaneser IV, Aššur-dan III, and Aššur-nirari V—it entered into a period of weakness (782–745).39 Assyria was able to maintain neither a strong nor a consistent presence in the west, especially because of its conflicts with the kingdom of Urartu. Under its kings Argishti I and Sarduri II, Urartu pressured Assyria’s northern frontier and challenged its influence in northern Syria during the first half of the eighth century.40 The Eponym Chronicle mentions only a few sporadic campaigns into the west, and in several instances it states that the Assyrian king was “in the land.” The kings were occupied with internal problems, such as natural disasters (a plague is cited in 765) and disturbances in different parts of the empire. Šamši-ilu, a powerful commander-in-chief (turtānu) and provincial governor whose capital was at Til-Barsip (northern Syria), maintained a semblance of imperial order in greater Syria during a rule that stretched from the time of Adad-nirari III until the rise of Tiglath-pileser III. He is said to be the one who carried out the successful attack against Damascus in 773. The very existence of someone in a role like that of Šamši-ilu (and he was not the only such dominant governor) testifies to the inadequacies of Assyria at that time.41 The absence of Assyria in the region explains why the empire is not mentioned in the book of Amos, in contrast to the large shadow that it casts over other prophets who ministered later in the eighth century.

The dynasty of Jehu, of which Jeroboam II was the penultimate ruler, had generally taken a pro-Assyrian stance. The absence of a substantial Assyrian presence after 782 proved to be beneficial to Israel, however, because this state of affairs was coupled for a time with the vulnerability of Damascus. In other words, the vacuum left by Assyria was the occasion not for the resurgence of Damascus but of Israel.42 Whereas in the second half of the ninth century, Damascus under Hazael had repeatedly humiliated Israel in war and had taken territory, particularly in Transjordan (cf. 2 Kgs 5–6; 10:32–33; 13:3–7, 14–22), the situation changed with his son Ben-Hadad. Joash, father of Jeroboam II, was able to regain some of the territory that had been lost (2 Kgs 13:23–25).43 Jeroboam’s relationship with Azariah/Uzziah of Judah was peaceful (though Israel was the more prominent of the two kingdoms), and Egypt was not a threat.44

Several events mark the shift in status of Aram-Damascus.45 First, after his campaign in northern Syria in 805–803, Adad-nirari III turned his attention south and soundly defeated Damascus in 796. This loss inaugurated a time of decline, during which Jeroboam was able to expand the northern boundaries of Israel, reassert its military power, and strengthen the economy. Although there is debate over the exact date of the Zakkur inscription, it celebrates how Zakkur, a king of Hamath and Lu‘aš, defeated a coalition of kings headed by Ben-Hadad.46 The aforementioned victory of Šamši-ilu over Damascus in 773 is another indication of its ill fortune in those years. Aram’s recovery of a measure of its earlier glory was not to occur until Rezin took the throne (sometime before 750). Several years later, he would be a key figure in a coalition to meet the growing threat of Tiglath-pileser III. By that time Jeroboam II was dead, and his son Zechariah had been assassinated (2 Kgs 15:10). Pekah was on Israel’s throne and, together with Rezin, tried to force Judah’s Ahaz to join that coalition (2 Kgs 16:5–9; Isa 7–8).47 The success of Jeroboam II, then, most likely occurred early in his reign. Toward its close, Damascus was in ascendancy, and after his death the politics of Israel’s monarchy quickly degenerated into chaos in the face of the renewed Assyrian presence in the west.

Do these realities match up with the oracles in the book of Amos? On the one hand, the text presents indicators of Israel’s prosperity. (The socioeconomic conditions of the Northern Kingdom are the topic of the next section.) On the other hand, the material of the book is notoriously difficult to match confidently with specific historic contexts. The events mentioned in the Oracles against the Nations (1:3–2:6; henceforth OAN) have been variously dated. Options range from the time of the Davidic-Solomonic Empire to the last half of the ninth century and the attacks of Hazael to events before or during the time of Amos.48 The language could fit a number of historical contexts.

In light of my decision to assign the triumphs of Jeroboam II to the first and middle parts of his rule, I briefly reconstruct the setting of Amos in the following manner. By 765–755 the days of assured victory for Israel had passed. The OAN indicate that the nation had suffered military losses and that outlying areas had become targets of attack. The oracles could allude to events of an earlier generation (such as the conflicts with Damascus in the latter part of the ninth century), but would they have the same impact on the original audience as incidents more contemporaneous with the prophet? The text and other historical records of that period do not provide enough information about that time to relate these descriptions to some coordinated set of incursions organized and led by the states listed in them. The situation, then, may have been more a crumbling around the edges of a once proud nation than a series of head-on attacks.

The text announces that Yahweh himself had sent Israel defeat (4:10), but the people were in denial. This is explicable at one level, since there had been some success in Transjordan that they could point to with pride. But, says the prophet, these were hollow, exaggerated victories (6:13). A privileged few continued to live in luxury, even as the foundations of their society and government were starting to deteriorate and natural disasters mounted (4:1, 6–9; 6:4–6). Apparently, all—well-off and disadvantaged alike—clung to and commemorated the national myths of Yahweh’s blessing and protection (4:4–5; 5:18–20). Amos mocks these false hopes and denounces the socioeconomic and religious fabric of the nation. They were witnessing the beginning of the end; crushing finality would come soon through a devastating earthquake, military defeat, and exile. What had been the nation’s farthest extension under Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:25) would now mark the geographical boundaries of oppression imposed by an invading power, Yahweh’s instrument of judgment (6:14).

It is a commonplace to say that the reign of Jeroboam II was one of unparalleled prosperity. Against the backdrop of the eighth century and the descriptions in the book of Amos, this is true only in part. The realities were more complex, the time frame more limited, the level of national self-delusion more profound, and the stakes of the prophet’s ministry so much higher. Applying—albeit for our own ends—the oft-quoted opening lines of Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, our view is that

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness…49

D. THE SOCIOECONOMIC CONTEXT IN ISRAEL

The book of Amos portrays the reign of Jeroboam II as a time of pervasive social injustice that generates the prophet’s ire.50 The archaeological data—both material remains and epigraphic evidence—substantiate this picture of socioeconomic inequality, although the situation was likely more complex than some suggest.

With the establishment of the united monarchy—and especially after its division into the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah—had come increased centralization and urbanization, the development of a mixed economy with tiered markets across the region, and greater international trade.51 The population of both nations continued to grow in the mid-eighth century before the campaigns of Tiglath-pileser III.52 These political, economic, and demographic realities were accompanied by a measure of social stratification in Iron Age IIB,53 something that biblical texts echo.

First, there is evidence of differences in the lifestyle of certain elites from that of the general population. Elaborate tombs and burial customs demonstrate social hierarchy.54 Disparity in economic levels is unmistakable, too—for instance, in light of the ivories found at Samaria, a luxury item used in wall paneling and to decorate expensive furniture (see 3:15; cf. 1 Kgs 22:39).55 Beds of ivory are included in the diatribe against the marzēaḥ feast (cf. 6:4). The religious significance of this celebration is disputed, but there is no doubting that this activity was limited to those who would have had the means to participate in its excesses of food and drink.56

The excavation of domestic dwellings also sheds light on the nature of the social life that Amos denounces. De Vaux claimed to have detected substantial inequalities in his investigation of Tell el–Fār‘ah (biblical Tirzah).57 Campbell concentrated on Shechem, Field VII, Stratum VII—more specifically, House 1727. Reconstruction of these remains, in his view, points to a two-story structure of select building materials, which was destroyed by the Assyrian army in the eighth century. This dwelling could indicate the existence of a social stratum of the well-to-do beyond the confines of the royal court.58 Archaeological studies reveal material differentiation among urban households manifesting in house size, which could have been due to factors like family demographics, marriage alliances, land accumulation, socioeconomic status, and location within the city walls. Evidence may also point to greater socioeconomic stratification in urban areas than in rural villages, but the interpretation of the evidence is disputed.59

Anthropological work on peasant societies and their communities reinforces the interpretation of socioeconomic stratification in ancient Israel. These differences are part of the day-to-day realities of peasant economies. Studies on peasant life illuminate the harshness of the life of these poor.60 The precariousness of the life of the peasantry due to the quality of the soil, rainfall patterns, plant infestations and crop failure, personal and communal hygiene, disease, lack of technology, social strictures, and the impact of war generates distinctions in levels of dependency, land ownership, and economic viability. Judah and Israel were largely peasant economies, so injustices would have exacerbated the ongoing fragility of many people’s lives. All kinds of combinations of bureaucratic pressures (e.g., taxes, debts, periodic forced labor or corvée), political decisions (such as going to war), and natural catastrophes would have spelled disaster for this majority segment of the population. Settlement patterns in rural areas varied by geography and crops, the range of dwellings and other buildings, agricultural production and storage facilities, and other indicators. The relationship between the rural sector and urban elites was probably complex, ranging from more exploitative conditions in some regions to mutual dependency in others.

Second, with the peace attained by Jeroboam II early in his reign, international trade would have grown and variously benefited different sectors.61 On the one hand, Israel was in control of two major overland trade routes, one on each side of the Jordan River—that is, the western coastal route from northern Philistia into the Galilee and the King’s Highway immediately east of the Jordan. Without the threat of interference by Aram or Assyria, commerce with Phoenicia undoubtedly prospered, and the absence of conflict with Judah meant that the trade from Southern Arabia would be unencumbered. The monarchy would have been able to acquire income through tariffs and customs.62 On the other hand, Israel did not possess the natural resources of copper or iron. Its exports were limited to agricultural commodities, so trade was essential. The fact that several years later, the nation was able to pay a substantial tribute of precious metals and other goods to Assyria testifies to a level of commercial success that could yield a significant wealth accumulation (2 Kgs 15:19–20). As the threat of Damascus grew and the presence of Assyria in the region and the pressures of paying tribute became greater, the internal economic situation would have become more precarious. Income required for national projects and for satisfying the empire’s demands would have required extracting more in taxes, a situation whose negative effects would have rippled down from the more prosperous to the peasant classes. The resulting debt crisis would have exacerbated social inequalities.63

Third, the archaeological record reveals a government bureaucracy that performed a range of duties. Seals help to establish a number of the titles and roles of officials.64 One of the most famous for this time period is the seal that reads “Shema‘ servant of Jeroboam.”65 A cache of ostraca (notes written in black ink on pottery sherds) that were found during the excavations at Samaria attests to fiscal procedures in Israel. Scholarly debate centers on the meaning of the phrase “belonging to X” (or “for X”) on the ostraca and the identity of those cited. There is disagreement over whether the individuals were wealthy persons or high-ranking officials sending commodities to the capital city (to sustain the palace table, or for tribute or taxes) or, conversely, whether these were officials who received provisions from outlying estates (whether on behalf of the king or from land granted to them by the crown in exchange for service).66 Either way, the ostraca testify to the flow of goods to royal precincts. Another instance of monarchical control (with potential for abuse) was the organization for government projects, which would have included fortifications, government buildings, water systems, various kinds of storage, and housing for the royal family and certain officials. Such efforts surely employed the corvée, a practice common in the ancient Near East, including at times during the united monarchy (e.g., 1 Kgs 4:6; 5:13–17 [MT 5:27–31]; 11:28; 12:18).67

Biblical scholars wrestle with how to appropriate these data for hypotheses that might illumine the nature of socioeconomic life in eighth-century Israel. Earlier works used facile labels or offered simplistic dichotomies to describe what Amos and others denounced. Some said that the prophets spoke out against Canaanite social values that had been absorbed at the outset of the monarchy with David’s taking of Jerusalem (leading to the “Caananization” of the state and society) and were said to contradict the ideals of solidarity expressed in Israel’s early faith. The prophets were champions of the purer traditions of Israel’s past rural, nomadic life over against these corrupting mores that accompanied the rise of urbanization and the monarchy.68 Still others claimed that the prophets were critical of a nascent capitalism that had begun to take over Israelite life.69

Over the last three decades, more sophisticated interdisciplinary studies, based on archaeology and the social sciences, have been put forward to illuminate textual details and give a more realistic grounding to the prophetic critique.70 Only a few approaches are cited here. One is that the socioeconomic inequalities are best understood in connection with “rent capitalism.”71 According to this scheme, peasants are dependent on urban moneylenders and merchants. Through exploitation, the ownership of land and labor are separated. In time, peasants are reduced to debt by natural or family disasters and are forced to pay fees, or “rent,” for elements of their agricultural efforts (such as seed and tools). Eventually, they lose their property and are sold into debt slavery while urban creditors and landowners thrive. This hypothesis has been critiqued from various quarters and lacks the theoretical and archaeological strengths of other proposals.72

Gottwald, though he does not focus specifically on the book of Amos, has put forward the idea of a “tributary form of production,” a pre-capitalistic system that has a marked bipolar socioeconomic and political structure.73 Three main features characterize this system: the absence of broad private ownership of the land (much of it is in the hands of large landholders and the state), self-sufficient village communities (on which the urban areas are dependent, even as they keep these villages subordinate), and a centralized state apparatus. At the social and political center are the royal family and government officials. Bureaucratic authorities and military officials at various points of remove from that center (in geography and hierarchy) benefit from this arrangement. The rest of the population struggles with the many challenges of their own day-to-day existence while also trying to pay government taxes and fill labor conscription quotas.

Fundamental to the material success of this tributary system in ancient Israel would have been crop specialization and intensification (especially viticulture and olive oil production) for consumption by elites and for export. The most visible differences generated by this kind of economy would have been, on the one hand, the increasing number of impoverished peasants and, on the other, the elites who enjoyed a lifestyle supported by this sale of goods and profited from the misfortune of rural subsistence farmers and tenants, acquiring land as peasants spiraled into debt due to bad crop yields, family health, deaths, and the like. Loyal retainers and officials would also have been rewarded with land (prebendal estates) from the royal holdings. This economy would have generated latifundialization.74

At first glance, this hypothesis is attractive. It is informed by social theory and archaeological finds and, if applied to the book of Amos, it might clarify some passages in fresh ways. For instance, the text hits at key urban centers, denounces the king and the wealthy aligned with the royal court (3:9–4:3; 5:11; 6:4–7, 11; 7:1, 9–11), mentions taxes and lending that put the poor at a disadvantage (2:8; 5:11), and condemns the corrupt debt (2:6; 8:5–6) and legal systems (2:7; 5:12).

Nevertheless, a closer look at the archaeological material suggests that the socioeconomic landscape of the prophet may not be so tidily categorized. As mentioned earlier, recent research presents a more nuanced context, where villages do not all reflect either such dependence on urban centers or the radical economic disparities that Gottwald’s theory assumes. The village family continued to be foundational to Israel’s peasant economy. Also, the broken landscape of the region, with its rocky terrain and valleys, would have made it difficult to sustain extensive estates with sizeable labor forces except in certain zones. And, though there is some evidence of crop specialization and concentration, this can be overstated. What are missing at a good number of sites are the remains of large storage facilities, like silos and granaries, that such a tributary enterprise requires.

These observations go hand in hand with reservations regarding the actual impact of the political and economic policies of urban centers on the mundane socioeconomic dynamics of villages, where most of the population lived. This analysis of the rural-urban relationship has recently been reinforced by discussions on ancient urban realities.75 More than likely, there was a higher degree of interdependency and continuity than some allow for. In addition, as pointed out above, there is some level of stratification inherent to and unavoidable within peasant economies. The misery of the masses, in other words, cannot all be laid at the feet of the elites (although, they had much to answer for!), and much of that misery may have been concentrated in urban areas. Traditional kinship structures and local patronage arrangements would have remained intact, at least at some level. There would have been some economic life grounded in a system of reciprocity rather than the presence of a ubiquitous system of centralized redistribution that Gottwald’s model assumes to be predominant in ancient Israel.76 It is better to avoid his sharp center-periphery dichotomy.

Other factors add to the need for caution in regard to the tributary hypothesis. To begin with, although there is no question that the corvée was utilized in ancient Israel, the biblical text does not cite its employment during the long period of Jeroboam’s reign. If the view that the most substantial building projects in the North were instituted under Ahab in the ninth century is correct, then this silence is understandable. There was simply no reason to organize large sections of the populace for forced labor. Those earlier structures would still have been in use, and the lack of new construction projects in Israel may indicate a decline of a different sort.77 The nation’s energies and monies were directed elsewhere—to waging war and to the reckless amassing of personal fortunes. Armed conflicts would also have been one of the causes of impoverishment, as some families would have lost (to death, dismemberment, or capture) their able-bodied husbands and sons—a significant loss for a labor-intensive, subsistence farming economy.

In addition, it is worth considering the possibility that corruption was endemic to the general culture, so that there may have been a range of social groups (and individuals within those groups) taking advantage of those below them or even of those of similar plight. That is, mid-level merchants and landowners, elders who were to dispense justice at the gates, and heartless kin, among others, could be added to the list of transgressors from the royal court and officials.78 Undoubtedly, too, the breadth of fortunes among the peasantry may have been due in some measure to some of the more stable kinsmen taking advantage of the weaker. What can drive this destructive behavior is the desperate struggle to survive in difficult times, or simply human greed and pride. This in no way negates or minimizes the larger structural inequalities. This awareness of the scope and complexity of social problems and ethos, however, can help the reader appreciate just how corrupt the nation was and why the prophet announces judgment upon the entire country. In addition, there were the ramifications of a nationalistic religiosity (to be discussed in “Religion and Theology in the Book of Amos,” pp. 71–78), whose ideology would have sanctioned Israel’s inequality as the divinely ordained “natural order of things” and rallied the populace around the monarchy and its armies.

All of these realities contribute to a state of affairs that accords well with the descriptions in the text of Amos. It should be noted, too, that some of what the tributary model puts forward as the economic realities of Israel should perhaps be considered more relevant to what would develop over the course of the second half of the eighth century in Judah. That nation would have had to comply with the burdensome tributary demands of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. This external pressure would be a key impetus to make the economy more productive and efficient.79 It is interesting to observe that the books of Isaiah and Micah specifically denounce the amassing of lands by elites (Isa 5:8–10; Mic 2:1–2); Amos and Hosea do not, although they are nevertheless concerned about the exploitation of the poor.80 What is more, Hezekiah’s building projects in several parts of Judah, which were designed to prepare for what would turn out to be the disastrous stand against Sennacherib, probably required the reinstitution of the corvée. Any explanation of the social and economic life of Israel at the time of Amos’s ministry, therefore, must be careful to differentiate between the realities of North and South and not generalize indiscriminately when the evidence, both textual and artifactual, warrants otherwise.

A final hypothesis to consider is that Israel’s socioeconomic life functioned according to a system of patronage.81 This model does not deny state involvement in the economy, although it grants it a lesser role. According to this scheme, within agricultural, village, and kinship-based societies, the patron-client relationship is fundamental. It is more localized, and it is hierarchical, with a dominant person or group having a degree of power over those of lower station. It is also reciprocal. The client is expected to be loyal to the patron, while the patron should ideally provide for the needs of the client and offer protection. There is an assumed moral obligation of benevolence and justice on the part of the patron based on shared conceptions of goodwill and fairness. The community’s belief is that the proper function of patronage yields stability and order. Under this system, the domestic and communal modes of production would have continued, but, as Israel developed and the monarchy gained prominence, the patron ethos would have been extended to the national arena and the king taken to be the patron of all the people.

According to Houston, this context best explains the situation described in the book of Amos. The prophet and others like him, who were sympathetic to the plight of the poor, do not question the socioeconomic and political structures of Israel per se but rather the immoral oppression that characterizes them; in other words, what is decried is the abuse of patronage.82 The focus on local relationships and expectations rings true and accords with what was said previously about village economies.

How then might the socioeconomic context of mid-eighth-century Israel be characterized? Several preliminary comments are in order. First, the prophets were neither sociologists nor economists. The oracles are akin to snapshots of the behavior and lifestyles of certain individuals in various positions of power and influence, as well as of related scenes of the suffering of those who had no voice. We are provided with (verbal) pictures of Israel’s sociopolitical and cultic centers—primarily the urban areas—expressed through vivid, value-laden rhetoric. This is why it is important to study the prophetic books as literature, with an eye to the flow of the arguments and the force of the language. They are full of satire, irony, and invective, even as they vigorously communicate hope. It is not enough to limit oneself to background studies or to more classical approaches that seek to identify the referents in the text. These issues are indispensable components of research, of course; informed historical inquiry must not be minimized or eliminated. The point, though, is that the why and the how of what is said are fundamental.83 Those who live or have lived in the Two-Thirds (or Majority) World can readily identify with these kinds of images and the intent of the dramatic language: The harsh reality of poverty and the multiple abuses by economic and government elites produce shock and anger. In the case of the prophets, this ethical disgust is inseparable from, and is exacerbated by, religious outrage. The prophet decries that this social world is presented, and even celebrated, in the cult. Neither Yahweh nor his messengers will tolerate this. Thus, judgment is what awaits Israel.

Second, what we witness in the hypotheses concerning life in ancient Israel is in a sense a category mistake. That is, what scholars have done is to rightly recognize, with the help of archaeology, social theory, and biblical passages, the existence of many key structures and mechanisms of political and socioeconomic organization and policy. Sociological approaches have aided greatly in potentially describing that system with enhanced clarity. Nevertheless, while they seek a clearer understanding of the systemic depiction and critique, the text for its part provides a moral and theological one.84 The text offers qualitative, not quantitative, analysis. Scholars can move too quickly from the text’s theological-ethical claims to historical conclusions. This observation should not be construed as denying the heuristic value of social scientific hypotheses and archaeological data. It is just that it is impossible to know with certainty the actual situation in Israel. Perhaps a combination of a nascent and limited tributary system, with caveats about international trade and greater awareness of local and regional markets, the situation in both urban and rural areas, and the cultural roles of patronage, is the most viable working hypothesis. One can appreciate the insights of theoretical reconstructions of the ancient world while acknowledging their limitations.

In any case, this research should sensitize readers to the concrete world that triggered prophetic anger. The book of Amos and other eighth-century prophetic texts denounce the social injustice of the Northern and Southern Kingdoms. This was due to both internal and external factors. A host of realities—bureaucratic abuses in the urban areas, monarchical demands for revenue, land forfeitures, vicissitudes in agricultural conditions, the impact of surrounding enemies, the rumblings of Assyria, local tensions and disasters, and corruption and other abuse of many kinds, among other factors—contributed to the sorry state of affairs. Those with status and power—government officials, religious leaders, certain merchants, and local leaders—took advantage of these circumstances to enrich themselves. Our present limited understanding of these matters makes it difficult to specify the precise mechanisms of oppression (whether social, economic, or political; local, national, or international) and to neatly identify and distinguish social groups within ancient Israel. Clearly, however, lust for gain brought suffering to many (especially the peasants, day laborers, and the socially vulnerable) and mocked God’s plan for a country that was to live by his guidelines. Ultimately, these injustices, along with bad political decisions, would bring the wrath of God and the destruction of that society.

II. AUTHORSHIP

A. THE PROPHET AS AUTHORIAL VOICE

Discussions in commentaries about the authorship of a prophetic book can move quickly from the scant information in the superscription to a search for anything in the rest of the book that might shed light on the background of the prophet. From this is constructed a picture of the putative author.85 It is interesting to note that, although Amos 1:1 claims that the words and visions that follow have the prophet as their source, nowhere does the book actually say that Amos is the author of the text that now bears his name. Tradition does not make this distinction, nor do many commentators who defend Amos as the author of this prophetic book. Consideration of the authorship of this book must proceed with appropriate caution in articulating a responsible position.

Is it even possible to speak of a prophet as being involved in some way in the writing of oracles? For over a century, especially since the work of Gunkel, scholars have answered this question in the negative.86 The assumption has been that prophets were orators who delivered short poetic speeches. By definition, therefore, prophets could not have written down what they professed to have received from God. This perspective requires the existence of disciples, a “school” of disciples, or a scribe to record the prophet’s words for posterity after they had circulated for a time in oral form.87 Prophecy was primarily (if not exclusively, in this view) an oral performance, and subsequent transmission must have either been preserved in the memory of disciples or a supporting group or accomplished later through other means, such as dictation or on the basis of notes (either by disciples or scribes).88 Prophets did not have the expertise to write down their own words, it is claimed, let alone produce a document, especially one of a high literary standard. The delivery of prophecy and its recording (and later redactions that could stretch over centuries) are seen as activities accomplished by different individuals. Recently, some scholars have dated the production of the prophetic books89 to the Persian period, as the work of scribal elites in postexilic Yehud.90 According to this view, any suggestion that the eighth-century prophet may have been the author or generator of this work is misplaced.

Because of these presuppositions about what a prophet could do and how prophetic literature came to be, past debates about the origins of the book of Amos tended to revolve around questions concerning the identification of the authentic sayings rather than on the option of the prophet Amos as the author or voice of this prophetic book. If the postexilic position is taken, then the issue becomes ascertaining the ideological agenda of the literati, who associated their work with a prophet called Amos (whether a historical figure or not). The preceding section of this commentary proposes that this prophetic book fits well within the historical framework of the eighth century BC; here I contend that it represents the words of Amos. This does not mean, as will be explained under “Composition, Structure, and Poetics” (pp. 37–52), that there may not have been additions. But these would have been minimal. The argument to connect this book to the prophet is based on four points.

First, it is apparent that the recording of the messages of prophets in the ancient Near East often occurred soon after their delivery. How quickly might their writing down ensue after the reception and declaration of a revelation? How accurate might that transcription be? There is good evidence that prophetic oracles were written down by scribes (and perhaps on occasion by prophets themselves) contemporaneously with the utterance or soon after, with an eye to the accurate transmission of those messages.91 There is no reason to deny, then, that the parts of the received text that might reflect Amos’s oral performances could have been transcribed following their pronouncement. The book is also more than just a collection of his public declarations, to be sure, as its literariness suggests. At the very least, the likelihood of inscriptional sources recorded soon after an oral performance raises reservations about the supposed significant chronological gap between the time of the prophet’s oral delivery and the recording of those words that has held sway for so long.

Second, there is a possibility that someone like Amos could either have penned this work or been involved at some level in its production. Scholars debate whether anyone in the eighth century, except for a select few scribes, could have recorded these poetic oracles and composed this literary text. A growing number of archaeological finds confirm varying degrees of literacy (from graffiti to seals and abecedaries to the recording of business, legal, and cultic matters) across the breadth of the Levant in population centers of all sizes.92 Some review the same evidence yet are less sanguine about the prospect of significant, broad literacy in the eighth century. They argue that writing was limited to royal and temple elites, professional scribal circles, and certain individuals involved in government, military affairs, or trade.93 At the very least, however, it is reasonable to assume that the requisite sociopolitical and economic conditions existed at that time in Israel and Judah for there to be a scribal culture capable of documenting messages and producing literary texts.94 Significantly, such a political and financial state of affairs would have been more difficult in Persian period Yehud.95

If Amos was relatively well-to-do, involved in commercial activity, and literate to some degree, might he be one of those who could read and write at that time or have the wherewithal to employ a scribe? Perhaps he was a member of a social stratum that scholars, irrespective of their conclusions about the breadth and degree of literacy in ancient Israel, admit might be literate (whether enough to produce this kind of work, of course, is another question). On the other hand, while many scribes functioned at temples or for governmental, economic, and military business, others were employed by merchants and business people. In other words, if Amos was not sufficiently literate to personally write with this sophistication, he would qualify as one who could have his words recorded. If in fact Amos did leave Israel and return to Judah as Amaziah demanded (7:12–13), at some point he may even have had royal or temple resources available there for the preservation of his message (or for scribal support, if the full work had not yet been produced). Whatever the precise details of this process, there is nothing to eliminate the possibility of the prophet’s involvement in the production of this prophetic text, whether as an author or as one commissioning scribal help. The style and structure of this work—strikingly different than that of the works connected to other eighth-century prophets (Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah)—testify to a unique voice. The literary shape of the message to the Northern Kingdom that is ascribed to Amos would have been preserved in Judah (similar to the archiving of prophetic messages in Mesopotamia) and available for consultation and proclamation.

Third, it is plausible to envision the creation of prophetic literature in Iron Age II.96 Comparative studies in Assyrian prophecy demonstrate a variety of genres of material related to prophets that span a range of time. There is no need to postpone by default the creation of prophetic literature to postexilic Yehud. The Assyrian evidence includes collections of oracles in series, the incorporation of prophetic words into letters addressed to kings and into royal inscriptions, literary texts in favor of the king, and, some have suggested, literary-predictive texts.97 Radine has proposed that the book of Amos resembles these literary-predictive texts.98 Though there is some correlation of these texts with biblical prophetic books in terms of content (e.g., political predictions), the analogy is problematic on stylistic grounds. The origins of this Assyrian genre most likely lie in the priestly omen tradition, not within prophetic circles. They are more akin to apocalyptic or mantic historiographic material.99 Erhard Blum has argued that the Balaam Inscription from Deir ‘Alla (dated to the ninth or eighth century BC) serves as a precedent for the eighth-century prophetic messages of judgment.100

An eighth-century setting for a prophetic work is credible, therefore, even if there is no one-to-one analogy in the Levant and Mesopotamia in style and length (this is true, however, whenever it is dated). Although some scholars are reluctant to allow the biblical material to go beyond the stylistic and structural bounds of other ancient literature, it is clear that the prophetic books overlap with that literature even as they are distinctive. Inescapably, the differences must be grounded in some fashion in the particular theology and history of this people.

Fourth, and finally, there is the related issue of the connection between the production of the prophetic material and their public proclamation as works. Conrad argues that the books of Isaiah and Jeremiah present these prophets as producing documents (whether by their own hand or through scribes) for subsequent proclamation. This recorded word from God was to be publicly pronounced before Israel (Isa 30:8; Jer 36:1–10; cf. Isa 8:16; Jer 25:13; 30:1–2; 45:1; 51:60–63; Ezek 2:9–3:1). That is, the written material was not necessarily the product of a process that began with an oral performance; rather, it was the “genesis of a new orality.”101 This observation naturally leads to the expectation of finding rhetorical elements within the text that are akin to oral/aural delivery, because in the end that was a goal of the written piece.102 The notion that the text embodies two moments of performance (the oral performance of the prophet and the performance of reading the text crafted by scribes) has been developed by Doan and Giles, who appeal to studies in drama and theater to analyze the roles of the prophet, scribes, and audiences.103 In ancient Israel, orality and literacy coexisted along a continuum, with the latter shaped by the former in style and purpose.104

The book of Amos does narrate an “oral performance” at Bethel (7:10–17), an account that suggests the likelihood of other occasions when the prophet spoke out against Israelite society. Morgenstern critically reconstructed Amos’s words in such a way that the prophet would have been able to deliver his entire message in the span of a half hour!105 Hayes believes that it was given in the course of a single day.106

The book of Amos contains what some believe to be characteristics of orality (what Niditch labels the “oral register”107), as well as more general cultural characteristics of religious expression and persuasion. The structural and poetic artistry could indicate that what we now have may have been a literary work from the beginning. Its oral features might hint that the completed product was designed to be read aloud, but to whom and by whom is impossible to ascertain. The implied audience of the book is the nation of Israel. If the work was transcribed or finished in Judah after Amos’s expulsion from the Northern Kingdom, then the matter of the audience might be more complex (see “Composition and Structure” below, pp. 64–69). Either way, the percentage of the population that could read this literature is not the determining factor. The prophetic work could reach a larger audience, even if readership were limited, through its oral communication before different publics and at diverse venues and occasions. We can only guess at how this material might have been preserved, distributed, and utilized after its completion.

To sum up the various threads of the argument: A judicious case can be made for the plausibility of someone like Amos, a person of standing who was called briefly to prophetic ministry, to have been involved in the creation of the text that bears his name. A suggestion for the book’s production is proposed below under “Composition and Structure,” pp. 45–52.

B. THE PERSON OF AMOS

If one can assume that a historical Amos was the person behind this text, then what can be known about the man? Unfortunately, in the Hebrew Bible, no information about him is available outside the book. The superscription (1:1) provides few data and is silent on other issues, such as the prophet’s family background. The superscription does provide the parameters of the historical setting of his ministry. This was discussed in the previous section and identified as Israel of ca. 765–750 BC.

The superscription also gives his place of origin as Tekoa. Most scholars identify this with the Judean town that is mentioned in several other places in connection with a wise woman (2 Sam 14:2, 4, 9) and as an outpost that was fortified by several kings (2 Chr 11:5–7; 20:20; cf. Jer 6:1). Tekoa, today Khirbet Tequ‘a, sits in the highlands on the edge of the Judean wilderness about ten miles south of Jerusalem and five miles southeast of Bethlehem. It lay on one of the ancient routes to the southwest, and it was from Tekoa that a road descended to En-gedi along the western shore of the Dead Sea.108 Some rabbinic tradition and a minority of scholars have proposed that Amos was not from the Southern Kingdom. Some have tried to locate a northern Tekoa, while others contend that 1:1 simply claims that Amos (or his words) was known in the Southern town, not that he was in fact from (Judean) Tekoa.109

In this opening verse, Amos is labeled a nōqēd, which is often translated as shepherd.110 This term appears elsewhere only in 2 Kings 3:4 in reference to the king of Moab. It is best, then, not to confuse it with connotations of the common word for shepherd (rōʿeh) and conjure a mental picture of a lonely figure on the Judean hills. Amos 7:14 provides additional information about the prophet, but this verse renders his profile more difficult. There he calls himself a bôqēr (herdsman) and a bôlēs šiqmîm (caretaker of sycomore trees).111 The meaning of both terms is disputed. The first implies that Amos owned flocks of sheep and cattle; the latter suggests that he owned, or perhaps leased, property outside of Tekoa, since sycomore trees do not grow in that region. These trees prefer a warmer climate and a different elevation—for example, in the lowlands toward Jericho in the Jordan Valley (Luke 19:1, 4) or in the western foothills toward the Mediterranean coast (1 Kgs 10:27; 1 Chr 27:28).

Because the prophet champions the unfortunate and the oppressed of Israel, some commentators believe that Amos must have been poor—a humble shepherd who spoke out for those who were in like straits. From this perspective, Amos owned a few animals, or would not have been the owner of animals and land but instead would have labored as their caretaker for someone else.112 It is better, however, to envision the prophet as a person of some means. The knowledge of international politics displayed in the first two chapters and of socioeconomic affairs in Israel also suggest that he may have been well traveled, perhaps having gone to Israel and surrounding nations for commercial reasons, and was informed of the political scene of the day. The literary art of this book points to the possibility that Amos was eloquent and versed in his religious traditions and language.

On the basis of wide-ranging comparative studies in various cultures, some anthropological approaches assume that, because intermediaries usually have a support group (whether that be the society at large, a significant social stratum, or a band of followers), Amos would have had one as well.113 While this may be true in the main at a phenomenological level, such information is not available for this prophet. At one stage in Amos research, it was thought that he was a cult prophet connected to a sanctuary.114 Along a more political and ideological vein, one might assert that there had to have been some sort of “party” that would have encouraged, or even protected, Amos in his diatribes against the Northern regime as his words found an echo among the wider populace (cf. 7:10). Again, this is speculation. Whatever one makes of the mention of disciples of Isaiah (Isa 8:16) or, in the case of Jeremiah, the scribe Baruch (Jer 36; 45:1),115 there is no indication of any such people behind the prophet Amos. If Amos was not a professional prophet and exercised that “office” for only a short time (cf. 1:1; 7:14), there is less of a chance of his being connected to an organized group in the sense that Elijah or Isaiah was.

These textual data make it impossible to say much more about the person of the prophet, although the biographical impulse among scholars has often been strong.116 There have been attempts to explain the unfolding of the prophet’s life through hypothetical reconstructions of the book’s development. The book does include the scene of Amos’s confrontation with Amaziah (7:10–17), but its placement between the third and fourth visions suggests more of a theological purpose than a concern for the prophet’s personal history. Gowan has observed appropriately:

The words and stories preserved in the prophetic books lead us to want to know more about these individuals, and seldom has that desire been resisted. But the lives and religious experiences of the prophets seem to have been the subject of little or no interest to the Israelites who collected and produced the final editions of this material. The incidents from the lives of the prophets that are contained in these books quite clearly have been preserved because they contain a message of God to Israel, and not because the prophets lived such interesting lives.117

Jewish tradition and the rabbis supplemented the lack of biographical information and filled out Amos’s life with additional details and stories.118 For example, because the root (ʿāmas) behind his name means “to carry (a burden),” Jewish tradition remembers Amos as “heavy tongued”—specifically, that he was a stutterer.119 Rabbinic tradition also avers that Jeroboam II expanded the borders of Israel with God’s blessing (2 Kgs 14:25) because he showed respect for the prophet Amos and his words. This is in contrast to King Uzziah of Judah, who got angry with Amos and struck him dead with a red-hot iron. Consequently, the earthquake of 1:1 shook the Temple in judgment in Isaiah 6, two years after Amos’s martyrdom. An alternative account has the son of Amaziah, the high priest, giving Amos a fatal blow to the head, with the prophet surviving long enough to return to Judah and die there.120

Early Christian authors, such as Eusebius, claim that Amos was buried in a cave at Tekoa, where a Byzantine church called the Propheteum of Amos was built in his honor. For centuries, the site was a stop on the itinerary of pilgrims to Palestine.121 Some modern scholars wonder whether similarities between Amos 7:10–17 and 1 Kings 13 suggest that the latter’s account of the death and burial of an anonymous prophet at Bethel might not have its roots in a legend of how Amos came to his final end at that Northern cultic center.122

III. COMPOSITION, STRUCTURE, AND POETICS

Scholars often work from the premise that the book of Amos is organized into three principal parts: the Oracles against the Nations (chs. 1–2), the words of the prophet (chs. 3–6), and a series of visions (chs. 7–9). There are, of course, exceptions to this sweeping generalization.123 From this basic point of agreement, however, opinions about the origin, production, and organization of the work differ greatly. A number of theories concerning the composition of the book of Amos have been proposed over the last century. The following discussion divides these into two broad categories: those that argue for editorial activity behind the present form of the text and those that argue that, for the most part, the book can be traced back to the prophet. This second group holds to the integrity of the text primarily on historical grounds or on the basis of its literary coherence and art. These two categories are a bit artificial, but this heuristic distinction helps bring the salient issues of debate to the surface. This survey selects significant examples of each, since more detailed overviews are available elsewhere.124 The discussion closes with our suggestions regarding the book’s composition, organization, and literariness.

A. THE BOOK AS THE RESULT OF AN EDITORIAL PROCESS

Scholars have long questioned the authenticity of parts of the book of Amos. At the beginning of the twentieth century, prophetic research was committed to recuperating the ipsissima verba of the prophets. The original words of these divine spokespersons were deemed the essence of the message from God, so the exegetical task was to differentiate them from material added by subsequent editors. The commentary by Harper is a classic example of this approach. In the preface to his magisterial study, Harper states:

Nowhere is it more necessary to distinguish sharply between the actual words of an author and those that have been added by later writers than in the case of Amos and Hosea…. Care has been taken, therefore, to keep separate the quite considerable portion of material (ascribed by tradition to these authors) which may confidently be treated as of later origin. This in the case of Amos is about one-fifth of the whole.125

In time, form and redaction criticism were applied to the prophetic literature. With these approaches came a different understanding of the process by which these books were received and developed by later communities of faith. There was a new appreciation for the work of the editors or redactors. No longer simply collectors, they were seen as creative theologians actualizing an earlier word for their own time. Unlike in earlier studies that exalted the original words of the prophet over later additions, the latter were now evaluated positively as demonstrating that the prophetic word was no dead letter. This activity, some believe, can illuminate how the text has been interpreted throughout the history of the Christian church and is to be appropriated for today’s world.126

The objective of sorting out the various stages of the book’s production is still important for many. Scholars usually agree on four central issues127: (1) the book of Amos was not produced at one single point in time but rather is the result of generations of editorial work; (2) the greater part of the book has a more or less direct relationship to the historical prophet (an assumption that would buttress the continuity between Amos and his disciples and later tradents); (3) debate, therefore, centers on identifying the non-authentic passages; and (4) the book exhibits a somewhat disorganized structure. Hadjiev has been the clearest in stating his nine criteria for discerning the work of redactors, including literary breaks, the presence of later vocabulary and theological ideas, thematic contradictions, atypical style, and competing literary structures.128

The proposal that has exerted the most influence over the last several decades and that deserves pride of place is that of Hans Walter Wolff. Building upon an article by Werner H. Schmidt on the Deuteronomistic material in Amos,129 Wolff elaborated a six-stage theory of production,130 a scheme accepted in part or wholesale by many scholars131 and simplified or modified by others.132 Briefly, these strata are:

(1) An original collection of the “words of Amos” (1:1a), which are found primarily in chapters 3–6 and probably go back to the prophet himself.

(2) Five of the OAN (excluding those against Edom, Tyre, and Judah) and the five visions, added late in Amos’s career.

(3) The biographical account of 7:9–17 and other material (such as 1:1b; 5:14–15; 6:2, 6a; 8:4–7, 14; 9:7–8a, 9–10), inserted by a “school of Amos” ca. 735 BC. These disciples, who exhibit a close affinity with the language of the prophet, expanded the collection in light of the Assyrian incursions.

(4) A redaction in the days of Josiah that focuses on the condemnation of Bethel (3:14b; 5:4b, 6; cf. 2 Kgs 23:15ff.) and added 1:2, the doxologies (4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6), and the homily of 4:6–12.

(5) An exilic Deuteronomistic redaction that inserted the passages condemning Judah (2:4–5; 3:1; 6:1), the remaining Oracles against the Nations (1:9–12), the salvation-history material (2:10–12; 5:25–26), and passages concerning the prophets (3:7; cf. 2:10–12).

(6) A postexilic redaction of eschatological blessing (9:11–15).

Newer redaction-critical approaches demonstrate greater sophistication and complexity. They incorporate insights from other fields, such as intertextual studies, literary approaches, and recent archaeological and historical data. Some utilize social science studies in their reconstructions to ascertain the possible socio-ideological perspectives of the various redactions and to attempt to correlate findings with modern concerns.133

A prominent figure in redaction studies on the book of Amos is Jörg Jeremias. The challenge for the critical scholar today, Jeremias says, is to work back through the layers of redaction to the prophet’s original message, which he believes was a stinging condemnation of the elite and the announcement of the end of Israel. Later redactors reshaped this message of doom, broadening the circle of the guilty to include the entire nation, and added the hope of salvation after judgment. At one level, the canonical text of Amos has a certain priority, but Jeremias is convinced that tracing its redactional trajectory offers insights into a living text that was reappropriated by later communities. Research into that process, therefore, is a constructive tool to help orient the church’s contextualization of its Scripture.

Jeremias argues for four editions.134 He utilizes the work of Wolff and others but also demonstrates a sensitivity to literary structures that they do not. In addition, Jeremias correlates his redactional history of the book of Amos with Hosea and the Book of the Twelve. The four editions of the Amos material Jeremias identifies are:

(1) The oldest collection, which included oracles in chapters 3–6, which were framed by the five authentic OAN (excluding Edom, Tyre, and Judah) and the five visions. The four central chapters are divided into two parts by the superscriptions of 3:1 and 5:1, the former introducing divine speech and the latter prophetic speech.

(2) A Josianic redaction of the seventh century, which added 2:8; 3:3–8; 6:8–10; 7:9, 10–17; 8:3, 4–7, 9–10.

(3) Two new layers added during the exilic period: (a) a Deuteronomistic layer focusing on salvation history (2:4, 10; 3:1b, 14; 5:6, 26; 8:14) and the prophetic word (2:11–12; 3:7; 8:11–12); and (b) material with religious and liturgical concerns (4:6–12; the hymnic framework of 1:2 and 9:5–6; the doxologies of 4:13; 5:8–9).

(4) A postexilic final redaction that offers hope (9:7–10, 11–15) and connects the book to Joel and Obadiah, the adjacent books of the Twelve (9:12–13).

An illustration of the wedding of literary sensitivity with critical reconstruction is Jeremias’s exposition of 5:1–17. He recognizes its chiastic structure yet also outlines a redactional history.135 He holds that three original sayings (vv. 2–3, vv. 4–5, and vv. 7, 10–12, 16–17), which had been arranged in a basic ring structure, were supplemented in the exilic and postexilic periods (vv. 5ab, 6, 8–9, 13) to fashion the existing chiasm.

Jeremias also investigates the intertextual connections between different pericopes within the book of Amos and between it and other prophetic texts, particularly Hosea. He argues that these are neither haphazard nor coincidental. Within Amos, Jeremias highlights the links between the OAN and the visions in chapters 7–9 and between 8:4–7 and 2:6–7.136 Regarding the affinities between Amos and Hosea, Jeremias contends that influences flow in both directions.137 Amos 4:4 and 8:14 helped shape Hosea 4:15, and Hosea 8:14 reflects the judgment formulas of the OAN. In Jeremias’s mind, Hosea’s Judean readers applied Amos’s denunciation of Israel to Judah after the fall of Samaria but before Josiah’s destruction of Bethel. At the same time, the book of Amos was influenced by Hosea. Thematic dependence on Hosea, Jeremias believes, is visible at 2:6–8; 3:2; 5:25; 6:8; and 7:9. Jeremias argues that from its initial stages, the Amos material utilized an early edition of Hoseanic texts and that at least parts of the book of Hosea were fixed before the insertion of Amos-like lines. This interdependence indicates that the prophets’ disciples considered both books to be a single divine word.

Hadjiev proposes two foundational collections of oracles.138 The first, the “Repentance Scroll,” a chiastically structured composition consisting of 4:1–6:7, arose within the Amos tradition before Israel’s demise and was characterized by its call for repentance. In a subsequent step in Judah, after Israel’s fall in 722 BC, the rest of chapters 3–6 were added, resulting in the first edition of Amos. A second group of oracles, the “Polemical Scroll,” reflected Amos’s encounters with his opponents and also predates the Assyrian invasion. It included five of the OAN, which are modeled on the five visions of chapters 7–9. Both scrolls, therefore, have material that could go back to the prophet himself. These two collections were combined in the seventh century to yield the “Liturgical Redaction.” Several passages (e.g., 1:9–12; 2:4–6; 8:3–14; 9:7–15) were added in the exilic period in Judah. (Nothing was added in the postexilic period.)

Jason Radine sees Amos as a literary work from its inception.139 He locates the initial version in Judah not long after the fall of Israel. It was conceived as propaganda, he argues, by the Judean monarchy to legitimize itself as God’s true kingdom in contradistinction to Israel, which had received the judgment it deserved. The target audience was those who fled to Judah in the wake of the Assyrian invasion of 722. This early composition consisted of 1:1–2; 2:6–7:9; and 8:1–9:10 (excluding 3:1–2; 4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6). Other material was added later, even into the postexilic period. Radine tries to correlate the book of Amos with ancient Near Eastern literature, such as Assyrian literary-predictive texts and city laments.

New proposals continue to appear.140 In his recent commentary, Eidevall proposes a three-stage redaction process.141 Although the first phase of the book postdates the fall of Israel in 722, he says, it contains oracles from before the Assyrian invasion (perhaps delivered in Judah). Its purpose was to explain the “why” of the Northern Kingdom’s demise. The second version was produced after Judah’s defeat in 587 to rationalize that catastrophe. The third stage, from the Persian period, adds cosmological elements to earlier passages (such as the hymnic 4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6) and expands the eschatological hope of 9:11, 14–15 with vv. 12–13.

Another trend has been to try to connect the redaction of the Book of Amos with that of the Book of the Twelve, as does Jeremias, but in more detail. The work of Aaron Schart, one of Jeremias’s students, illustrates this approach.142 The idea of an intertwined production of the books of Hosea and Amos is the basis for his elaborate theory about the composition of the Twelve. Schart argues for a six-stage redaction history of the book of Amos, which he parallels with redactional layers of the Twelve. The first version of Amos (the speeches of chs. 3–6) was expanded by an edition of chapters 1–9 (stage two). This was then supplemented by a Deuteronomistic layer (stage three) that was part of a larger Deuteronomistic corpus (Amos + Hos, Mic, Zeph), which is referred to by scholars as the Book of the Four. Subsequently, Nahum and Habakkuk were added to that initial collection (stage four). A fifth salvific redaction stage (9:11, 12b, 13a, 14–15) was accompanied by the addition of Haggai-Zechariah, which was supplemented with another eschatological stratum (stage six: 4:9; 9:13aβ, b) and Joel and Obadiah. As a final step, Jonah and Malachi filled out the Twelve.143

Finally, a group of scholars assign the prophetic books (along with much of the Old Testament) to the Persian (or even Hellenistic) period. This is distinct from those who argue that the growing book of Amos had its final redactional stage in the Persian period. According to this view, the Persian province of Yehud was the sociohistorical context of the production of the prophetic books. These scholars maintain that these were written or sponsored by literati in Yehud after the return from exile. (Some hold that this was done specifically for a socially and economically powerful class.) Scribes reworked prophetic stories and oracles to create new material in the name of those prophetic spokespersons in order to communicate their sociopolitical and theological convictions and to shape a national past and identity. These scribes took over prophetic functions and crafted what they had received and their own additions into the literary prophecy that we now possess.144

Davies, Linville, and others offer expositions of the book of Amos from this perspective.145 While Linville is vague about the social placement and goals of the purported producers of the book, Davies suggests that the purpose of the book was to substantiate the supremacy of the Jerusalem sanctuary over those in Benjamin in the second half of the fifth century. This hypothetical reconstruction of the postexilic scribal world posits that the book’s harsh critiques are a pretext for attacking ills contemporary to these later redactors, cloaked under the historic prophet’s authority. This proposal is less than convincing, especially with little (and speculative) textual and archaeological evidence.146 Details in Amos—such as the existence of the Northern monarchy with its army and fortifications, the lack of emphasis on Jerusalem and its Temple, and the absence of any references to Babylon or Persia—also do not match up with the postexilic period.147 Despite being an increasingly popular position, there is no historical proof for these scribal guilds and their supposed literary prowess—scholars can only point to the books that they allegedly wrote. It is difficult for this view to explain how a small cadre of literati in a reduced Jersualem (or elsewhere in Yehud), who worked with the same “socially shared memoryscape” (Ben Zvi’s phrase), penned such diverse works with clear stylistic differences, theological variety, and recognizable historical allusions while also creating such an array of characters and scenes. These works do share some vocabulary and themes, but that is to be expected within any religious community.

Efforts to uncover the possible history of the development of the canonical book do offer insightful observations of the text and can point to potentially problematic passages. Nevertheless, this commentary pursues a primarily synchronic reading. It will concentrate on the received, or canonical, text. While some scholars are content to allow final-form approaches to coexist alongside critical studies in support of methodological pluralism,148 several reasons compel us to argue for our approach.

The first is the speculative nature of diachronic approaches.149 It is not uncommon to encounter a series of arguments based on a set of hypothetical positions, resulting in layer upon layer of conjecture, some of which is not verifiable (though simply assumed to be true) and not very persuasive if one does not accept the tentative grounds of those critical assumptions. Some scholars have begun to express this frustration and to call for more caution. A noteworthy voice in this regard was that of Roy Melugin. In 1978, he published an important study examining the work of Wolff and Koch150 and presented his thoughts about how to pursue a more careful reconstruction of the redaction of the book of Amos.151 In a review of Wolff’s theory, Melugin stated:

My intent is not to argue in favor of a single author; Wolff’s hypothesis indeed has plausibility. My purpose is rather to contend that, in this case, the evidence is not strong enough to create a scholarly consensus in favor of the probability of his proposal….

Based on this line of argumentation, strong doubts as to the ability of historical criticism to deliver on its promises would have to ground its critique in a belief that persuasive evidence is very often unavailable. An increasing reliance on synchronic over diachronic analysis might seem unavoidable, from the perspective of this paradigm, because the evidence needed for convincing historical reconstruction can be obtained only in a limited number of cases.152

The hypothetical element is admitted even by those committed to redactional approaches, although this acknowledgment is then ironically followed by a declaration of confidence in the supposedly assured results of such efforts. Proposals become progressively more elaborate. The level of precision that is required exceeds the evidence that can be marshaled in their support. Critical scholars debate each other over details as they all seek to apply their methods yet more rigorously, making the enterprise more tenuous.

After explaining his view concerning the growth of the book of Amos, Mays confesses, “A precise and detailed reconstruction of the course which that process took would have to be conjectural in large part.”153 Coote introduces his study with a contradictory caveat: “It was possible to make such a selection of oracles of Amos only after a lengthy study of the book, with a good deal of necessarily circular reasoning. But now that we can read them in this way in a group, the distinctive features they have in common become readily apparent.”154 Eidevall recognizes that his reconstruction is “inevitably hypothetical,” has a “tentative character,” and is “exploratory.”155

An extension of compositional conjecture involves the relationship of Amos to the surrounding books of the Twelve. The purview of this commentary is limited to Amos, but questions about the potentially speculative thinking of many critical proposals pertain here as well. Obvious to everyone is the presence of shared phrases (e.g., Joel 3:16, 21 [MT 4:16, 21] and Amos 1:2; Hos 4:15 and Amos 4:4; 8:14), theological themes (like the day of Yahweh, the term šûb [“return”]) and historical backdrops, as well as the juxtaposition of the mention of Edom in 9:12 with the book of Obadiah. Whatever the hypothetical, purposeful, redactional insertions may have been, it is difficult to extricate with certainty the redactional strategies in the production of these books and their canonical ordering. The data are tantalizing, but elusive.

Tellingly, Hadjiev admits, “The nature of this reconstruction is of necessity highly hypothetical but my hope is that the literary analysis of the text has demonstrated that it possesses at least a certain measure of plausibility.”156 Jeremias acknowledges that “any attempt to get back to the earlier strata of the book, not to speak of Amos’ actual words themselves, is necessarily burdened by a (variously differing) degree of uncertainty,”157 yet he then boldly argues not only for his detailed reconstruction of the redaction of Amos but also for an Amos-Hosea complex, and this within the broader, later arrangement of the Book of the Twelve. Jeremias’s hypothesis has been elaborated further by others, one of whom—another of his students—has proposed a twelve-stage redactional process!158

Apparently, at a subsequent point these prophetic books were meant to be read together and in their present, canonical sequence. The textual data indeed are suggestive, and scholarly attempts to explain these are insightful. It is difficult, however, to posit that ancient Israelites appreciated the collection in the way that modern scholars do. That the present configuration reads a certain way that makes sense to us (although proposals construe this coherence and movement across the Twelve in diverse ways)159 suggests the possibility that Israel might have understood the material similarly, nothing more. The Twelve were later considered a unit by some (e.g., Sir 49:10), but this testimony does not reveal what might have been Israel’s interpretive strategies at any particular moment in time. These are unrecoverable.160 In any case, the discrete superscriptions for each prophetic book indicate that they should be appreciated as separate compositions.161 The intertextual connections allow for dialogue across the collection of the Twelve, but that is a second-level exercise.

A second reason for the choice of a synchronic study follows upon the first. In addition to the lack of solid data, some foundations of classic form-critical and redaction-critical approaches to the prophetic literature are now questioned.162 One of the most telling instances of this is the reexamination of the plausibility of a Deuteronomistic redaction. Since the study of Werner H. Schmidt, the existence of such a redaction (or of multiple Deuteronomistic redactions) has been taken by many critical scholars as an established fact, and there have been attempts to demonstrate that it extends across the entire book of Amos (Schmidt focused on chapters 1–6).163 Verses identified as Deuteronomistic include 1:1 (the superscription); 1:9–12; 2:4–5, 10–12; 3:1b, 7; 5:4–5, 14–15, 25–27; 7:9–17; 8:11–12; and 9:11–15. It is odd that, in spite of these supposed influences of Deuteronomistic circles, Amos does not appear in the DtrH.164 Some studies of the Book of the Twelve propose the existence of a larger Deuteronomistic corpus (with conscious redactional interconnections) comprised of four of the prophetic books (Hosea-Amos-Micah-Zephaniah) at an early stage in the creation of the Twelve.165

One issue is the problem of nomenclature. Terms like “Deuteronomic” and “Deuteronomistic” are utilized with little precision and mean different things to different scholars. More seriously, there is less consensus than many suppose in regard to the identity of said Deuteronomists or Deuteronomistic circles, the content and the time span of their labors, the theological and ideological purposes of their redactional work, and the distinction between redaction and influence.166 The recent tendency to uncover a Deuteronomistic hand throughout the Old Testament has resulted in a phenomenon that some label “pan-Deuteronomism.”167 Wilson closes his comments on this development with this tongue-in-cheek remark: “Current trends in Deuteronomistic research may thus force scholars to take seriously the possibility that if everybody is the Deuteronomist, then there may be no Deuteronomist at all.”168

Other scholars doubt that there was a Deuteronomistic redaction of the prophetic books, whether individually or as a corpus. Ben Zvi has been particularly pointed in his assessment. He demonstrates the incongruities of several presuppositions of the Deuteronomistic position and their application to the prophetic literature and suggests that what some have taken as Deuteronomistic was actually a common theological fund of language and thought.169 Kugler, not wanting to eliminate totally the possibility of a Deuteronomistic influence, proposes standards for discerning such a redaction. However, when these are applied to Amos, most of the allegedly Deuteronomistic passages are eliminated or put in serious doubt. Only 3:7 and 5:4–5, 14–15 remain. He concludes cautiously, “These category 1 texts [i.e., those that appear to display the language and thought of the deuteronomic tradition] stand out in their context, and so they indicate a deuteronomic redaction of the book, light though it may be.”170 McKenzie, no enemy to Deuteronomic studies, comments, “With the exception of Jeremiah … the evidence for Deuteronomistic redaction of other biblical books is sparse and better explained otherwise.”171 Several recent proposals for redaction in the book of Amos question the existence of this layer, reduce it, or push the date for editorial work back earlier into the preexilic period.172

A third rationale for our approach is that the material in the book historically can be placed credibly within the first half of the eighth century BC. That evidence is marshaled in the first section of this introduction and throughout the exposition. Fourth, and finally, the book’s thematic coherence in combination with its impressive literary art can put in doubt the hypotheses of a series of accretions to a document developing over centuries.173 Most passages considered later insertions or expansions can be explained by other means—whether historically or literarily. In other words, alternative explanations are available for the transitions, repetitions, summary statements, and apparently disjunctive textual features that are claimed to signal the presence of redactional material. To expect a literary work (then or today!) to be perfectly seamless is not realistic. It can possess a textured coherence in its structure, textual features, argument, and flow as a rich, complex literary tapestry without demonstrating the exactitude and uniformity that modern Western scholars demand and make a fundamental criterion of their method—an impossible anachronistic standard. The final product that is the book of Amos is quite polished. One would have to posit a series of scribal redactors with the requisite skill and vision to construct such an impressive literary achievement while at the same time denying that the prophet could possess such abilities or theological sophistication.174

It is worth mentioning at this juncture that in some Old Testament scholarly circles, a number of voices have recently advocated the analysis of the final form of the text over a focus on possible earlier stages of composition for different reasons. Some speak from a confessional or theological perspective: The received canon is the Scripture of the Christian church and, accordingly, is an appropriate object of study.175 Others add a pastoral and moral argument: The canonical text is all that “average believers” know and use to navigate their daily lives and construct their ethics.176 Although I am sympathetic to these views, they do not constitute the rationale for my approach here.

These four arguments in favor of a synchronic reading do not mean that there were no additions to an original version of the book of Amos. Similarities in the superscriptions of several books (Amos 1:1; Isa 1:1; Hos 1:1; Mic 1:1; Zeph 1:1) point to editorial work posterior to the ministry of these prophets. The third-person narrative of 7:10–17 would have come from a hand other than the prophet’s; awkward lines do appear (e.g., 3:7; 5:25; 6:2; 8:6); and the turn in tone in regard to the future can be jarring (9:7–15). The exposition will engage these matters. Nevertheless, the difficulties in identifying who may have been the creators of this material and what may have been the motivations behind these potential insertions or the historical context for this hypothetical redactional work remain. The next section suggests a possible scenario for the composition of the book of Amos, some of which was broached earlier under “Authorship.”

In sum, our conviction is that an essentially synchronic approach placed against an eighth-century background is appropriate and plausible for the purposes of this commentary. The book of Amos is a literary creation that goes back largely to the prophet himself. Except for perhaps the superscription, other material would have been added shortly after the conclusion of his ministry and possibly under his influence.

B. THE AUTHENTICITY AND UNITY OF THE BOOK

1. The Biographical and Contextual Argument

Those who defend the prophet himself as the source of the material in the book of Amos on historical grounds have done so in several ways. One approach is to correlate the contents and flow of the book with developments within Amos’s life and ministry. Passages that are considered to be in tension are assigned to different stages of his experience. An early example is a 1940 article by Robert Gordis.177 After presenting counterarguments to the late dating of certain verses, he proposes a three-stage composition that would explain its present structure. (1) The earliest message of the prophet is found in 1:1–7:9, before the confrontation with Amaziah at Bethel. At that time, Amos was able to hold out some hope for Israel (5:4, 6, 14–15). (2) The crisis in 7:10–17 changed everything. The prophet was expelled from the Northern Kingdom, so he returned to Judah, where he finished his ministry with another series of oracles. The rebuff by the high priest signaled the nation’s final rejection of God’s warning, leading Amos to announce the end of Israel (8:2, 7; 9:8). Hope lay in a restored Judah (9:11–15). (3) Sometime later, 7:10–17 was added to 1:1–7:9; subsequently, chapters 1–7 were placed before the second set of oracles and visions. This arrangement of a historical episode between two sets of material is apparently also operative in Isaiah (chs. 1–35, 36–39, 40–66) and Jeremiah (chs. 1–25, 26–45, 46–52).

John D. W. Watts built his biographical reconstruction in accordance with the sequence of the visions.178 The first vision (7:1–3), he argued, occurred early in Amos’s ministry, when he was proclaiming both the judgment and grace of Yahweh. The second (7:4–6) can be connected with the announcement of judgment of chapters 1–3; but even then, there was some hope of averting disaster. By the time of the third vision (7:7–9), Amos began to exhort the people to not trust the sanctuaries or the monarchy (chs. 4–6). Everything came to a head at his preaching at a New Year’s festival in Bethel (7:10–17), when Amos was forced to leave and continue his ministry in Judah. There he announced God’s inescapable punishment of Israel (vision four, 8:1–3); this judgment would begin with the earthquake or war (vision five, 9:1–6). There was hope only for a purified remnant (9:7–15).179

Andersen and Freedman argue that the bulk of the book of Amos goes back to the prophet himself (or to an editor who would have been a close associate). They believe that what is described in the text fits an eighth-century context and evaluate most of the efforts of form- and redaction-critical approaches as too speculative.180 The diverse and apparently contradictory material of the book, they contend, can be explained according to a biographical arrangement.181 Whereas Watts’s view (as Gordis’s) followed a linear progression through the book, Andersen and Freedman’s hypothesis is more complex. They, too, build their reconstruction around the visions, but in a different manner. They postulate four phases in the ministry of the prophet. The earliest phase is reflected in visions one and two (7:1–6) and corresponds to the material of chapters 5 and 6 respectively. At this juncture, the prophet still held out the possibility of escaping the judgment of Yahweh (note especially 5:14–15). Israel’s repentance would avert disaster. The obstinacy of 4:6–11 marks the end of this initial phase and the transition to the second. At this point, the message was of irrevocable judgment, evident in visions three and four (7:7–9; 8:1–3). These two visions coincide with chapters 3 and 4 and chapters 1 and 2 respectively. This rejection of the word of Yahweh is illustrated by the confrontation with Amaziah in 7:10–17, which, in their view, most likely resulted in Amos’s imprisonment at Bethel (where he may have died). The imprisonment triggered the third phase, which concerns the future of the national leadership (8:4–14; and vision five, 9:1–6). A final and fourth phase consisted of the addition of 9:7–15.

These certainly are ingenious efforts to explain the content of Amos. Yet these hypothetical reconstructions of the prophet’s career are as speculative (and as subject to non-demonstration) as those of the book’s theoretical literary prehistory. More objective and capable of confirmation are historical approaches that seek to establish the contextual background of the book, not the life story of the prophet. The most exhaustive commentary of this type is Shalom Paul’s contribution to the Hermeneia series, which provides detailed historical data and comparative linguistic evidence from the ancient Near East. In his introduction, Paul states:

In the present commentary, these issues are dealt with in situ as they arise. Almost all of the arguments for later interpolations and redactions, including a Deuteronomistic one, are shown to be based on fragile and inconclusive evidence. When each case is examined and analyzed on its own, without preconceived conjectures and unsupported hypotheses, the book in its entirety (with one or two minor exceptions) can be reclaimed for its rightful author, the prophet Amos. The results of the investigation support the integrity of the book.182

Another example of this genre is Hayes’s Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet: His Times and His Preaching. He places the book against the political horizons of pressure from the north by Syria and the activities of a rival state under Pekah. He sees little need to postulate glosses to a hypothetical original collection of oracles, as he believes that the entire corpus makes historical sense as it now stands.183 Marvin Sweeney argues that practically, the whole book fits nicely into an eighth-century setting, especially when the prophet’s partisan Judean stance is properly appreciated. The book would have found an echo in the days of the Josianic reform a century later, but again, he sees no need to resort to an elaborate set of redactions.184

These historical studies disagree on details, each of which would have to be evaluated. For instance, Hayes’s volume offers valuable historical observations, but his larger hypothesis has not found support. Sweeney is particularly alert to the theological-ideological implications of the material. This sensitivity will be useful in the course of the commentary, even though his suggestion of the possibility of a Josianic redaction is not, in our opinion, compelling. What these two studies, along with Paul’s, do together as a group, however, is present strong cases for the historical credibility and integrity of the book of Amos.

2. The Book as a Literary Unity

The label “literary approaches” is very broad. In this commentary, this phrase does not refer to discovering genres that form-critical research has isolated in the prophetic literature. In his commentary, Wolff provides a list of those that appear in the book of Amos. They include the messenger formula (kōh ʾāmar yhwh; 1:3, 6, 13; 2:1, 6; 3:11–12, etc.), the divine oracle formula (nəʾum yhwh; 2:16; 3:15; 4:3, 5, etc.), the oath formula (4:2; 6:8; 8:7), the proclamation formula (šimʿû; 3:1; 4:1; 5:1; 7:16; 8:4), the didactic question (3:3–6, 8), the woe cry (5:18; 6:1), vision reports (7:1–3, 4–6, 7–9; 8:1–3; 9:1–4), the graded numerical saying (chs. 1–2), and the judgment oracle (1:3–8; 3:9–11; 5:16–17, etc.).185 These are helpful descriptors of common constructions and can be a useful starting point for exegesis. By and large, they are assumed by most scholars whether or not they agree with the hypothetical Sitze im Leben and subsequent development that form-critical scholars propose. This study recognizes the presence of these genres but concentrates on the larger structures in which they are embedded. In other words, they have a subordinate function within a broader rhetorical scheme. Attention is also given to other stylistic features that form-critical analysis has often missed.186

Nor do I mean by “literary approaches” the labels that Northrop Frye’s archetypal criticism uses to characterize a work. Based on those categories, Leland Ryken, for instance, calls Amos a “satire.”187 Others appeal to Frye’s categories of tragedy and comedy to describe the contents of the book.188 These perspectives can orient the reader to the book’s tone but do not offer insights into its structure and textual details.

a. Literary Approaches to the Book of Amos

The book of Amos has long been recognized as powerful literature, with fascinating wordplay, evocative imagery, multiple form-critical genres, and intriguing structural possibilities.189 Commenting a century ago, Driver declared:

The style of Amos possesses high literary merit. His language—with a few insignificant exceptions, due probably to copyists—is pure, his syntax is idiomatic, his sentences are smoothly constructed and clear. The even flow of his discourse contrasts remarkably with the short, abrupt clauses which his contemporary Hosea loves. Amos’s literary power is shewn in the regularity of structure…; in the balanced clauses, the well-chosen images, the effective contrasts…; as well as in the ease with which he manifestly writes, and the skill with which his theme is gradually developed.190

Today, of course, readers reap the benefits of more extensive study of stylistics, rhetorical devices, structures, and the imagery of the prophetic literature.

Literary analyses of the book of Amos can be of several types. Some focus on structural arrangements of varying size. These include, for example, investigation of its series of five (pentads) and seven (heptads).191 Gese discusses the book’s penchant for pentads, demonstrated in the five visions, the fivefold refrain of 4:6–11, and an original five-nation OAN complex in chapters 1–2 (he assumes that the Tyre, Edom, and Judah oracles are not authentic). He argues that these groupings demonstrate a common outline: Each is organized into two pairs with a concluding final element and exhibits progressive intensification.192 Series of seven are also prominent. Limburg observed eleven, but his list has been expanded to twenty-three by Dorsey.193 Another literary feature is the repetition of themes and vocabulary in the book for contrast and emphasis. This characteristic style binds the book together, even as it facilitates a progressive unfolding of its message. Critical scholars consistently assign these internal intertextual echoes to later redactors. But the pervasiveness of this literary element is intrinsic to the entire work, which is a literary tapestry of consummate skill. This creativity cannot be divorced arbitrarily from the prophet except by presupposing beforehand that prophets simply were incapable of sophisticated theological artistry.

Several patterns have been used to try to explain the book’s overall layout. Van der Wal tries to establish the inclusio as the primary structural marker of the book, resulting in a fivefold division of chapters 1–6 (1:2–3:8; 3:9–4:3; 4:4–5:6; 5:7–6:12; 6:13–14).194 The pattern that has proven most attractive to scholars is the chiasm (sometimes called an inverted or recursion pattern, or a palistrophe). Bovati and Meynet claim that the chiasm is a fundamental to la rhétorique biblique.195 The groundbreaking works on chiasm in Amos research were various articles on the layout of 5:1–17.196 Others claim to have discovered chiasms of all sizes throughout the book,197 some within single lines and between verses. They have been used, too, as the organizational scheme of longer sections within chapters, of entire chapters, across sets of chapters (such as chs. 1–2 and 3–6),198 and even of the entire book. Those scholars who propose a chiasm for the entire work take 5:1–17 (and ultimately 5:8) to be its center. This is true of those like Smalley and Dorsey, who work from the final form of the text, as well as of someone like Rottzoll, who attempts to reconstruct its redactional history.199

Another set of approaches concentrates on possible structural markers of explicit theological significance. Limburg identifies the “divine speech formulas” (those phrases using the verbs ʾāmar and dibber and the phrase nəʾum yhwh) as the organizational key. On this basis, he subdivides the book into seven parts, all of which (except 1:1–2) contain seven, or a multiple of seven, formulas.200 Koch designates the hymnic material as the most important of the book’s several structural indicators, identifying 4:13 and 9:5–6 as the closing verses of the first and second major sections respectively; 1:2 he deems the introduction to the first part, while 5:8–9 is simply the ending of a subsection.201 Dempster has looked at the distribution of the ten different names and titles of God. He presents their distinct use in each of the book’s four main parts (1:2–2:16; 3:1–6:14; 7:1–9:6; 9:7–15) and places particular emphasis on the location of the epithet “Yahweh God of Hosts” at the end of the five subsections of the second part (3:13; 4:13; 5:16; 5:27; 6:14). The goal of this arrangement, Dempster believes, is to signal a progressive movement to the climax at the announcement of “Yahweh is his name” in 9:6 and “Yahweh is your God” in 9:15.202

Each of these attempts to impose an all-encompassing, single structural clue, however, has flaws. The text simply cannot be so neatly packaged. Several scholars recognize the presence of awkward details that contradict their proposals. They move inconvenient verses or offer emendations to eliminate problems. For example, van der Wal changes the difficult haharmônâ in 4:3 to hāʾarmônâ (“the fortresses”) in order to match 3:9, since in his mind this term marks the inclusio for 3:9–4:3. Noble deletes 4:13 and transposes 5:8–9 and 6:2 to follow 5:10 and 6:7, respectively, to establish his chiasm for chapters 3–6. Smalley openly admits that 3:1–2, 4:13, and 5:1–3 do not fit well into his chiasm for the book. Dorsey confesses that, in the B (3:1–15) and B′ (7:1–8:3) sections of his chiasm, “the linkage is not as extensively developed as that between units A and A′.” Rottzoll leaves out several texts altogether (7:9, 10–17; 8:3, 4–14; 9:7–15).203

Other scholars ignore pertinent data or leave it unexplained. Limburg surprisingly does not take the swearing by Yahweh (4:2; 6:8; 8:7) into consideration as a speech formula, nor does he probe possible differences in meaning and rhetorical significance between the formulas that he does cite. He also fails to include Yahweh’s speaking in 9:1 in his count. Bovati and Meynet contend that the Judah oracle (2:4–5) is the center of a chiasm for chapters 1–2 without explaining how this can be coordinated with the movement of the OAN sequence to reach its thematic and literary climax at the Israel oracle (2:6–16). Koch’s arbitrary assessment that 5:8–9 alone among the hymnic passages is not a major division marker has been criticized by many. Dempster does not adequately handle the implications of the appearance of the divine epithet in 6:8 (and summarily dismisses the LXX evidence in a footnote), and he inexplicably does not grant equal weight to the other occurrences of “Yahweh is his name” (4:13; 5:8, 27).204 In other words, the fact that no single organizational scheme can fully explain the structure of the book “without remainder” strongly suggests that such all-encompassing efforts are probably misdirected. It is better to recognize that the book of Amos contains multiple organizational patterns and markers and that these can intersect one another.

b. A Proposal for Reading the Book of Amos

(1) The Structure and Structures in the Text

In trying to discern the overall layout of the book of Amos, it is important to observe at least two levels of structures. On the one hand, the book contains a good number of the formulas and genres that older form criticism identified. These can help in the analysis of particular passages, but they do not yield the overall organizational structure of longer passages or of the entire book. Consequently, limiting the investigation of the book’s structure to those units results in a rather disconnected presentation. The failure to grasp the book as a literary whole is not just the malaise of form critics. Paul, who argues consistently for the book’s authenticity, divides it into twenty-four parts. In other words, his is a strong vision of historical unity without much awareness of literary unity. Hayes also defends its historical integrity. He believes that “the book is best understood in terms of large rhetorical units rather than in terms of a multiplicity of small isolated units”205 and divides the book into nine parts. Nevertheless, he does not probe the interrelationship between these parts. Andersen and Freedman split the book into four parts and do spend a considerable amount of time reflecting on the possible significance of the shape of these larger structures. This interest is largely generated by their view that the book’s form reflects the stages of the prophet’s ministry.

The challenge is to recognize both the multiple genres and the larger structures. The bigger units constitute the second level of structural analysis. Both levels contribute to making this book a coherent literary work, one characterized by unity with diversity and by movement across its chapters. The book of Amos contains multiple structures of varying size that are interconnected in complex and subtle manners. This commentary subdivides the book of Amos into four primary sections, which can be summarized briefly as follows.

The first section, the preface (1:1–2), is brief. It contains the superscription (1:1), which sets the historical backdrop of the message of the prophet as eighth-century Israel, and the summary oracle (1:2). This verse sets the tone for all that will follow: The word that Amos has been given from Yahweh is one of devastating judgment upon the Northern Kingdom. This word proceeds from Jerusalem.

The second section, the Oracles against the Nations (1:3–2:16), condemns the cruelty of the nations. The oracles follow, with variations, the pattern of an opening messenger formula coupled with a graded numerical saying, an indictment, the announcement of punishment, and sometimes a closing divine formula. They are also interconnected lexically. The sin of these nations is primarily the disregard for human life in warfare, and the divine sentence is their own defeat and destruction. This sequence of nations culminates at the Israel oracle (2:6–16). This is the longest and most detailed of the oracles. This placement and length communicate that Israel will be the primary target of Yahweh’s judgment. The nation is condemned for its social injustice and religious perversions; it, too, will suffer total military defeat. Israel’s inclusion in the oracle sequence communicates that it has become like the other nations; its sin is the betrayal of its history and responsibilities before Yahweh.

The third section is the largest of the book (3:1–6:14). It presents more details concerning the guilt of Israel and the judgment of God and is divided into two parts. The first extends from 3:1 to 4:13 and opens with the divine proclamation “Hear!” This announces the word of Yahweh to his elect people (3:1–2). A series of rhetorical questions follows and points to the “evil” that will come from the hand of Yahweh, the lion (3:3–8; cf. 1:2). Its devastating reality is described by shorter oracles of judgment—of the tearing down of fortresses, sanctuaries, and homes (3:9–4:3). All the symbols of power, prestige, and protection will be destroyed. The well-to-do are especially singled out, but all will suffer in the war and earthquake. God’s wrath is not limited to the “secular” realms of economics and military pride; it also encompasses the religion of Israel (as indeed it must in the ancient world), which in its rituals of celebration masks a stubborn refusal to respond to Yahweh’s attempts to bring the nation to repentance (4:4–5). In a fivefold refrain, he declares, You did not return to me. A saying of Yahweh (4:6, 8, 9, 10, 11). This sequence culminates with a call for Israel to prepare itself and with a hymn that portrays the greatness of Yahweh (4:12–13). The Northern Kingdom will meet him as he truly is—not the beneficent deity of the sanctuaries of 4:4–5, but the all-powerful Creator. Yahweh refuses to countenance a society that claims to be his even as it turns its back on his demands. Yahweh refuses to be misrepresented in this religious travesty.

The second subsection (5:1–6:14) is made up of three interrelated chiastic structures (5:1–17; 5:18–27; 6:1–14). The first chiasm begins and ends with a lament for the dying (5:1–3, 16–17). The indictment of the religious centers, again, is inseparable from the condemnation of socioeconomic and military practices and attitudes. The focus once more is on the incomparable power of Israel’s God. The closing line of a hymn, Yahweh is his name, is the center and focus of the chiasm (5:8). The second chiasm (5:18–27) begins with a woe oracle and extends the accusation against the religion of the Northern Kingdom. Religion without an ethic is unacceptable before Yahweh, as the center of this chiasm so eloquently proclaims: Let justice roll down as the waters, and righteousness like a never-ending stream (5:24). Therefore, Israel must learn that the day of Yahweh will be not one of light and victory (5:18–20) but one of darkness and exile (5:26–27). A sarcastic woe oracle over the leadership opens the third chiasm (6:1–3). Those who enjoy the delicacies of the marzēaḥ feast while others suffer will lead the trek into exile (6:4–7). However, it must be understood that the entire nation, from the greatest to the least and from border to border, will feel the force of the invader that will be the instrument of the judgment of Yahweh Ṣəbāʾôt (6:8–14). The center of this chiasm reveals that many will die, but still Israel will refuse to call out to the true God (6:9–10). This misconstrual of Yahweh is a topic of discussion below under “Religion and Theology in the Book of Amos,” pp. 70–78.

The fourth and final section of the book contains the reports of the five visions of the prophet (7:1–9:15). In the first two visions, Yahweh shows Amos scenes of incredible disaster but stays his hand because of the prophet’s intercession (7:1–6). With the third, the structure of the vision reports changes in at least two ways. First, there is no longer intercession for Israel. Second, each of the last three vision reports is followed by a commentary that develops its themes. The third vision describes the demise of the military, the religious centers, and the monarchy (7:7–9). The confrontation between Amos and Amaziah at Bethel confirms the national establishment in its sin and lends further substantiation for the message of judgment (7:10–17). The fourth vision offers an image of the end of Israel and describes the lamenting in the Bethel temple (8:1–3). Amos 8:4–14 provides more details of the sins that merit the wrath of Yahweh, which will come in that day (vv. 9, 13; cf. days are coming, v. 11). That wailing in the sanctuary is matched in v. 14 with the irony of the nation stumbling after its own “yahwehs”—that is, those local conceptions of their national god—in search of deliverance.

Unlike in the previous four visions, in the fifth, Yahweh does not show something to the prophet, nor is there an exchange between them. Here Amos witnesses the Lord (ʾădōnāy) himself standing by the altar. He is not there to grace the temple at Bethel. Yahweh has come to judge it and pursue the people in judgment (9:1–4). This is the final act and word of God against the religious heart of Israel and fittingly closes the vision sequence (the last three all involve the temple). Yahweh personally confronts this center of national identity and consciousness. A hymn again underscores the power of the divine Judge (9:5–6) and the climactic nature of the fifth vision (the only one with an attached hymn). The final verses of the book let the reader know that the end of the Northern Kingdom—although inevitable, inescapable, and comprehensive—is not the end of the people of God (9:7–10). There is hope, but it lies beyond the devastation (9:11–15). Days are coming when the ruined cities will be rebuilt and the plagued fields once more will be fruitful. At that time there will be a new world under a very different regime, a Davidic kingdom. The book begins with Israel among the nations, and so it likewise closes—but in such a different way! In that day, Israel will be one among the other peoples of the earth, even others who will bear his name (9:12; cf. 9:7; 1:3–2:16). Still, theirs will be a unique relationship with their God: Yahweh Ṣəbāʾôt will be your God (9:15).

The structure of the book can be presented in outline form as follows:

I. Preface (1:1–2)

A. Superscription (1:1)

B. Summary Oracle (1:2)

II. The Oracles against the Nations (1:3–2:16)

A. Oracle against Damascus (1:3–5)

B. Oracle against Philistia (1:6–8)

C. Oracle against Tyre (1:9–10)

D. Oracle against Edom (1:11–12)

E. Oracle against Ammon (1:13–15)

F. Oracle against Moab (2:1–3)

G. Oracle against Judah (2:4–5)

H. Oracle against Israel (2:6–16)

III. The Words of God and the Prophet to Israel (3:1–6:14)

A. Divine Exposure of Israel’s Guilt (3:1–4:13)

1. Two Tales of One City (3:1–4:3)

2. Love Can Be Blind (4:4–13)

B. Prophetic Lament for the Death of Israel (5:1–6:14)

1. What’s in a Name? (5:1–17)

2. The Delusion of Religion (5:18–27)

3. The Delusion of Power (6:1–14)

IV. Visions of Israel’s Future (7:1–9:15)

A. Two Visions of Natural Disaster (7:1–6)

B. A Vision of Military Defeat (7:7–17)

1. Vision: Tin Fortresses (7:7–9)

2. Expansion: The Confrontation at Bethel (7:10–17)

C. A Vision of Religious Failure (8:1–14)

1. Vision: A Basket of Disaster (8:1–3)

2. Expansion: The Cost of Religious Perversion (8:4–14)

D. A Vision of Divine Sovereignty in Judgment (9:1–15)

1. Vision: The Shaking of the Temple (9:1–6)

2. Expansion: The Hope beyond the Ruins (9:7–15)

(2) The Poetics of the Text

A close reading involves more than discerning structures, although that can be the extent of what is offered by studies of the book of Amos that claim to be literary approaches. Structures provide only the skeleton of a text. There is still a need to fill in the flesh and to get beyond the bare bones. Comprehending a text as a literary work requires close attention to other features, such as the use of language (sound, word play, imagery, and metaphor), characterization, type-scenes, point of view, and plot. This is the focus of a method which some label “poetics,” an approach associated in Old Testament studies with scholars such as Adele Berlin, Robert Alter, Meir Sternberg, Harold Fisch, and Shimon Bar-Efrat.206 To notice stylistics opens a window to the power of the biblical text as literature.

(3) The Rhetorical Aims of the Text

The appreciation of the literariness of a text can lead to an awareness of its art of persuasion. Ultimately, the purpose of such study is to be able to get at the why of the book of Amos. What is it trying to say and for what reason? The work of Karl Möller can aid us in articulating those rhetorical aims. He has applied insights of rhetorical-critical approaches and speech-act theory, which explore the communicative nature and goals of texts, to the book of Amos.207 He mentions five steps required in this sort of analysis.208 The first is to identify the rhetorical units of the literary work. The second is to try to discover the rhetorical situation and problem—that is, the primary concern that the author and text address. The third is to identify the rhetorical genre that is the vehicle to handle this problem. The fourth is to find the rhetorical strategy, those structures and techniques that the author/text employs to accomplish the desired effects. The last step is to assess the rhetorical effectiveness of the work. The following interacts with each of these five steps in turn to explain what I believe is the rhetorical aim of the book of Amos.

A previous section (“The Structure and Structures in the Text,” pp. 60–64) presented an outline of the book and surveyed those rhetorical units that form the basis of the commentary. The next step of ascertaining the rhetorical problem is more difficult. As have others, Möller distinguishes the rhetorical problem that the prophet may have faced from the one to which the book is responding. Whereas the former deals with Israel under Jeroboam II, the latter, he believes, is directed at the Southern Kingdom. In his view, all of the material in the book essentially derives from the prophet, but certain textual data (such as 1:1–2; cf. 7:12–13) suggest that the work as such was designed to be a warning to Judah after the fall of Samaria. The failures of Israel articulated so powerfully in the book were a precedent of divine judgment. Judah, if it did not heed the word from God, would suffer a similar demise.209

Two comments are pertinent here. To begin with, Judah and Jerusalem are rarely mentioned (1:1–2; 2:4–5; 6:1). It seems overly subtle to claim that the final work was directed explicitly at a Southern audience when so little is concerned openly with the Southern Kingdom. The clues for such a position are few. Of course, the work would have been heard, read, and preserved in Judah after the fall of Samaria (see above under “Authorship,” p. 33), but that is another matter. To acknowledge this historical fact is not the same thing as saying that the material was later reshaped in Judah as a word for Judah.

Second, an alternative interpretation is closer to the contours of the text. It is not surprising that Judah and Zion appear in a few places in the book. Amos, after all, was from Tekoa! It is important to notice the reason for their mention. Amos 2:4–5 and 6:1 make it clear that there is no appeal to Judah as an ethical and religious foil to Israel. The prophet is not a naïve nationalist. Judah, too, will experience the wrath of God. The key is to recognize that the book aims to delegitimize Israel: its government, its social life, and its religious institutions—or, to use different terminology, the Northern Kingdom’s social construction of reality, that social imaginary Israel claimed was under Yahweh’s blessing and protection. He was the national god that all celebrated, even those who suffered at the hand of its systemic abuses. Yahweh, however, would have none of this and vowed to destroy this perversion. This was what the prophet had been commissioned to announce. This delegitimizing of Israel and announcement of judgment were not designed to have Israel look to Judah as a model or politico-religious option (although Amaziah may have thought that this was the prophet’s aim; 7:10–13). Israel was to recognize that Zion, not the Northern sanctuaries, was God’s proper dwelling place (1:2). This Zion, however, could also be a center of sin (6:1). The point to be made was not that Jerusalem was good (which it was not), but rather that Yahweh, the true God, dwelled there, and he could not—indeed he would not—be a part of what was happening in Israel. The end of the book also reveals that the hope for Israel did not lie with the Judah of that day and its government (which the eighth-century prophets Isaiah and Micah would vigorously denounce), but in a Davidic regime beyond the judgment. Significantly, there is no mention in 9:11 of Jerusalem and the contemporary dynasty in Judah. In other words, this is a Davidic hope, not a Judean one.

Amos appeals to traditions, such as the exodus, conquest, moral codes (there is no need to argue for the existence of completed law corpora), and the promises to David, to delegitimize the present and frame the future. The prophetic appeal, in other words, is historical and transcendent, not partisan. The same thrust is evident in another canonical prophet in Israel in this time period: Hosea. There, too, one finds brief, vague announcements of a single nation under a Davidic king beyond the judgment (Hos 1:11 [MT 2:2]; 3:5).210 How and when this would happen and what this hope would be like is not explained in any detail. This is not surprising. The aim is denunciation; it is not to offer a specific sociopolitical alternative. The message is to respond to God’s demands, forsake the false society created and defended by the regime and its civil religion, and trust in a world that only Yahweh can bring and fashion. Repentance and perseverance on the way to something new has been the cry of social critics throughout the ages.211

From the perspective of this section and on the basis of the arguments presented earlier, therefore, the book of Amos as it now stands fits within the historical framework of the Northern Kingdom before its fall to the Assyrians in 722. It would have been composed before that date by the prophet or by someone—or a group (perhaps scribes)—close to him. What later hearers had before them, then, was not a text that had been created for a Judean audience. What they heard (and perhaps some read) was a prophetic message delivered to their northern neighbor. That work very well could have functioned as a cautionary tale or as a theological explanation of doom and hope to later generations,212 but this would not have been according to some redactional plan devised by later tradents. It would have been a subsequent appropriation of that “canonical” word. It is important to distinguish reception from production. Surely, there were several such appropriations, such as after Judah’s demise, in exile, and in postexilic Yehud. The rhetorical situation to which the book speaks, however, is eighth-century Israel on its way to judgment and the end of its existence as a nation.

In his discussion of rhetorical genre, Möller alludes to the three categories distinguished by classical Greek rhetoric: the judicial, the deliberative, and the epideictic. He argues correctly that even though the judicial (to have the audience make a judgment on the past) is prominent, the deliberative determines the thrust of the book. That is, it attempts to convince the audience about what would be the best course of action in light of the future.213 The book of Amos definitely sets its sights on the future—both an immanent future of loss coming via an earthquake and an invasion and a farther-off future of restoration beyond those disasters. The text exhorts its audience to seek life, the good, and Yahweh in order to live properly in light of the end (5:4–6, 14–15). This message is explored more fully under “Religion and Theology in the Book of Amos” (pp. 90–94).

The fourth step is to determine the rhetorical strategy. Möller proposes that the book utilizes the strategy of debate at two levels. The first is the exchange between the prophet and his Israelite audience that is portrayed in the world of the text (2:12; 3:2; 4:1; 6:13; 7:10, 11, 16; 8:5, 14). At the level of the book, he contends that this presentation of a “prophet in debate” was intended to convince the hearers and readers of the book in Judah to learn from the errors and fate of Israel.214 What Möller does not make clear is how it is possible to differentiate between an account of the give-and-take of Amos’s actual “debate” with his audience and its supposed conscious reproduction as a rhetorical device to engage subsequent listeners and readers in the South. The book is a record of his announcement of doom and hope; how that might have been understood or used by others later is a separate issue and not part of its original rhetorical strategy.

The fifth step concerns rhetorical effectiveness. Did the message of Amos impact his immediate audience so that Israel changed its attitudes and actions? Apparently not. There is no data available except the historical fact that not too long afterward, the nation was defeated by the Assyrian Empire. On the other hand, the message of Amos, which was written down in what we now have as a book, was considered important enough to be preserved over the following decades (and centuries), but how and by whom we have no way of telling. Was it kept by a particular social group (perhaps priests in the Temple in Jerusalem?) or was it in the public domain in some fashion? It did eventually find its way into the corpus of the Minor Prophets, but there again, we are ignorant of the process of compilation. That eighth-century prophetic texts were available in some form after that time is evident in Jeremiah 26:18, which cites Micah as a warning in a defense of Jeremiah before his accusers over a century later.

Speech-act theory can help make the distinction between the rhetorical aim of the prophetic book in Israel and its possible later appropriation, but in a different manner than proposed by Möller.215 Assuming that it is possible to transition from oral speech acts to a text as a speech act,216 our position is that this literary work, the book of Amos, is an illocution (a communicative act) that is reflective of and originates in the locutions of the prophet in Israel. Its horizon was the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and it was composed before the Northern Kingdom’s demise in 722. It is not necessary to limit the book to one of Searle’s classes of illocutionary acts (assertives, directives, commissives, declaratives, and expressives); each plays a part within the work. The book announces the end of Israel’s existence as a nation by exposing its self-destructive behavior and beliefs (in the past and in the present). This “end” was to be constituted, first, by a devastating judgment through an earthquake and an invasion, and, second, after that time by the restoration and rebuilding of that society under a Davidic regime.

The perlocutionary goals of the prophet’s words spoken in Israel were to expose Israel’s false ideologies regarding Yahweh and its society and to get the nation—whether corporately or as individuals—to respond appropriately to the twofold threat before it was too late (e.g., 5:4–6, 14–15; cf. 7:1–6). Neither what it had done in the past (2:11–12; 4:6–11) nor its reaction to the prophet himself (7:10–17; cf. 9:10) bodes well for a positive reaction. That message’s desired, immediate impact is to be distinguished from the illocution that is the book and what may have been its perlocutionary purpose and actual effect. If the book was finished in Judah soon after the prophet’s removal from Israel, then a perlocutionary purpose of the book may have been to be a testament to the judgment that Yahweh had announced against Israel. The earthquake did happen soon after Amos’s time in the North, but the Assyrian incursions lay decades in the future. Hence, the book is vague about the enemy and uses stereotypical language regarding an invasion, even as it declares that the judgment is deserved. History would prove it to be true.

The book, in time, may have served as a warning to Judah of God’s wrath, based on what had occurred years before in Israel. However, this would have been an ensuing perlocutionary effect grounded in the text’s status as an accepted prophetic word, not the original purpose of the text that bears Amos’s name. Many years later, in the sixth century, the warnings of this and other prophets would fall on deaf ears as the Babylonian armies approached to conquer Judah. These works would also stand as a testimony for later generations. That canonical function, then and through the centuries, is yet another perlocutionary effect beyond their original intent.

IV. RELIGION AND THEOLOGY IN THE BOOK OF AMOS

The theology of the book of Amos did not arise in a vacuum but was shaped by its milieu and spoke to particular issues and challenges. Accordingly, this section begins with a brief consideration of the religious context of eighth-century Israel. The second part outlines the theology of the biblical text. Barton distinguishes four potential approaches to the book’s theology: the theology of the eighth-century prophet, the theology of the editorial additions, the theology of the final form of the text, and the theology of the prophet’s original audience.217 This presentation begins with the last of his four options and then moves to the other three, which are seen as largely identical.218

A. THE RELIGIOUS CONTEXT

The critique of religion and the cult has long been a central concern in Amos research. Not all agree, however, about what this prophetic book denounces. Is the target an aberrant form of worship of Yahweh, the adoration of other deities, or some combination of the two?219 Scholars of an earlier generation contended that Amos championed “ethical monotheism,” a purer religion stripped of the trappings of ritual and grounded in the ideals of a strong social morality.220 Which of these options is the most credible?

The book of Amos appears to contain references to other gods and religious activities related to their worship (2:7–8; 5:26; possibly 6:4–7; 7:9; 8:14). Debate centers on what is described in these verses and whether they are authentic or later additions. Some commentators make a sharp distinction between the messages of the prophets Amos and Hosea. Whereas the former was interested in issues of social justice, it is said, the latter denounced belief in other deities. Wolff assigns references to other gods to his “Amos school.” For example, in his view, 5:26 postdates the fall of Samaria and the arrival of people from elsewhere, who came with their gods (cf. 2 Kgs 17:29–33).221 At the other end of the spectrum is Barstad’s thesis that Amos was immersed in a polemic against other deities and heralded Yahweh as the only true god.222

The last two decades have witnessed an explosion in the number of publications dealing with religious life in Israel. The presence of syncretism in the eighth century is undeniable. Scholars may dispute whether a goddess was worshipped and what her relationship might have been with Yahweh, how and when monotheism may have arisen, and how all of this is reflected (or was suppressed) in the Old Testament, but there is no denying the evidence of a complex Yahwism, as well as the veneration of other gods in that ancient context. The amount of data continues to grow.223 One of the most spectacular finds was the images and inscriptions found at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud in eastern Sinai.224 Some argue that the official cults in both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms may have had some sort of images (whether anthropomorphic or more symbolic shapes) in their principal temples.225 Disagreements center on the interpretation of the inscriptional evidence and the multiple archaeological findings at cultic sites and elsewhere (e.g., altars, cult stands, figurines, bowls, standing stones).

In such a context, it would be surprising if the book of Amos did not contain references to other deities, even if this were not the primary thrust of its message.226 It is increasingly difficult to persist in maintaining that the prophet Amos was unaware of or was not concerned about other deities and aberrant practices, or that he simply chose to ignore them. Perhaps the nature of religion itself needs to be reconceptualized.

1. The Significance of “Official Religion” and “Popular Religion”

Scholarship differentiates between “official religion” and “popular religion.” In rough terms, the consensus has been that the official religion was observed at recognized national sanctuaries and overseen by professional personnel. Through teachings and ceremonies at these designated shrines, the ideology of this religious system would have legitimated the state and the status quo of society. This pattern explains the typical ancient Near Eastern understanding of the interrelationship between the national god with its presence and support, the leaders (especially the king) and institutions of the royal administration, the temple, the land, and the organization of society and the cosmos.227

Popular religion is more difficult to define, except to say that somehow it lies beyond the bounds of official religion. It is possible to classify scholarly work on the topic in heuristic fashion into at least four categories. The first can be labeled demographic. This approach associates the popular with the religious beliefs and practices of the majority of the population, irrespective of social class or gender. Others locate popular religion within a particular social setting. From this perspective, the term refers to the religion practiced within the domestic realm and/or in outlying villages and towns over against the more central, urban, nationally sanctioned shrines. Popular religion has also been described sociologically. Specific attention is given to the power dynamics of socioeconomic class, location, and gender. In this case, popular religion would be the religious expressions of women and other groups marginalized by those in control of the social, economic, and political spheres and by the religious authorities and centers that sustained them. Each of these constructs offers insights into the data. The approach taken here, however, is that of interpretive anthropology, which situates the study of popular religion within the broader compass of culture.228

Building upon the work of Clifford Geertz and others, I understand culture to be those “webs of significance” that define and shape meaning for a people. Shared mores, common traditions, accepted social structures that provide worth and stability, rites of passage, communal celebrations, and the like all work together to create a “world” where a certain view of life, attitudes, behavioral patterns, and social roles cohere. This matrix offers an explanation of the “way things are” and “why they are the way they are.” In other words, “reality” is in part a social construct where “what is” seems “natural” and obvious.229 Within this theoretical framework, Geertz has defined religion as

(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.230

Through religion, this “world” is given divine authorization. Sacred images and rituals at designated holy sites bestow a sacred rhythm and order, as it were. Perennial issues of birth, survival, marriage, fertility, prosperity, health, and death are accounted for and celebrated in powerful ways. Personal daily life and national life have both immanent and transcendent meanings. The commonsensical is “true.”

This coherence is not monolithic, homogeneous, or static. Within a given culture, different individuals and groups share identical symbols and participate in the same rites and festivals, even as they can give these distinct interpretations and significance according to their social status, gender, age, geographical location, and background. The broad coherence, in other words, is complex. Accordingly, popular religion is not singular; it cannot be limited to any one subgroup within a society. Neither can it be reduced solely to that which occurs in certain locales. The broader population holds much in common in terms of a certain shared belief system: Everyone worships at the sanctuaries, and all join in the ceremonies. In addition, each subgroup and each place can have its own particular practices and venerate the deity (or deities) in ways that both overlap with and extend beyond this shared religious network. This variegated religion of the wider populace coexists with the official religion of the state.231

2. The Critique of Religion and the Cult

Interpretive anthropology can help clarify the divine judgment on religion in the book of Amos in at least three ways. First, it should not be a surprise that descriptions of the cult in which the entire nation participates (4:4–5; 5:4–6, 21–25; 8:3, 10–14) are connected to the religious attitudes of particular groups, such as the more well-to-do and those in power (2:8; 6:4–7; 7:10–17; 8:4–6). These descriptions form part of the interconnected religious fabric of the Northern Kingdom. All classes of people take part in ceremonies at the temples; oppressor and oppressed alike join in common religious practices and revere the same god. Apparently, in Israel there was broad allegiance to a doctrine of a national god and the claim that Bethel was the chief sanctuary of the kingdom (the text also mentions Gilgal and Dan). All persons—irrespective of social standing—could honor the deity called Yahweh, who in their minds was there to protect and bless his people. These convictions and feelings, which found expression in the cult, would not be championed just by those in power or only by those responsible for maintaining the official ideology—especially if the cult took place in time-honored sanctuaries for Israel in general (Gen 28:18–22) and the Northern Kingdom in particular (1 Kgs 12:29; 13).232

Second, neither is it surprising that, even as there is much that all share, there is complexity in the religious life pictured in the text. Some practices would have been more class specific. For example, only the wealthy would have been able to afford a marzēaḥ feast to commemorate the dead (6:4–7). At the same time, a breadth of religious beliefs and customs is evident in the invitation to all to come to Bethel and Gilgal (4:4–5; 5:4–6) and in the public nature of many of the celebrations (5:21–23). The mention of pilgrimage to Beersheba in Judah (5:5; 8:14) implies that there were also those in Israel who would cross national boundaries to go to that historic holy place in the Southern Kingdom, beyond the parameters of the official religion. This religious devotion is widened further by what, in the prophet’s eyes, is a heterodox faith that includes the aforementioned marzēaḥ meals (6:4–7), household shrines (2:8, whether Yahwistic or not), the existence of diverse local Yahweh cults (8:14; cf. 7:9), and potentially the worship of other gods (esp. 5:26; perhaps 2:8; 7:9; 8:14).

Recent archaeological studies at Tel Dan may substantiate the mix of the official and the more private and familial. Excavations in Area T reveal key differences between Stratums III (ninth century BC) and II (eighth century BC).233 The raising of the podium with a monumental staircase for an altar in T-North and the construction of a temenos wall around the altar in T-Center in the eighth century reflect more controlled access to the primary altars, which would have been under the jurisdiction of religious personnel and used for major rituals. At the same time, subsidiary chapels in the rooms of T-West offered freer access for the smaller-scale worship of individuals and families. This does not mean that priests would not have been present, but officiants and participation would not have been limited to professional personnel (cf. 1 Sam 1:3–5, 21; 2:13–16). This cultic spatial arrangement, which demonstrates an overlap between official and broader popular religion at a major temple, is not unique in the ancient world. This evidence can help illumine the complex admixture of religious life in the book of Amos.234

From the prophetic perspective, each dimension of this religious reality was idolatrous. There were the deviant concepts created by official and popular religions and the various local manifestations of Israel’s God that all carried the name “Yahweh,” as well as idols of other gods who claimed Israel’s attention. Today, discussions of idolatry often focus on other deities and ancient Near Eastern beliefs about images, but what can be missed is that to redefine Yahweh and to worship him in what the prophet believed were inappropriate ways was tantamount to idolatry, even if no images were used.235 Distortions of Yahweh actually presented another god created by the human imagination and propensities. Apparently, the Northern Kingdom continued to celebrate the cult in the central sanctuaries according to historical directives,236 but their conception of Yahweh was skewed. Amos does not critique the rituals because they were done improperly but because of the distorted picture of the deity they propagated.

Third, interpretive anthropology helps explain why judgment must begin at the sanctuaries. The official sanctuaries of Israel represented more than locations for religious activity. In and through them, a “world” was sanctified that celebrated national exceptionalism (as it is called today) and was unjust. To announce the destruction of these cultic centers was tantamount to announcing the destruction of this social construction of reality. Amos’s announcement that Yahweh was roaring from Zion (1:2), the religious center of Judah, and that the future hope lay with the fallen booth of David in the South (9:11), underscored that the “world” authorized by Israel’s various worship centers was illegitimate.237 It makes sense that the words of Amos, a prophet from Judah, were interpreted as a conspiracy against the crown (7:10–13). Israel’s religion was unacceptable because the nation believed that this was the “world” that Yahweh supported and would defend. What made the religious construct more insidious is that even those who suffered within this sociocultural matrix apparently also accepted it as the nature of things and paid homage to its god. The sanctuaries were crowded with victim and exploiter alike.

So, judgment must begin at the altar at Bethel (3:14; 8:3; 9:1). Bethel and the other holy places that sustained this “world” must be destroyed, and their personnel removed (5:4–6; 7:9, 16–17; cf. 8:14). To begin the punishment at the sanctuaries was to strike at the very heart of Israel’s self-understanding, its theology, and its systemic ideologies. In the ancient Near East, the temples, especially the central sanctuaries, were fundamental to a people’s view of the world.238 Temples were the earthly residences of the deities, which had been built painstakingly under their direction. They were believed to replicate the heavenly realm and be the venue for connecting to it. Temples were the places where the stability of the created order and society, justice, fertility, prosperity, and peace could be ensured as the gods were pleased through specified rituals. Ancient Mesopotamian temples were also one of the settings of prophetic activity, and on occasion, prophets were members of the temple personnel. An important aspect of the prophetic messages was to remind the king of his ritual duties and the solemn obligation to maintain the sanctuaries in good condition so that the deity would bless and protect the people.239 To bring down the holy sites—particularly the primary temple—was to eliminate the foundational holy space, symbols, and ceremonies that legitimized the kingdom, the royal house, and the social construct. It could cripple an economic pillar, too, because of the role temples could play in the administration and collection of taxes. The fact that Amos proclaimed that this judgment would come at Yahweh’s hand was a powerful declaration that the deity whom Israel claimed to follow did not approve of the nation and its cult and would not tolerate its continued existence.240

Israel was not interested in listening to the true representatives of Yahweh (2:11–12; 7:11–13) and did not respond to repeated calls to attention (4:6–11). The people preferred a religion of celebration that reflected their own religious impulses (4:4–5; 5:18–20). They did not grasp the intimate connection between religious practices and justice (5:21–25; 8:4–6). On the contrary, to question this religious worldview violated popular perceptions of God and threatened the official religion (7:10–13). Later, Israel would clamor everywhere for a word from Yahweh, but it would be too late (8:11–14).

Beyond the sanctuaries lay the religious places and rituals in homes and in the countryside with influences from other quarters. These compounded the problems within the religious “world” of the Northern Kingdom and increased the depth and breadth of its unacceptable Yahwism. This gross misunderstanding is why Yahweh, as he truly makes himself known, is the central theological theme of the book of Amos.


B. THE THEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF AMOS

1. Theological Traditions

a. Attempts to Identify the Foundational Theological Perspective of the Prophet

In the past, Amos research had an interest in identifying the primary theological framework behind the prophet’s words. This tendency was connected in some cases to the desire of form criticism to establish the Sitze im Leben of the prophetic oracles and to trace the development of the message over time. The three most prominent theological traditions that were proposed as the foundation of Amos’s message were the cult, the covenant, and wisdom. Since these trends are surveyed in detail elsewhere, the following discussion highlights only a few of the more important studies.241

(1) Cult and (Mosaic) Covenant242

The notion that the prophets were related to the cult goes back well over a century. Mowinckel, for example, associated the giving of oracles with cultic settings, where he envisioned the prophets responding to the appeals of the people and of the king to Yahweh.243 Recent research does demonstrate the existence of cultic prophets.244 This position stands in sharp contrast to scholars (as far back as Wellhausen) who put the prophets in opposition to the cult as champions of an “ethical monotheism.”245

The book of Amos is full of cultic allusions. Sanctuaries and rituals are singled out for censure (3:14; 4:4–5; 5:4–6, 21–24; 8:3–6, 10; 9:1), the one narrative of the book occurs in a cultic setting (7:10–17), and other deities and religious practices and sites are mentioned (2:7–8; 5:26; 6:4–7; 7:9; 8:14). In the middle decades of the twentieth century, some scholars proposed that Amos was a cultic prophet or had functioned in some capacity at one of the sanctuaries. On the basis of the term nōqēd in 1:1, Bič argued that Amos had been a hepatoscoper (one who reads livers to interpret oracles).246 Kapelrud suggested that he had been a high-ranking cult official in charge of temple herds.247 Würthwein believed that Amos had begun his ministry as a salvation-giving cult prophet (Heilsnabi) but that he became a preacher of judgment after the second vision (Unheilsnabi).248 Although building on Würthwein’s work, Reventlow rejected the dichotomy between two distinct categories of prophets. In his view, cultic prophets spoke both promise and doom.249 He, like others, related various passages to specific liturgical settings. These included an execration ritual against other nations (1:2–2:16), a covenant renewal ceremony (4:4–13), and the New Year’s festival (5:18–20).250

While several of these studies linked the cult with the covenant between Yahweh and Israel, others took up this covenantal perspective without connecting it to cultic settings or institutions. With support in research on ancient Near Eastern suzerain-vassal treaties, this position claimed that Amos utilized covenant curse formulas251 and directed a lawsuit (rîb) against the people for violating covenant stipulations (whether explicit laws or moral principles).252 A number of recent commentators have emphasized the importance of the covenant for the book’s message.253

(2) Wisdom

An alternative social and theological context that has been proposed for the prophet Amos is wisdom. An early advocate was Terrien,254 but Wolff offered the most extensive articulation of this option.255 To the graded numerical sequence of the OAN, the didactic questions of 3:3–8, and certain vocabulary (e.g., “the right” in 3:10) that Terrien had cited, Wolff added the woe cries of 5:18–20 and 6:1, 3–6 (cf. 5:7), the exhortation speeches of 4:4–5; 5:4–6, 14–15, and key themes (the concern for the poor, the condemnation of extravagant lifestyles) as proof of wisdom influence. In his view, Amos’s milieu would have been that of older rural clan wisdom, not that of royal circles.256

While there are lexical, thematic, and structural overlaps between prophetic literature and wisdom, there are also substantive differences that cannot be ignored.257 The challenge, then, is to define much more carefully the nature of the relationship. Further complicating the matter is that some scholars now question whether it is possible to speak with certainty of an established and circumscribed wisdom tradition as traditionally envisioned by scholarship.258

(3) An Evaluation

Each suggested theological source can find support in the text. At the same time, these proposals can overstate the evidence and its significance to the exclusion of other options. They also present each source as something of a self-contained entity. The prophet surely appealed to the breadth of Israel’s intermingled traditions; all were part of the cultural-religious fabric and theological fund of that society. Amos could have drawn from the ethical principles of the covenant (assuming the covenant was not a late development as some argue) and alluded to legal expectations259 as well as appealed to the wisdom of the sages and of the broader culture. The prophet was also concerned about how the cult was celebrated, and he appeared at the national sanctuary (7:10–17), although he was neither a cult prophet nor a member of the temple personnel.260

b. The Prophet’s Appropriation of Theological Traditions

It is one thing to establish the presence of theological traditions in the book of Amos; it is another to explore how they are utilized. The book consistently turns these on their head. Traditions serve to indict Israel, and whatever false confidence they may have afforded the nation’s theology and social imaginary is exposed as self-deceiving.261

The most prominent is the exodus-wilderness complex cited or alluded to in 2:9–10; 3:1–2; 4:10; 5:25; and 9:7.262 In every instance, it is used against (not for) the nation.263 First, 2:9–10 reminds Israel of Yahweh’s miraculous, protective hand in the past, when he defeated the Egyptians and Amorites (Exod 13:17–15:22; Num 21:21–35). God was active in their history by sending exemplars of faith (the Nazarites) and prophets, but Israel tried to compromise their commitments (2:11–12). In the not-too-distant future, that tradition of success would be made void; the nation would experience military defeat (2:13–16). The exodus is the basis for judgment in 3:1–2. That special relationship with God brings accountability. As he had done against Egypt, Yahweh sent plagues to move Israel to repentance, but the people did not repent (4:10). The wilderness years were a foil to unmask the hypocrisy of religious activities that were devoid of any impulses to social justice (5:25 with 5:21–24). In a final and surprising compromise of whatever conviction of its uniqueness Israel may have had on the basis of its distinctive history with Yahweh, 9:7 reveals his past involvement in the movements of other peoples—even its enemies, the Philistines and the Arameans! As he had earlier declared those nations’ coming demise (1:3–8), Yahweh now pronounces judgment on Israel (9:8–10). This contradiction of a venerable tradition would particularly impact the Northern Kingdom, whose theological foundation, according to 1 Kings 12:28, was grounded in the exodus.

Reversal is evident, too, with other beliefs. The cult is plainly a target. Amos mimics a priestly exhortation to come to the sanctuaries in order to expose the self-serving nature of Israel’s worship (4:4–5; cf. 5:4–6). Yahweh will not meet them as they would expect or wish (3:14; 5:4–6; 7:9; 8:3; 9:1; cf. 8:14). Instead, he challenges them to prepare for judgment (4:12–13), from which there is no escape (8:3; 9:1-4). He despises all of their cultic practices (5:21–23) and announces that Israel’s joyful feasts will be turned into times of mourning and hunger for a word from God (8:3, 10–14). Amaziah, the high priest and head of the religious establishment, will suffer the loss of his family, his inheritance, and his life (7:17). Wisdom elements are also employed to convey the inevitable end of Israel. For example, the didactic questions of 3:3–6 culminate in the realization that Yahweh is bringing destruction. The conceptualization of the day of Yahweh as exclusively hopeful is also scrutinized and found wanting (5:18–20; see below under “Eschatology in the Book of Amos,” pp. 88–90).

The prophet contests and deconstructs the common understanding of Israel’s theological traditions through a powerful rhetorical strategy. The questioning—and ridiculing—is often satirical.264 Irony (e.g., 4:1, Hear this word, O cows of Bashan) and indignation (e.g., 6:8, I abhor the pride of Jacob, and his fortresses I hate) abound. The legitimacy of institutions is subverted, and cherished convictions are denied. Those in power will be humbled, and soon they will experience what they have caused others to suffer. But the punishment is not limited to those of high standing. All will mourn the ruin of everything they know (3:1–2; 5:16–20; 8:3, 8–10). The appeals to tradition and past history and the short vision of an alternative future at the end of the book undermine the destructive delusion called Israel.

2. Theological Message

a. The Person of Yahweh

Among the prominent theological themes in the book of Amos, the foundational concern is the person of Yahweh. Driver captured this fact years ago: “The breadth of Amos’ thought is apparent at once in the fundamental element in his theology, his conception of Yahweh.”265 Several commentators have made the God of Israel the focus of their summaries of the prophet’s message.266

The significance of the person of Yahweh is readily apparent in the number of times that this name appears. The name Yahweh, either by itself or in combination with other epithets, occurs eighty-one times (ʾădōnāy, “Lord,” by itself three times; ʾĕlōhîm, “God,” by itself twice). Its centrality is underscored by the three “doxology” or “hymnic” passages (4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6), each of which climaxes with the proclamation Yahweh is his name.267 Yahweh has diverse characteristics in the theology of the book of Amos, but several particularly stand out.

What is most stressed throughout is the incomparable sovereignty of God. This is communicated in several ways. To begin with, the hymnic passages declare Yahweh’s power as the creator of the heavens and the one who controls nature (4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6). The God who judges Israel and the nations has the supreme ability to do so. He can turn light to darkness, shake the earth, and command the mighty Nile River to rise and fall. Soon, he will send an earthquake. The link between creation and judgment also points to the moral fabric of life—embedded in creation itself—that has been violated. To rebel against the ways of Yahweh is to overturn the natural order of things (5:7; 6:12)268 and to set in motion a corresponding judgment (e.g., 3:3–8).269 The God of Israel is the Creator God. Yahweh’s involvement in history cannot be limited to what he had done with and for Israel in the past. Yahweh’s actions toward his people, while governed in part by a covenant relationship (however that might have been conceived at the time), are set against a larger backdrop than that unique relationship.

The longer epithet Yahweh ʾĕlōhê ṣəbāʾôt appears in the last line of the first hymnic passage (4:13). Yahweh ṣəbāʾôt in this and other combinations occurs eight other times (3:13; 5:14–16, 27; 6:8, 14; 9:5).270 Scholars debate whether the appellation ṣəbāʾôt (“hosts, armies”) refers to Israel’s forces, the celestial hosts, or the heavenly council, or whether it is an abstract plural signifying power.271 Several passages in the book suggest one or more of these options. The mention of the stars and creation could point to the celestial realm (5:8; 9:6), even as 3:7 may allude to the heavenly council. In an ironic twist, the human army under Yahweh’s command is not Israel’s, which will be decimated (2:14–16; 5:2–3); a foreign invader will serve as his sword and take them away (3:11; 4:2; 5:9, 27; 6:14; 7:9, 17; 9:1, 8–10; cf. 4:10). The Divine Warrior fights against his people, not on their behalf (cf. 1 Sam 17:45).

This name and title may have other ramifications for the message of the prophet. In addition to its relationship to the various forces at God’s disposal, Yahweh ṣəbāʾôt was apparently connected to the Davidic kingdom and the ark of the covenant in the Temple on Mount Zion.272 If that is true, this epithet could indicate a conviction that the religion and social world of the Northern Kingdom are illegitimate. Yahweh dwells in Jerusalem, and from there he roars his displeasure (1:2). The ultimate hope for the people of God lies with a Davidic regime that will displace the sinful house of Jeroboam (7:9–11; 9:8, 11). In other words, this name reveals the might of the divine Judge as well as subverting the social construction of reality that was Israel.

Another important element of the theology of Yahweh in Amos is the role of the divine word. The motto of the book characterizes it as a roar and thunder (1:2). Each OAN begins with Thus says Yahweh, and several of them close declaring that the coming disasters are his decrees (1:5, 8, 15; 2:3; cf. 2:11). The phrase nəʾum yhwh, which is variously translated as “says the LORD” (NRSV, NJPS, CEB), “declares Yahweh” (NJB; cf. NIV, ESV), “Yahweh says” (NJB), “the LORD has spoken” (HCSB), and “It is the word of the LORD” (NEB), appears in other parts of the book than the OAN (e.g., 3:10; 4:3; 6:8; 8:3, 11; 9:7). The people are exhorted to hear the word (3:1; 4:1; 5:1; 7:16; cf. 8:4), and Yahweh swears—sometimes by his very person—to underscore the seriousness of his actions (4:2; 6:8; 8:7). This sovereign word also impinges on the lives of specific individuals: Amos cannot resist his call (7:15; cf. 3:7), and Jeroboam and Amaziah are given a particular sentence (7:9, 16–17). The true and efficacious word of Yahweh stands in sharp contrast to the statements attributed to Israelites. Each Israelite assertion expresses rebellion and self-deception and confirms these persons in their guilt (4:1; 6:10, 13; 7:10–13; 8:5–6, 14; 9:10).273

The reality of the moral nature of creation and human history leads to another key aspect to consider in relation to the person of Yahweh: justice. The key terms are mišpāṭ and ṣədāqâ.274 Both are concerned with establishing and maintaining the appropriate social order. Ṣədāqâ might be the more abstract word (“righteousness”). Mišpāṭ can have a number of different referents, depending on the context, from the wider idea of ruling to the specific aspects of the legal process (the case, judgment, verdict, or sentence); in the plural, mišpāṭ may refer to law collections.275 Mišpāṭ and ṣədāqâ appear together in 5:7, 24 and 6:12, while mišpāṭ occurs by itself in 5:15. There are different opinions about the primary theological basis of these words. Some ground them in the covenantal relationship between God and Israel and in the mutual obligations between the members of that community. Others underscore the juridical setting of many of the biblical texts.276 Still others suggest that the ideals and the demands of communal well-being and harmony ultimately go back to the creation and are woven into the created order.277 Each focus in its own way traces the source of justice back to Yahweh.

The relational-covenantal emphasis brings to the fore behavior and attitudes toward the unfortunate of society. This concern is evident, for instance, in the biting descriptions of wealthy women calling out for wine (4:1), of those enjoying marzēaḥ feasts while others are hungry and thirsty (6:4–7 with 4:6–9), and of the merchants who take advantage of the powerless for dishonest gain (8:4–6). The legal context is unmistakably important as well. While the oracle against Israel (2:6–8) might allude to corruption in the legal process, 5:12–15 leave no doubt that justice is manipulated at the city gates.278 Through these actions, the very nature of things is violated: Justice has been turned into wormwood and poison (5:7; 6:12). The values that should have undergirded social intercourse and the nation’s institutions have been pushed aside. In the past, Israel experienced misfortunes in nature (4:6–9); now, an earthquake looms ahead in the near future. Only when Yahweh rebuilds the nation will nature once again bear its fruit, and then in unbelievable abundance (9:13–15).

In sum, the God of Israel is the incomparable Sovereign, Yahweh of Hosts, the Creator, and the Ruler of history. His word is sure and his decrees indisputable. Yahweh guarantees the moral order of nature and among the nations, and particularly in Israel. He calls Israel and its leadership to account and announces judgment on that day.

b. Eschatology in the Book of Amos

Many scholars consider Amos 5:18–20 to be the beginning of prophetic reflection on eschatology, but others deny that claim. The crux, of course, is to define what is meant by the term “eschatology.” If one understands it to refer to the cataclysmic end of the world, the message of the book is not eschatological. If, however, the term is taken to refer to a future within history beyond present circumstances, then the message of Amos does have an eschatological thrust. The three selected topics under this rubric are (1) the day of Yahweh, (2) whether the prophet communicated any hope for the nation through repentance or just announced doom, and (3) the nature of God’s wrath and its reach—would it include the entire nation, even the victims of injustice, or would it concentrate on the perpetrators of evil?

 (1) The Day of Yahweh

The phrase the day of Yahweh appears three times in 5:18–20. Four other related phrases figure prominently in the book: in that day (2:16; 8:3, 9, 13; 9:11), on the day (3:14), the evil day (6:3), and days are coming (4:2; 8:11; 9:13). The theme of the day of Yahweh assumes greater significance in the study of Amos because 5:18–20 is often considered to be its first occurrence in the prophetic literature.

Scholars have long debated the Sitz im Leben of the day of Yahweh.279 Among the various proposals, three have held most sway.280 Mowinckel associated the day with a New Year festival in which Yahweh was ritually enthroned as king over his people, the nations, and nature (cf. Pss 24, 44, 48, 76, 93, 95–99).281 This annual feast would have celebrated Yahweh’s mercies in the past year and on that basis looked forward expectantly to the definitive appearing of the God of Israel. Mowinckel noted the juxtaposition of Amos 5:18–20 with 5:21–25 to underscore the cultic connection. Others have argued for some sort of cultic setting as well.282

Von Rad grounded the day of Yahweh in “holy war” traditions.283 Several ‘day of Yahweh’ passages clearly have war as their emphasis (e.g., Isa 13:4–6; 34:1–7; Ezek 7; 30; Joel 2; Zeph 1:7–18). In von Rad’s view, divine help in defeating Israel’s foes in the past was projected into the future as a hope for vindication and rescue, when the God of Israel would fight against the nation’s enemies. The prophets reveal, though, that this Divine Warrior could also fight against his own people in judgment.

The third, and potentially best, option is to connect the day of Yahweh with divine theophany.284 That is, it will mark a momentous time of his appearing, a supernatural intervention in history for lawgiving, protection, judgment, or restoration. The day might involve war, but it also could be characterized by cosmic upheaval and a disclosure of his majesty unrelated to battle (e.g., Isa 2:20–22). The perspectives of the kingship of Yahweh and war reflect important aspects of this broader conceptualization, but by themselves they are too restrictive. Apparently, the people of Amos’s time believed that a future self-revelation of Yahweh would secure blessing and victory; hence they longed for that day (5:18). Military victories under Jeroboam II may have served to reinforce this perception (6:13; cf. 2 Kgs 14:25–28). How developed and detailed this thinking was at that time is impossible to say.285 The popular understanding of this hope surely found resonance in the cult, but the belief itself cannot be limited to that setting. The description in the text suggests that it was part of the conventional national worldview or social imaginary.

The prophet mocks those who look forward to the anticipated triumphs of the day of Yahweh (5:18–20; cf. 9:10). To meet Yahweh will be a sobering experience (5:19; cf. 4:12–13), an event defined by death and exile (e.g., 2:14–16; 3:14; 4:2; 5:27; 8:3, 9, 11, 13), by lament and not celebration (5:16–17; cf. 8:3). It will be an evil time (6:3) of darkness and not light (5:18, 20). The prophet dispels any misplaced hope: Yahweh will have no part in this unacceptable triumphalism that masks the ills of a corrupt society. The popular eschatology, like Israel’s historic traditions, is turned against Israel in order to expose its ill-founded convictions as to the realities of a destiny controlled by Yahweh. Amos also speaks of another day. There is a brief word of hope at the end of the book (9:11–15), along with brief hints earlier, but that time will occur after the judgment. Then there will be different socioeconomic conditions and a new political construction of reality (9:11–15), one pleasing and acceptable to your God (9:15b). The book of Amos does not offer a political theology in a formal sense286 but something more akin to a political imagination in the “Brueggemannian” sense—a prophetic critique of the reigning ideology and a vision of an alternative future communicated via impressive rhetoric.287

(2) Preacher of Repentance and Hope or Prophet of Utter Doom?

The notion of hope brings us to a second major issue. For decades, scholars have debated whether the damning message of the prophets contained a hint of hope if the nation were to respond appropriately.288 Can an exhortation to repentance be reconciled with the harsh announcements of inevitable destruction?

The most disputed passages in this regard in the book of Amos are 5:4– 6, 14–15 with their exhortations to seek Yahweh and the good in order to live. There are two basic sets of interpretive options. On the one hand, there are those who argue that Amos pressed Israel to repent in order to stay God’s judgment. This point of view has been presented in several ways. Some believe that the prophet’s views changed over time, with the offer of escape from judgment coming early in his ministry.289 This biographical approach posits that at the beginning, Amos held to the possibility of Israel’s repentance and escape from judgment. Eventually, however, he became convinced that the nation had chosen to ignore God’s gracious opportunity and would suffer for its refusal to repent. Others contend that the prophet tried to convince his audience not to worship at the Northern sanctuaries (5:5–6; cf. 4:4–5) and instead to turn to the Temple in Jerusalem290 (or to forsake the worship of other deities for that of the one true God, Yahweh),291 to respond to the prophetic word292 or to Yahweh,293 and so perhaps escape destruction. Still others argue that the possibility of life was directed at the masses and not offered to the elites, and so the impression of total destruction should not be taken at face value.294 Finally, others do not limit the offer of repentance to 5:4–6, 14–15 and their clear offer of life but include the announcements of doom. They see the threats as designed to spur all Israel to repentance; Yahweh’s menacing warnings were not his final word. In addition to the offer of life, there was the perhaps of avoiding the disaster (5:15) and the promise of a new reality beyond the destruction (9:11–15).295 That is, the catastrophe Amos preached was conditioned ultimately on the nation’s response (cf. Jer 18:5–12).

In contradistinction, a number of scholars believe that the prophet offered no substantive word of hope to Israel, only a terrifying announcement that its definitive end had come (8:2; cf. 5:1–2; 9:1–4, 9–10). Some believe that the offer of hope is bitingly ironic, without the conviction that Israel actually would turn to God.296 Several, who agree with the emphasis on judgment, still envision a glimmer of hope in Amos’s words. But this in no way counters the overall thrust of the announcement of inescapable doom. The note of hope is only for the remnant that might survive the soon-coming judgment.297 Still others maintain that verses offering the possibility of avoiding disaster are subsequent redactional additions to the prophet’s harsh message meant to spur a response from a later audience.298

Recently, a more nuanced approach has appealed to speech-act theory to respond to this dichotomy of interpretations.299 Möller comments:

Its application to prophetic speech suggests that when people utter unconditional announcements of judgment (locution), these can (indeed, may even have been intended to) function as warnings (illocution), which can (and may have intended to) result in the audience’s repentance (perlocution).300

This view moves beyond the surface content of the disputed passages to an awareness of their purpose and impact (both desired and actual), which are separate matters, and reframes the discussion. These prophetic words would have sought to engender a response.301 Whatever had been proclaimed (or written down) would not have been designed to simply inform the people of their options for the future or to announce their horrible fate; it was to serve as persuasive rhetoric. This is evident in the engaging style of the text itself, which contains, for instance, appeals (e.g., Hear this word), warnings (e.g., Woe to those…), and a number of second-person addresses.302

There is no need, then, to resort to a hypothetical reconstruction of the prophet’s ministry to explain apparent differences in purpose, nor to claim that repeated declarations of judgment preclude an authentic appeal for repentance. An appeal need not be expressed in explicit language. The potential perlocutionary impact of the illocutionary act of announcing the end of national life (and a future of blessing beyond the judgment) remained open: Some might seek Yahweh in ways acceptable to him, even as the nation qua nation moved toward its inevitable demise (9:8). The remorse of a few did not mean that the imminent destruction could be avoided, nor was it a guarantee that Yahweh would show mercy to those who survived what loomed ahead (the perhaps of 5:15b!). The challenge in the face of the prophet’s preaching was to live a life responsive to Yahweh’s demands, irrespective of the prospects for the nation (cf. Hab 2:4; 3:16–19). Subsequent hearers and readers of this message would be one step removed from the fall of Israel and ideally might learn from its mistakes, but that original demand to pursue the good would remain. Other prophets, speaking within other contexts of imminent disaster, expressed similar demands—irrespective of the outcome for Judah (Mic 6:8; Hab 2:4, 17–19).

Not only can the accusations and announcements of judgment encourage repentance, but so can the words of hope. The vague statement, Perhaps Yahweh God of Hosts will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph (5:15), along with the promise of restoration of peace and prosperity in 9:11–15 (though also indefinite, it is a concrete vision), could serve to stimulate the prophet’s audience to believe his words and repent.303 Yahweh had been merciful in the past by patiently withholding judgment (the three-four formula in 2:6–16, the litany of disasters in 4:6–11 designed to bring Israel back to Yahweh) and by sending a string of prophets (2:11), and he twice responded to the prophet’s intercessory pleas on Israel’s behalf by relenting (7:1–6). He lamented the ruinous fate of the virgin Israel (5:1–2). There is deep-felt emotion in Yahweh, from anger and frustration (e.g., 5:21) to pain at the judgment that he must mete out. Israel’s God is a God of pathos, properly understood.304 God’s was not an impulsive or irrational wrath, disconnected from a relationship with Israel. In the end, Yahweh would be your God (9:15). Not all would perish in the coming war and earthquake. That is the assumption in the passages that speak of some going into exile (4:2–3; 5:27; 7:17; 9:4), others surviving the invasion and its destruction (5:3, 16–17; 6:9–11; 8:3, 10–13), and some experiencing the restoration (9:11–15). To seek Yahweh—not in the sanctuaries but as he demanded (5:4–6, 14–15, 21–24)—was to choose the life God required and persevere even in the face of possible death. In other words, a concrete hope can motivate powerful, resolute responses. Various authors, from different persuasions, have underscored how belief in another future can spur people to endure hardship and suffering, knowing that something better lies beyond.305

Incorporating the insights of speech-act theory, an awareness of the patience of God in seeking a response from the people, and the role of eschatology reorients the discussion concerning whether announcements of judgment and the expectation of repentance cohere. These two kinds of announcements are not mutually exclusive categories. The announcement of doom is real, but the possibility of hope remains open and viable. It is with the remnant after the judgment that Yahweh launches the restoration of 9:11–15.

(3) The Nature and Reach of Yahweh’s Wrath

The final aspect of the eschatology of the book of Amos to be discussed concerns the nature and extent of God’s wrath. Fundamental to Old Testament faith is that Yahweh judges humanity in history. Actions—personal, societal, national, and international—have consequences; transgressions at every level have their divine deserts. The prophets trust in divine intervention in history to right wrong and punish the wicked.

Some protest, however, that Yahweh uses violence in judgment—in Amos, a devastating enemy invasion. Some authors are sweeping in their negative evaluation of the textual imagery of Yahweh as warrior and the prophetic descriptions of that coming disaster. They argue that these notions reveal that the text is overly influenced by ancient worldviews.306 Others feel that such ideas are incompatible with a Christocentric approach to the Bible, particularly in our contemporary postmodern context.307 A related issue is the wholesale impact of a comprehensive judgment in which all suffer—the oppressed in Israel along with condemned elites. They are, as it were, victims twice over. Houston declares:

It is entirely appropriate that the judgment on injustice in Israel should be the end of the state of Israel, since it is committed by representatives of the state and characterizes the state as such. But it is surely morally questionable that this takes place in a way that leads to indiscriminate death and destruction.308

A few comments are in order, but it must be recognized at the outset that these matters have vexed people of faith for millennia. No answer will satisfy everyone.

From a textual perspective, several considerations should be brought to bear to better understand the portrayal of judgment in the book of Amos.309 First, it is important to appreciate that its war imagery utilizes stereotypical ancient Near Eastern language. Along with this, the repetitive character of the announcements of war (e.g., I will send fire in 1:4, 7, 10, 12; 2:2; cf. 1:14) alerts the reader that the oracles of judgment are vague predictions and should not be taken overly literally. This fact does not eliminate the moral challenge, but it can put the discussion into cultural perspective. Second, divine wrath is a response to human violence, whether to the nations’ attacks and abuse of neighboring peoples (the OAN) or to the internal violence within Israel directed against the vulnerable. In other words, violence perpetrated against others harvests violence in return. Yahweh steps in to castigate ongoing human violence between and within societies; God cannot allow these abuses to continue. This response was slow in coming. As was mentioned earlier, Yahweh had been patient to act, which is evident in the three-four formula of the OAN, the commissioning of a series of prophets (2:11–12), and the sending of calamities upon Israel to evoke a response (4:6–11). The decrees of judgment, therefore, were not capricious. In addition, divine involvement in history through human agents and creation is inescapably not tidy; it is impossible to intervene and avoid the messiness of the world’s realities.310 Third, God does not exult in judgment. Yahweh’s patience reveals the divine reluctance to prosecute, and Yahweh laments the actions that must be taken (5:1). Fourth, judgment is not Yahweh’s final word. The history of Israel and the nations moves in the arc of the book’s nine chapters from their multiple transgressions through punishment unto an end that yields the restoration of life and a renewed relationship with Yahweh (9:11–15). The book of Amos presents the judgment against the nations and Israel as deserved, inevitable, and imminent, and God as long-suffering, reluctant, and offering hope.311

The second question about divine judgment concerns its scope. If certain groups (such as those with political power, unscrupulous merchants, compromised religious personnel, and the like) and institutions (the monarchy, the sanctuaries, and the military establishment) seemingly are the ones deserving to be punished, then why will everyone, even those who endure oppression, suffer the judgment of invasion and earthquake? Several solutions have been posited.

One option is that, irrespective of what the book appears to state, the targets of judgment will be those denounced explicitly by the prophet.312 The more inclusive statements need to be interpreted in light of those passages (e.g., 2:6–8; 3:9–10; 4:1–3; 5:10–13; 6:1–7; 7:9, 17; 8:4–6) and in light of 9:8–10, where the sinners are the ones doomed. Some scholars argue for this position critically, saying that the broader culpability found in the canonical text contradicts the original message that was more focused. Coote, for instance, believes that the earliest compilation of the prophet’s message (what he calls the A texts) singled out the perpetrators of socioeconomic crimes as the targets of divine wrath. Later additions to the text during the reign of Josiah (the B phase) broadened the original message, brought the entire nation under divine scrutiny, and incorporated religious violations.313 An alternative view that also recognizes the perceived unfairness of Yahweh’s judgment, but which does not resolve the conundrum by appealing to an elusive original message of the prophet, states straightforwardly that the prophet got it wrong. According to this position, while one can appreciate (and applaud) Amos’s socioeconomic critique, his conviction of corporate responsibility, in which the innocent also pay the penalty for the transgressions of other groups, is not tenable.314

The approach taken here incorporates the breadth of the book to explain the scope of Yahweh’s judgment. From this perspective, the whole nation is guilty before God, even though specific groups are uniquely responsible for Israel’s demise and are set apart for a special censure and fate (e.g., 4:2–3; 5:11; 6:7; 7:9, 17). To the passages cited above that highlight the sins of those of privilege must be added verses that declare the entire nation culpable.315 Examples include 3:1 (against the whole family that I brought up from the land of Egypt) and the adversities of 4:6–11, which are directed at the whole populace. All Israel is to prepare to meet its God (4:12). The nation is complicit in the religious activities and social imaginary that Amos condemns, so all will experience the destruction of the holy places (2:11–12; 3:14; 4:4–5; 5:4–6, 18–26; 7:9; 8:3, 9–14; 9:1). The earlier discussion of the socioeconomic realities of ancient Israel also suggests that injustice and corruption were evident across social classes. Then, and now, in any society, there are gradations of complicity and guilt in systemic injustice and oppressive ideologies, as well as violations of divine standards and demands in personal, familial, and work settings. This is the tragic reality of human life and all communities.

This national guilt results in all trying to flee on the day of wrath (2:14– 16; 9:2–4) before an invader who will oppress Israel from border to border (6:14); the mourning will include everyone, as the virgin Israel will have suffered tremendous losses (5:2–3, 16–17); and the sifting through the rubble of big and small house alike (6:9–11) will be the fate of the survivors of the broader population not taken away in exile (5:27; 7:17; 9:9). The literary movement through some passages also demonstrates that the lack of justice is a national malaise not limited to elites. This is clearest in 5:1–17, where the broader guilt and fate of 5:1–7 becomes more focused in 5:10–15 before broadening out again at 5:16–17 (cf. 3:13—4:3); the order is reversed in the movement from the more narrow condemnation of 6:1–7 to the wider sentence of 6:8–14. Fittingly, the prophet intercedes for the whole nation in 7:1–6.

Accordingly, the appeals to repent (whether directly in the command to seek Yahweh and live or via the announcements of punishment) are for all the people. Those who respond appropriately, whether among the ones sent away or the ones who stay, will constitute the remnant with whom and for whom Yahweh will restore the land (9:11–15). The nation will be reconstituted: Israel’s present social construction of reality is finished (1:2; 8:2; 9:1, 8). The sin is pervasive, the judgment wide, the hope of renewal for all.

The prophetic vision does not circumscribe the transgressions of a few; the total complex that is the world of Israel is unacceptable before God. This global understanding of sin is a conviction that spans both testaments. Societies are judged corporately for transgressions that permeate them at every level and in every sphere. Violations of divine demands are more visible among certain individuals and groups, and their corruption leads their peoples to ruin, but ultimately, it is these entire social constructions of reality, these cultural and systemic social imaginaries, that stand condemned.

V. AMOS IN EARLY JUDAISM AND THE NEW TESTAMENT

To trace the use of Amos in the Jewish and early Christian traditions is to explore the various elements of the text that have generated interest in disparate times and places. This and the following section are a brief survey that demonstrates the book’s perennial relevance.316

Much of the book of Amos is represented at Qumran, but only two passages are cited and expounded: 5:26–27 and 9:11.317 Both appear in the Amos-Numbers Midrash of the Damascus Scroll (CD 7:13b–8:1a), while 9:11 is also listed in the collection of texts which make up the Florilegium (4QFlor 1:1–13). In CD, these two texts figure in a warning directed at those who do not follow the precepts of God’s covenant. Amos 5:26–27, which announces judgment, is recast as words of encouragement for the faithful Essene community.318 The quotation and explanation are a fascinating example of Jewish midrash. By the exegetical technique of ʾal tiqrēʾ (i.e, focusing on textual peculiarities and exchanging similar letters), sikkût in 5:26319 was connected to sûkkat (“tabernacle” or “tent”) in 9:11, resulting in “the tent of your king.” CD explains that “the books of the Law are the tabernacle of the king,” where “king” is taken as a reference to the congregation. The phrase “kiyyun of your images” in 5:26 is said to mean “the books of the prophets that Israel despised.” The sense of the passage is that the Qumran community, unlike the apostates, has escaped into exile with his word. In addition, through gezerah shewa (connection through analogy), “star” in 5:26 was linked to Num 24:17 to signify the hope of the coming of an eschatological interpreter of the Law. The same method guides the section of the Florilegium in which Amos 9:11 appears in a midrash on 2 Samuel 7.320 It interprets 2 Samuel 7:16 (“I will raise up”) as a reference to a Davidic messiah.

As noted earlier, rabbinic writers apparently held the prophet Amos in high esteem. Through Moses had come 613 commandments, through David eleven (Ps 15), through Isaiah six (Isa 33:15–16), through Micah three (Mic 6:8), and through another passage in Isaiah two (Isa 56:1). But, Amos, they wrote, reduced the divine requirements to one: “Seek God and live” (Amos 5:4; b. Makkot 23b–24a). The Mishnah and Talmud cite passages from every chapter of the book in discussions on a variety of topics, exhibiting various haggadic interpretive techniques.321 For instance, for some verses the rabbis sought historical explanations—both in Israel’s distant past and in a time after that of the prophet (e.g., 8:9 as a reference to the death of Josiah). For others, they proposed allegorical meanings (each animal in 5:19 represents a particular nation; 9:13 predicts the reuniting of Judah and Israel) or argued for messianic significance (4:13; 5:15, 18; 8:11–12; 9:11). In a few cases, the plain sense was reversed to preserve Israel’s election status (e.g., 5:18 and 9:2–3 were reinterpreted as condemnations of Gentiles). Happily, the work of the great medieval rabbinic commentators, such as Rashi, Ibn Ezra, David Kimchi, Caspî, and Eliezer of Beaugency, is readily available.322

The only two passages quoted in the New Testament are the two cited at Qumran (5:25–27; 9:11–12). In his speech before the Sanhedrin, Stephen incorporates 5:25–27 into his review of Israel’s history of sin (Acts 7:42–43).323 Unlike at Qumran, however, this passage is not reinterpreted in a positive way. Stephen cites it to confirm the people’s persistent rebellion and apostasy. For the most part, the citation adheres to LXX.324 James quotes Amos 9:11–12 at the council in Jerusalem (Acts 15:4–35). His words follow the testimonies of Peter, Paul, and Barnabas, who recount their experiences in Gentile mission (15:7–12). James’s intervention (15:13–21) has characteristics of a synagogue sermon or halakic style of argumentation in its logic and appeals to the Hebrew Scriptures.325 The form of the text is complex. The citation in many ways reflects LXX 9:12, which diverges considerably from MT. At the same time, James’s words have differences with the LXX.326 Some scholars suggest linguistic, or at least thematic, influence from Deut 4:29–30; Isa 45:21; Jer 12:15; Hos 3:4–5; Zech 2:10–13 [MT 2:14–17]; 8:22–23.327

From its opening chapter, the narrative in the book of Acts chronicles the move of God beyond the boundaries of ethnic Israel to the Gentiles, all the while wrestling with how this divine plan is to be coordinated with Jewish identity and religious practice. This surprising turn of events is what triggers the convening of the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15. The key phrase in LXX Amos 9:12 (“that the remnant of humankind may seek [the Lord]”) is conducive to the case for incorporating Gentiles into the community of faith. James prefaces the quotation with “the words of the prophets are in agreement with this”—a statement that allows for flexibility with the Scripture in order to make his point. The text of Amos provides the basis for making a more comprehensive argument that finds support in the “prophets.” He is not bound strictly to the wording of that one passage in Amos; hence the midrashic liberties taken in the citation.

A point of disagreement among interpreters has been the meaning of Amos 9:11 in Acts 15:16, and positions are often grounded in systematic theological systems.328 For example, many relate the phrase “rebuild David’s fallen tent” in some fashion to the resurrection of Jesus and to the establishment and ongoing growth of the Christian church as the new house of David or eschatological temple. Classic dispensationalism, on the other hand, made much of the sequence “first” (prōton, 15:14) and “after this” (meta tauta, 15:16), arguing that God had “first” begun to reach out to the Gentiles in the earthly ministry of Jesus and that Israel’s restoration would occur at the second coming (“after this I will return and rebuild”).329 It may be best, however, to understand “rebuild David’s fallen tent” as a reference to the renewing of Davidic rule through the exaltation and present reign of Jesus the Christ (cf. Acts 2:14–39; 13:23–37). This includes the incorporation of Gentiles into the community of God and fulfills the plans and purposes of God laid out in the Old Testament.330 Through his reshaping of the Amos quote, James reminds his audience that, in the Messiah’s kingdom, the nations come to God. King Messiah and his kingdom had come in Jesus, and the salvation of the Gentiles was happening before their eyes.

VI. THE MESSAGE OF AMOS FOR TODAY

Since the first century, the purposes for which the book of Amos has been cited within Christian circles have reflected the concerns of the particular contexts.331 Motivated by religious convictions, theological debates, or sociopolitical inequalities, people of various confessions have turned to this prophetic book for a divine word. These appropriations have not always been exemplary.

Among the early church fathers, the prophet’s words were often used for apologetic purposes, especially to counter what were deemed heretical ideas and to substantiate predictions of the coming of Jesus Christ and the church.332 For example, in the second century, Justin Martyr quoted 5:18–6:7 in his debate with Trypho as part of his polemic against Old Testament rituals in order to demonstrate the superiority of the Christian faith over Judaism.333 Amos 9:11 is one of the passages that Irenaeus cited to prove that the birth, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus had been predicted long before.334 A statistical survey reveals that 4:13 was the text most mentioned in that era.335 This verse, it was said, revealed God’s direct hand in creation, in contradistinction to the Gnostics and Manichaeans, who denied divine involvement with the material world. In the fourth century, Athanasius and Didymus argued against the Arian interpretation of 4:13 that understood the phrase “creates the wind” (or “the spirit”) as a reference to the Holy Spirit and as proof that the Spirit is not an eternal being.336 Jerome’s commentary on Amos, like his other commentaries, is a serious effort to engage lexical and historical issues and compare the evidence of the ancient versions as well as to seek connections to the New Testament and lessons for the Christian church.337

Perhaps the first person to take Amos’s socio-ethical message seriously was the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola (1452–98).338 During Lent in Florence, Italy, in 1496, Savonarola preached a series of hard-hitting sermons on Amos and Zechariah against what he felt were the political and religious sins of that city-state. These sermons led to his imprisonment and subsequent execution in 1498.

In the world of the Reformers, the battle, as they saw it, was against the papacy and the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. Luther’s lectures on Amos (1524–26) take the opportunity provided by the prophet’s diatribe against the connection between false religion and a lack of ethical scruples to attack the pope and priests and the princes aligned with them (see at 4:6; 5:11; 5:18–24; 7:10; 8:11–14).339 Calvin’s commentary on Amos is a monument to judicious scholarship,340 but on occasion it targets what he deems the excesses and falsities of the Catholic Church (e.g., at 2:11–12; 7:10–13; 8:3–4), even as he briefly touches on the Reformation themes of grace and election (3:1–2), repentance and true conversion (5:4–6), and baptism (5:25).

For over a hundred years now, the book of Amos has served as a beacon for those championing ethical causes. Early in the twentieth century, John McFadyen focused on issues of social justice with applications to the British Empire and the Church of England.341 Martin-Achard provides a survey of significant preaching on the prophet’s message that dealt with a series of European crises from 1930 to 1980.342 More recently, Amos has inspired many seeking freedom from oppressive social systems and governments. Martin Luther King Jr. appealed with characteristic eloquence to the prophet Amos. On several occasions, he quoted the verse, “Let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream” (5:24)—most famously in his “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial on August 28, 1963. In words that still echo powerfully decades later, he cried out, “That will be the day when all God’s children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Catholics and Protestants, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at last! Free at last! Thank God almighty, we are free at last!’”343 Liberation theologies have turned to the book of Amos to find divine sanction for the “preferential option for the poor” and for denouncing exploitation and lifting up a prophetic voice today.344 This commitment is also found among those who might be labeled “concerned evangelicals.” For instance, I have published a monograph and a series of articles that interface various elements of the book of Amos with Latin American realities, such as the role of God in history, the critique of religion, and the unmasking of unacceptable national ideologies.345 Others in different latitudes have correlated the denouncing of the war violence in the OAN (1:3–2:3) with the Geneva Conventions and see Amos as a tool for bringing atrocities to the awareness of a modern audience.346

In the last couple of decades, however, doubts have been raised about the message of the prophet. From the perspective of a hermeneutic of suspicion, there is a distrust of possible ideological shortcomings that lie hidden beneath the surface of the text. Some feminists criticize its apparent neglect of the condition of poor women, who have always been the majority of the disenfranchised.347 Couey is critical of Amos for its ignorance of the implications of its message for the realities of the disabled in ancient Israel.348 Clines chastises not only what he feels are the book’s exaggerations but also those commentators who do not question its ideology of judgment. While scholars may disagree with Clines’s convictions, there is no doubt that unjustifiable prejudices are visible in some studies of Amos. A case in point has been the comparison of the Cushites with Israel in 9:7, where some scholars made the issue the inferiority of an African race. Wellhausen described the Cushites as “verachtetes schwarzes Sklavenvolk” (“a despised black slave-people”),349 and the venerable commentary by Harper has:

Israel, says the prophet, is no more to me than the far-distant, uncivilized, and despised black race of the Ethiopians…. No reference is made to their Hamitic origin, or their black skin; and yet their color and the fact that slaves were so often drawn from them added to the grounds for despising them.350

Examples of this sort of racism can be multiplied.351 Nevertheless, even those who question aspects of the book still see its enduring value for moral reflection. Julia O’Brien, for instance, states, “Amos might best be read, then, as a theological grounding for Christian commitment to the material conditions of people’s lives rather than as an exhaustive description of what universal justice might entail.”352

How is it that a text directed at the Northern Kingdom in the eighth-century BC can continue to speak beyond the geographical, sociocultural, and religious boundaries of ancient Israel? One theological answer to that question arises from within the book itself. In the OAN, Yahweh reveals that he is the global judge and directs the fate of all nations. In 9:7, Yahweh declares that he has actively participated in the movement of other nations (even the enemies of Israel!). The book closes with a prediction of a day when other peoples will be called by his name (9:12). This engagement is not limited to the distant past (9:7; cf. 2:9–10; 3:1) or to that utopian vision of the far future (9:11–15). Even as Amos was prophesying, dark clouds were looming on the horizon: an earthquake and an imminent attack by an unknown invader would be followed by the exile of many to a far-away place. Later, Yahweh would bring his people back to their land. In other words, God is involved with all humanity, not just Israel. The deity of Amos is the God of the nations and the sovereign Ruler of history. Though delivered to and for Israel, the book’s message reverberates beyond its time and original audience.

A second theological reason is that the grounding of the prophet’s message is not limited to Israel’s election or its traditions. Amos also appeals to creation (especially in the doxologies of 4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6) to press home the incomparable authority and power of Yahweh. Once more, the scope of Yahweh’s reign extends beyond the book’s original geographic and chronological moorings so that the message can be appropriated widely.

A third reason for the book’s power comes not from theology but from literary theory and the phenomenon of its mimetic power. The formidable poetry of the text portrays the world of ancient Israel in ways that grip readers even today.353 The pictures of injustice and suffering find an echo in contexts of modern injustice, and its closing vision of reversal and plenty can fuel the aspirations of those who long for a different reality devoid of oppression, hunger, and the stench of death. The striking metaphors—such as Yahweh as lion (1:2; 3:4, 8, 12), the crushing and trampling of the poor into the ground (2:7; 8:4), and the day of Yahweh as utter darkness (5:18–20)—make the book’s descriptions even more compelling. This is especially true within the Two-Thirds World.

The text facilitates this appropriation by the reader through a series of rhetorical features—textual elements that now function to draw readers into its world, whatever may have been in the mind of the prophet. These include archetypical characters (e.g., Woe to those who…) and scenes of injustice and destruction (the marketplace, the suffering poor, destroyed homes, collapsed fortifications) that are not described in detail. Modern readers can identify similar individuals, groups, and situations in their own time and experience. In other words, those characters have modern faces, and the scenes can be connected to places we have been or that we have seen (personally or through the media) and to situations that we have lived. In multiple passages, the text addresses “you” (in the singular or plural) and is thus literarily directed at the reader. Those who claim to be the people of God, and thus are identified with their ancient counterparts, must respond to those same accusations and those same calls to repentance and hope in their own contexts.

The transcendent quality of the book of Amos calls for readers committed to responsible readings.354 This text can be read and ignored, examined at arm’s distance in a purely academic exercise, used for non-constructive ends, or embraced as the prophetic word it was designed to be. For those who choose the last option, the ongoing challenge within our contemporary pluralistic world is to learn the role of what Ellen Davis calls the “prophetic interpreter”—one who nurtures a character capable of a discernment in difficult times and who has the courage to speak and act appropriately for justice in God’s name.355

VII. THE TEXT

In general terms, the Hebrew text of the book of Amos is well preserved and intelligible. Inescapably, there are verses that pose challenges to the interpreter. In some cases, the solutions require only minor changes, such as a slight alteration in spelling. Other lexical difficulties are now explained by comparative studies in cognate languages (e.g., in 7:7–8, ʾănāk as “tin” not “plumbline”). A few famous interpretive cruxes, such as 3:12e and 4:2–3, continue to generate creative scholarly proposals. The number of problematic texts on the whole, however, is relatively small, and these are handled in the commentary.

The ancient versions wrestled with the language, syntax, historical references, and theological implications of this prophetic book. The Septuagint is an interesting case study.356 A good amount of work has been done on LXX Amos,357 especially recently.358 Recensions of LXX (Lucian, Aquila, Theodotion, and Symmachus) exhibit their own particularities as each tries to render a better translation of the Hebrew Scripture than LXX.359 Early church translators and commentators, such as Origen and Jerome, also sought textual precision and fidelity.360 Origen produced the Hexapla, a work in six parallel columns, which presented his Hebrew text, a transliteration, the three Greek recensions (Aquila, Symmachus, Theodotion), and his own revision of LXX. Little remains of Origen’s Hexapla, but there are sources that collate the variations among these texts.361 A key question is whether these differences reflect the existence of more than one Hebrew Vorlage (source text) for LXX.362 This is possible, but most scholars agree that the Hebrew text behind LXX Amos was close to MT (or more precisely, a proto-MT).363

In LXX, the variations from MT are of several kinds. To begin with, there are discrepancies that are common to all translations.364 There are possible misreadings of the original Hebrew, such as the occasional confusion of the consonant dalet with resh (e.g., huiou Ader for ben-hădād, 1:4) or kaf with resh (e.g., Raiphan for kiyyûn, 5:26)365 and apparent discrepancies in the vocalization of certain words, such as eis martyrion (Hebrew ʿed, “for a testimony”) for ʿad (continuously) in 1:11. Other passages exhibit ignorance of personal or place names (e.g., teicheōn autēs [“its walls,” Heb. beṣer + third-person feminine singular suffix] for Boṣrâ, 1:12). Where the translators of the LXX apparently did not know how to translate a hapax legomenon or rare word, they transliterated the term (e.g., nakkarim for MT nōqədîm in 1:1366) or sought a solution by an educated guess or circumlocution (see at, e.g., 2:13; 3:12; 4:2; 6:7; 7:1). Stylistic changes suggest efforts to make a smoother reading in Greek, such as putting plural verbs into the singular and vice versa, the addition or omission of the conjunction kai, changes in verbal tense or mood, and attempts at lexical and syntactical variety to make for a livelier text or to reflect Greek rhetorical style.367

Another set of discrepancies apparently reflect the religious and sociopolitical concerns of the translator’s context (the Tendenz)—in this case, Jews in the Egyptian diaspora (most likely in Alexandria).368 It is not enough simply to point out differences between the textual traditions for text-critical purposes as a basis for positing another Vorlage. One should ask why certain changes were made to texts where explanations of a more mechanical nature do not suffice.369 Examples of changes include 3:12, where “priests in Damascus” might point to a polemic against what was perceived to be a rival priesthood; the choice of wording in 4:2–3 (being thrown into “boiling cauldrons”), which could echo the torture of the faithful by Antiochus IV in 2 Macc 7:3 and 4 Macc 8:13 and 12:1; the eschatological orientation of 4:13 (“his messiah” for MT his complaint) and 7:1 (the mention of Gog, the archenemy of Ezek 38–39 and Jewish tradition); an anti-Syrian polemic in 9:7 (the Syrians come “from a hole,” or “the pit”); the anti-Samaritan tone of 6:1 (“those who despise Zion” for those who are at ease in Zion); and the broadening of the hope of restoration in 9:12 to include the Gentiles instead of MT’s claim that they would be Israel’s future possession. Another example is the inconsistency in the LXX treatment of the epithet “Lord Yahweh.” Twenty-one times “Lord” (ʾădōnāy) is deleted (e.g., 1:8; 4:2; 5:3; 7:1; 8:1); in other instances, the couplet is rendered as kyrios o theos (3:7, 8, 11, 13; 4:5; 9:8) or by the vocative kyrie kyrie (7:2); on three occasions pantokratōr is added (5:8; 9:6, 15). This diversity may find its explanation in theological or stylistic reasons, not necessarily in a different Vorlage.370

There is evidence for almost the entire book in the Qumran materials, ranging from short fragments to more extensive passages. Amos appears in 4QXIIc, 4QXIIg,371 5QXII,372 and Mur88.373 Disagreements with MT are minor. The vast majority are simply orthographic, demonstrating a preference for the plene writing of vowels.

Targum Jonathan of the Minor Prophets exhibits its own particular set of characteristics.374 There are expansions to explain difficult passages (e.g., at 3:12; 4:2–3). This version also injects theological beliefs in line with its doctrinal commitments. A number of additions have to do with the person of God. For instance, God’s Memra (or “Word”) takes his place as his agent so that divine intervention appears more indirect (1:2; 4:11; 5:14; 6:8; 9:1–4). Other changes protect God from anything that might diminish his standing, such as a limitation in knowledge (3:2) or participation in evil (3:6). Material is added to stress obedience to Torah (4:12; 5:10; 9:1) and the importance of prayer (6:9–10; 7:2, 5). The sin of idolatry is made explicit in several passages (2:8; 3:14; 5:5–6), and, in what is called the technique of converse translation, the meaning of 9:7 is actually reversed in order to eliminate any possibility that Israel is not the chosen people of God. Some additions may reflect later historical situations that were connected to the original prophetic text by the targumist (8:8; 9:5). The paraphrastic nature of Tg. lessens its value for emendations or translational alternatives even as it opens a window into the convictions of early Judaism.

The Peshitta, or Syriac version, evidently used a Vorlage that was close to MT. However, it too displays its own tendencies. Scholars debate whether, and to what degree, the Peshitta utilized LXX and Tg.375 This discussion has not had a major impact on Amos studies, and the Peshitta’s contribution to textual issues is often restricted to 1:11; 3:11; and 5:16. Vulg. generally follows MT, as one would expect of its translator, Jerome. A collation of the similarities and differences between Vulg. and MT was provided years ago by Oesterley.376
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Text and Commentary

I. PREFACE (1:1–2)

A. SUPERSCRIPTION (1:1)

1The words of Amos, who was one of the shepherdsa from Tekoa, that he saw concerning Israelb in the days of Uzziah, king of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam, son of Joash, king of Israel, two years before the earthquake.

a. LXX has the transliteration nakkarim, which could reflect confusion of the final dalet in nōqēd (“shepherd”) with a resh. The word apparently was unknown to the Greek translators and is transliterated as a place name (see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 42–44; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 73–74, 86–87). Vulg. (in pastoralibus) reflects MT. Tg. reads “an owner of herds” (cf. 7:14).

b. LXX has “Jerusalem” instead of Israel, perhaps anticipating 1:2 (cf. Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 44–46; Glenny, Amos, 42).

The superscription identifies the name of the prophet, his profession, his place of origin, the target of the message, and the historical context. The quantity of information makes this one of the fullest headings among the prophetic books, even though it does not include a patronymic (see, in contrast, Hos 1:1; Zeph 1:1; Zech 1:1; Jonah 1:1).1

The name of the prophet, ʿāmôs, derives from the root ʿms, “to bear, carry.”2 Scholars debate whether the meaning of the name should be understood in an active (“bearer” of the word of God) or passive (“borne” by God) sense. A decision between the two is ultimately subjective, but neither option affects the interpretation of the book in any substantial way. ʿĀmôs also may be a shortened version of a longer theophoric name, like Amasiah (2 Chr 17:16), since compounding a name with a divine element was common in ancient Israel. Names similar to Amos have been found in inscriptions.3

The historical background and geographical origin of the prophet are dealt with in detail in the introduction (see pp. 7–14). To summarize that discussion, it can be established with reasonable confidence that Amos prophesied in the second quarter of the eighth century BC and that he was from the Judean town of Tekoa. Although he was from the Southern Kingdom, the superscription asserts that the prophet was commissioned to prophesy against Israel. The fact that his message was to be directed at the Northern Kingdom does not negate the possibility that Amos could allude to Judah, as many critics argue.4 Indeed, it would be strange if Amos could mention all the surrounding countries but his own!

This verse has several peculiarities. The opening phrase, the words of Amos, is a unique superscription in the Book of the Twelve. The common heading is “the word of Yahweh,” which is then expanded by a relative clause that introduces the prophet (Hos 1:1; Joel 1:1; Mic 1:1; Zeph 1:1). The closest parallel to 1:1 is Jeremiah 1:1 (cf. 51:64). Other variations among prophetic superscriptions are “the vision of PN” (Isa 1:1; Obad 1) and “the burden of PN” (Nah 1:1; Hab 1:1; Mal 1:1). The attribution of “words” to a person is found in the introduction to collections of sayings of wisdom teachers (Prov 30:1; 31:1; Eccl 1:1; cf. Prov 1:1; 10:1; 25:1). Therefore, some contend that the superscription substantiates a close connection between the writing prophets and wisdom circles, but such a far-reaching conclusion is not provable.5 The verse goes on to make clear that the message of the prophet finds its ultimate source in divine revelation. This observation leads to a second area of difficulty: lexical issues.

To begin with, at first glance, the appearance of the verb ḥzh (he saw) seems odd.6 On the one hand, ḥzh can specify the means of prophetic revelation—that is, it comes through a visionary experience. Accordingly, some believe that the terms words and saw in 1:1 should be taken in a technical sense to refer, respectively, to the oracles (of chs. 3–6, perhaps also of 1–2) and the visions (chs. 7–9). This distinction is then incorporated into a larger hypothesis concerning the redactional history of the book. The importance of the visual in the book is undeniable, even though the verb used elsewhere is rʾh, not ḥzh (7:1, 4, 7; 8:1; 9:1). Pertinent, too, is that Amaziah calls Amos a ḥōzeh (seer, 7:12). Yet while ḥzh underscores that the words of the prophet are not actually his own, to the modern reader it might seem strange that he saw them. This concept of seeing words is not unique to Amos (Isa 2:1; Mic 1:1; cf. Hab 1:1), although in other instances it is stated that it is Yahweh’s word that is seen. A differentiation on this basis is probably uncalled for here, since this verse and the rest of the book assume that what Amos does and says comes from God. This is clear from the description of Amos’s call (7:15) and various formulas and expressions, such as thus says Yahweh (e.g., 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6; 5:4), a saying of Yahweh (e.g., 3:10, 15; 4:3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11), hear this word [of Yahweh] (3:1; 4:1; 5:1), and the introductions to the visions (7:1, 4, 7; 8:1).

Another lexical difficulty is the designation bannōqədîm (one of the shepherds). The common Hebrew term for shepherd is rōʿeh (1:2; 3:12). Nōqēd appears in only one other passage in the Old Testament, in reference to Mesha, king of Moab (2 Kgs 3:4). Scholars of an earlier generation contended that the term indicated that Amos was connected to the cult. Haldar defined the term in accordance with a phrase in a Ugaritic text, which links certain shepherds to a sanctuary (KTU 1.6.vi.55: rb khnm rb nqdm, “chief of the priests, chief of the shepherds”).7 Kapelrud proposed that Amos was a high-ranking cult official in charge of the Temple herds (cf. KTU 4.68.71).8 On the basis of an Akkadian root naqadu, which means “to probe,” Bič argued that the term reveals that the prophet was a hepatoscoper—that is, one who examined the livers of sacrificial animals in order to interpret oracles.9 The data have since been reinterpreted more judiciously, and it is improbable that Amos was some sort of cultic functionary.10

Complicating matters further is that nōqēd is not the label that the prophet uses of himself in 7:14. One solution to this discrepancy has been to emend the term bôqēr (herdsman or “cattle breeder”) in 7:14 to nōqēd, assuming confusion between the bet and the nun and between the resh and the dalet, as well as an original plene writing of the holem in nōqēd in 1:1.11 In this manner, the possible allusion to the ownership of cattle is eliminated and the double use of the term would coordinate nicely with Amos’s statement in 7:15 that Yahweh had taken him from behind the flock (mēʾaḥărê haṣṣōʾn). This alternative, though creative, is not substantiated by the versions. The tension is largely eliminated when it is understood that a nōqēd could own both cattle and sheep.12 In sum, the evidence suggests that Amos was possibly an owner and manager of flocks and herds. He would have been a man of responsibility and influence, with the means to travel to Israel and market his stock in the North.13

A third thorny area is the syntax of 1:1. The issue concerns the identity of the antecedents of the two relative clauses. Most commentators and versions, like our translation, take the first clause (who was…) to refer to the prophet and the second (that he saw) to the words of Amos. Not all agree. Some argue that the antecedent of both clauses is the prophet (who was…, who had visions…).14 This can make for a smoother reading, but the comparable headings at Isa 1:1, 2:1, 13:1; Mic 1:1; and Hab 1:1 argue against this option.

The complexity of the syntax has been one reason why critical scholars have postulated various stages in the creation of the superscription. The argument is that the same editor or redactor would not have placed two relative clauses together so clumsily. Hypotheses vary, but the proposal by Wolff is representative of this sort of reasoning.15 He argues for a three-stage development: (1) An original The words of Amos from Tekoa (2) was expanded by a “school of Amos” with that he saw concerning Israel two years before the earthquake; (3) within this, a Deuteronomistic editor inserted who was one of the shepherds and appended the dating formula. Wolff suggests that the initial title may have been the heading for the oracles of chapters 3–6, whereas the added second relative clause prefaced the collection of the visions (chs. 7–9) and the related Oracles against the Nations (chs. 1–2). These two sets of material would have been joined to chapters 3–6 at the third stage. Once more, we enter the realm of speculation. Perhaps the inelegance is more a problem for the modern reader than it might have been for an ancient audience. The clauses make sense as they stand.

A final issue is the significance of the closing phrase two years before the earthquake. Does the phrase mean that there was an interval of two years after Amos’s ministry before the beginning of the fulfillment of the predicted series of events (in particular, the earthquake)? Or, does it suggest that his prophetic activity was relatively short, maybe under a year’s duration?16 In light of the textual data, it seems best to combine these options. Amos’s primary vocation was not to be a prophet (7:14–15), so the time frame of the discharge of his commission could have been short. The earthquake would have been an initial validation of his words; the announced invasion would follow some years later.17 The earthquake is a dominant image in the book.18 Passages that might refer to it include 2:13; 3:14–15; 4:11, 13; 6:11; 8:5, 8; 9:1, 5, 9.

The superscription, then, locates the prophet and his message within the geography and history of Israel. The fact that it has much in common in style and information with superscriptions of other prophetic books suggests that it may have been added, along with those others, in a common redactional effort, although it is difficult to say by whom.19 The superscription is retrospective, but it is impossible to say exactly when it would have been affixed. The placement of Uzziah, king of Judah before the mention of Jeroboam, even though the prophet had prophesied in the North, might mean that the book was designed for a Judean audience, but this would be a very speculative conclusion. The heading does not specify the nature and tone of his words and visions. The summary oracle provides that crucial piece.

B. SUMMARY ORACLE (1:2)

2He said:

Yahweh roarsa from Zion, and from Jerusalem he gives his voice;

andb the pastures of the shepherds mourn,c and the top of Carmeld withers.e

a. LXX reads ephthenxato (“speaks”). This does not necessarily indicate a desire to avoid a possible zoomorphism (Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 191, 194; Amos, 43).

b. The waw on the perfect verbal forms in this line can be taken as marking purpose or result (cf. GKC §112p; IBHS §32.2.1d). This nuance (“so that the pastures … mourn and … dry up”) could fit the context well.

c. The verb ʾbl has been traced to either of two homonyms: “mourn” (NASB, NJB, NKJV, HCSB) or “dry up” (NEB, NJPS, NRSV, CEB). See the exposition.

d. For the same phrase, see 9:3.

e. Tg. reads: “The dwellings of the kings shall be made desolate, and their mighty cities destroyed.” Apparently, shepherds was taken as symbolizing the kings of the nations. Rabbinic commentators were aware of the difference between the literal sense and this more allegorical rendering (Ruíz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 8–12). For similar notions, see Kapelrud, Central Ideas in Amos, 19; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 126.

This second verse is linked grammatically with 1:1 by means of the waw-consecutive (lit. “and he said”). This connection suggests that these are the first of the words of Amos.

A few scholars take this initial declaration as the introduction to the Oracles against the Nations (OAN).20 The primary reasons for this view are, first, that two other occasions with this combination of God’s roar and giving his voice also concern his action against other nations (Joel 3:16 [MT 4:16]; with variants, Jer 25:30) and, second, that the imagery of Yahweh the Divine Warrior fits best with what immediately follows. But this claims too little. It is better, as many commentators agree, to consider 1:2 as the thematic key to the entire book. There are numerous lexical connections with other passages—for instance, the roar of Yahweh (3:4, 8; cf. 3:12), raising a voice (3:4), the withering of fields (4:7–8), the hymnic tone (4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6), mourning (5:16; 8:8, 10; 9:5), the interest in Zion-Jerusalem (6:1; cf. 9:11), and Carmel (9:3).21 The verse, in other words, has the rest of the book in view.

These multiple connections lend credence to the view that the verse is authentic.22 Some critical commentators claim that 1:2 is a later addition by a Judean redactor who consciously summarized the prophet’s message. Other assumptions come into play with this claim. These include that the mention of Zion and Jerusalem (since supposedly Amos cannot refer to Judah) and the language (if the Joel passage is primary or if the hymnic passages are not original) are late and that the prophet did not threaten Israel with drought (since 4:7–8 is said not to be from Amos).23 Each of these presuppositions is questionable. In addition, it should not be taken for granted that such introductory statements can come only from a redactor. If this prophetic book was from the very beginning a literary work—which to us seems a likely prospect—an opening summary is not surprising.

There are two principal translation decisions that need to be made in relation to the verse. The first concerns the tense of the verbs. Some choose the future, believing this verse anticipates the judgment that is to come,24 but most commentators and modern versions opt for the present tense. Our translation also has the present tense and interprets it in an “incipient present non-perfective” sense.25 That is, the actions are beginning even as Yahweh speaks. The voice of God and the roar are the announcement and commencement of the following judgments.

The second translation crux is the verb ʾābəlû (mourn). Many translate the verb as “dry up” on the basis of a possible homonym of the root ʾābal (“mourn”), which would be similar to the Akkadian abālu (“to dry up”; CAD 1:29–31).26 Such a rendering, it is claimed, is a fitting parallel to the next clause (and the top of Carmel withers). The more common meaning of bereavement, however, allows for the imagery of “dry up.”27 Inanimate objects can mourn because of disaster (e.g., a gate, Isa 3:26; a vineyard, Jer 12:11; a rampart and wall, Lam 2:8; the land, Hos 4:3), so it is not strange that pastures mourn. The terrible voice of God harbingers loss, and the mourning is expressed in drought. The term suggests that this divine word will bring death. Death is in the offing for other nations as well as for Israel, and mourning will be ubiquitous (5:16–17; 8:3, 8, 10; 9:5).

The imagery of the two metrically balanced lines in 1:2 is powerful, with the second recording the effects of the first.28 The terminology has affinities with the theophanic tradition, where Yahweh the Divine Warrior appears in awesome power with devastating results (e.g., Deut 33:2; Judg 5:4–5; Pss 50:3; 68:7–8 [MT 68:8–9]; Mic 1:3; Hab 3:3–12).29 Whatever comfort or certainty this tradition may have provided regarding God’s coming from a sacred place on behalf of the people, here it is turned upside down: Yahweh himself does not come but rather sends out his voice. He roars like a lion.30 His roar resounds like thunder,31 and he comes not to deliver but to judge his people (cf. Isa 31:4; Hos 5:14–15; 13:7–8; Jer 25:30). The roar, therefore, portends violent death (cf. 3:4, 8, 12; 5:19). There is reason to mourn. The lion imagery also adds an element of fright to the declaration.32 Further details of how this judgment will work itself out in Israel’s future will unfold progressively in the text. With this roar come wailing and withering. The theophanic tradition is not the only one the prophet subverts. Others, such as the exodus and the day of Yahweh, which could also serve to sustain the nation’s nationalistic confidence and hope, come under his critical eye.

This verse uses agricultural imagery. In light of Amos’s profession and background, this is expected.33 For an agricultural society to hear that its grazing land and an enduring symbol of fruitful and wooded terrain, Carmel (cf. Bashan, 4:1), are to suffer would have been disconcerting. There might also be a merism in this second line, since misfortune extends from the pastures in the lowlands to the top of Carmel (cf. 9:3), thereby signaling comprehensive devastation, from top to bottom.

The fact that this voice reverberates from Zion and Jerusalem is crucial to appreciate its full impact.34 These two place names shed light on the stinging attack that this prophet from Judah will launch against the Northern Kingdom. Yahweh roars from Zion—that is, he is to be found in Jerusalem, not in the sanctuaries of Israel. Bethel, Gilgal, Dan, and all other Israelite sanctuaries are discredited (3:15; 4:4; 5:5–6; 7:9–10; 8:3, 14; 9:1). Some suggest that this theophanic language could have its roots in the cult, whether generally or in a specific festival.35 This is impossible to prove in the case of Amos but, if true, would reinforce the point that the only legitimate national sanctuary is in the South.

Yahweh also speaks from Jerusalem, not Samaria. In a world where royal ideologies were inexorably linked to the national god and his or her sanctuary, this line communicates that the sociopolitical system of Israel is under question. This prophetic posture against the religious, social, and governmental structures will be developed in the course of the book. Does this make Amos a thoroughgoing Judean nationalist, who is attempting to undermine—and even conspire—against the Northern Kingdom? Some with royal connections obviously thought so and demanded that he leave (7:10–13). While his Judean identity is important to understand the book’s message, the exposition will show that the prophet’s perspective transcends a narrow nationalism. Amos is no simpleminded, loyal Southern patriot.

Most importantly, 1:2 brings special attention to God. Rudolph has pointed out that the first recorded word of Amos is Yahweh.36 Yahweh is the ultimate focus of the message of the prophet. He is the primary actor in the oracles and visions; the hymnic passages highlight God’s power, and the visions reveal his demanding relationship with Israel. Yahweh will not tolerate worship or a socioeconomic and political world that uses his name for its own ends. He will not be mocked. Yahweh will not tolerate rivals, disobedience, or misrepresentation. Yahweh, the Divine Lion, is the incomparable and omnipotent sovereign King.
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II. THE ORACLES AGAINST THE NATIONS (1:3–2:16)

EXCURSUS: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE ORACLES AGAINST THE NATIONS

1. Search for Origins

In the middle decades of the twentieth century, there was great interest in identifying the Sitz im Leben that may have generated the Oracles against the Nations.1 There have been four prominent hypotheses in the history of Amos research. First, Bentzen hypothesized that the OAN found their model in Egyptian execration texts.2 These list enemy nations according to a specific geographical pattern and end with rivals of Pharaoh within Egypt itself. Bentzen claimed that the OAN should be located within a cultic setting in Israel, which he identified as a covenant renewal ceremony celebrated on the Day of Atonement during the annual New Year festival. Critics quickly pointed out that the differences between the OAN and the Egyptian texts far outweighed the similarities.3 Reventlow and Hayes, albeit in different ways, also related the announcement of judgment on Israel’s enemies to the cult.4

Second, other scholars connected the OAN to ancient Near Eastern vassal treaties.5 The conceptual and lexical overlap between the prophetic oracles against Israel and those documents were explained as Yahweh’s application of his covenant demands to Israel. The prophets, it is argued, extended the covenant relationship and its curses to the surrounding nations. Yahweh, in other words, was the supreme sovereign over all peoples.

A third perspective was put forward by Wolff.6 In his view, the inclusion of other nations reflected the international concerns of wisdom, where moral direction was grounded in creation and accessible to everyone. The graduated numerical saying pattern, Wolff believed, confirmed this setting.

The fourth hypothesis has found the broadest support. It connects the OAN to holy war traditions. Scholars propose various reconstructions for how the OAN might have developed within the experiences and war traditions of Israel,7 but there is no doubt that there was a long history of seeking divine aid in warfare in the ancient Near East. It would have been no different in Israel. Evidence in the biblical narratives is found in the use of divination (e.g., Judg 1:1–2; 7:9–14; 20:23–28) and the summons to battle (e.g., Num 31:1–4; Josh 6:1–5, 16–19; 8:1–18; 1 Sam 11:7). Parallels in form and content to the OAN are found in the account of Balaam in Num 22–24 (esp. 22:15–24) and in the exhortations of Yahweh delivered through various spokespersons in Num 21:27–30; 1 Sam 15:2–3; 1 Kgs 20:28; and Isa 7:7–9.

There is continuity between the OAN and these divine assurances in war against the enemies of Israel, but the key difference lies in the shift in the target of the prophetic word. Because of the sins of the nation, the divine word is now directed against Israel and not just against foreign powers. This crucial change suggests that, whatever one might finally decide concerning the ultimate origin of the OAN, Amos 1:3–2:16 is an appropriation of an earlier genre. The existence of wisdom forms embedded within these oracles underscores that the first two chapters of the book of Amos cannot be neatly categorized within any one theory of development of literary forms, even if there might be influence from the holy war traditions.

2. Theological Foundations

Closely related to the discussion of the source of the literary form of the OAN is the issue of identifying the most significant theological tradition that informs them.8 The notions of an execration ritual or holy war might suggest that nationalism lies behind these opening chapters. Yahweh would be assuring his people that those who had wronged them would be punished. The fact that Israel itself is included (2:6–16) and that at least one oracle does not even concern Israel (2:1–3) requires a more nuanced explanation. Three proposals stand out, each of which contain valid observations.

To begin with, it is not uncommon for commentators to argue that the theological foundation for the OAN was the prophet’s belief in universal ethical standards that were grounded in the person and demands of Yahweh, which every human somehow can perceive. Yahweh rules over the created order and is sovereign over human history and the nations. Hence, he has the authority to judge any people who violate that moral law.9 Of course, whether and how other nations actually might have known, and thus have been accountable to, those standards is another question. The rhetoric of the two opening chapters and the assumption in 3:9 of common moral ground between Israel and her enemies indicate that, at least in the prophet’s mind, the atrocities that he censured would have been condemned by all.

A second option shifts the universal argument from the theological arena to the realm of phenomenological moral discourse. Barton believes that what is found in Amos 1–2 is an indictment based on “international customary law”—that is, an ethos concerning armed conflict probably shared across the ancient world.10 Everyone would have recognized that the crimes that the prophet condemns were violations of accepted conduct in war. This does not mean, of course, that they would not commit these crimes in battle; acknowledgment of atrocities does not preclude participation if they can be justified as necessary in the fight against an enemy. War always operates with moral contradictions. While this phenomenological approach is insightful, and probably true at some level, it does not go far enough. The fact is that the OAN base their judgments on theological grounds: They come as a word from Yahweh, who will execute them (even if through human agency). The literary interconnections between the oracles against Judah and Israel and those against the other nations are also problematic. Israel and Judah are not criticized for war crimes.

A third hypothesis connects the OAN to violations of mutual treaty obligations between former members of the Davidic Empire. In the final analysis, the transgressions were sins against Yahweh himself, as he had established that throne.11 The empire had begun to be dismantled at Solomon’s death (1 Kgs 11:14–25), but according to this view, the prophet hoped for its revival in the future (9:11–12). The roar of Yahweh proceeds from Jerusalem (1:2), and the treaty language finds an echo in treaty of brothers (1:9) and his brother (1:11). What is more, the verb pšʿ (“transgress”), whose noun form is found throughout the OAN,12 is used for rebellion by a vassal state against its overlord (e.g., 1 Kgs 12:19; 2 Kgs 1:1; 8:20–22). Accordingly, the Judah oracle (2:4–5) would be a later addition, since the true hope lay precisely in the Southern Kingdom, and to condemn it contradicts that conviction. The obvious problem with this position is that Tyre (1:9–10) was never a vassal of the Davidic Empire, although it was an ally. In addition, the two other occurrences of the noun form of the root pšʿ in the book of Amos (3:14; 5:12; the verb appears in 4:4) cannot be narrowly interpreted as transgressions related to the Davidic Empire. The invitation of 3:9 and Yahweh’s claim in 9:7 also appeal to an ethical framework wider than violations of an imperial ideal. In any case, Amos can look to the south for the future without idealizing the regime in Judah.

Perhaps a more viable solution is to appreciate that the book of Amos presupposes a comprehensive moral universe—one in which Yahweh governs all nations and judges them for what in modern parlance might be called crimes against humanity. In the OAN, these wrongs are committed in war at both personal and corporate levels—the violation of women (1:13) and the dead (2:1), bloodlust in battle (1:11),13 and the trafficking of the defeated into slavery (1:6, 9). This interpretation can encompass the judgment upon the people of God as well. Judah’s sin is not just religious (2:4). The law and statutes are part of the broader social construction of reality revealed by God in the Law and incorporate all kinds of civil realities; the prophet’s diatribe against the cult in Israel is also related to economic and political sin. Israel’s social inequities take a human toll that Amos decries. Its guilt is greater than that of the other nations, however, because it possesses revelation from God and has his prophets and the Nazarites, exemplars of lives committed to divine demands (2:11–12; 3:7; 7:10–17). It is best to see all of this as grounded in a complex, yet coherent, ethical universe under Yahweh, the Creator and supreme Ruler of Israel and the nations.

Amos does envisage a future under a Davidic regime, but not in the manner suggested by those scholars who argue for the restoration of the old Davidic Empire. Yahweh speaks from Jerusalem, but the prophet is not naïve about the present state of Judah (2:4–5; 6:1); it is not that Southern Kingdom that will be restored. The promises of God look beyond the sinful Israel and Judah of the prophet’s day and find their fulfillment on the other side of judgment in a different sociopolitical and religious reality. Even as there is continuity with the present, there are also disjuncture and transcendence.

3. Structure And Form

a. The X // X + 1 Formula

The x // x+1 formula, or graded numerical sequence, of the opening line of each oracle is well-known in ancient Near Eastern literature and the Old Testament.14 The three-four pattern appears in Proverbs (30:15–16, 18–19, 21–23, 29–31), a fact that Wolff uses to argue that the theological background of Amos is to be found within wisdom circles.15

Unlike in Proverbs, however, where all four items are listed, the OAN are inconsistent as to how many transgressions are mentioned. Most commentators state that only one transgression appears in each oracle. Some suppose that the purpose is not to specify the four transgressions of these nations but rather to communicate that the sins are many or to highlight a pattern of transgression in an indefinite or symbolic sense.16 Others contend that the numbers three and four should be added together to produce the number seven, thereby communicating the fullness of sin.17 Still others contend that the singled-out sin is the worst or most exemplary of guilt,18 or that it is the one that finally went beyond the bounds of divine patience.19

The indictments, however, cannot always be reduced to just one offense. Their number varies, as do the descriptions of sin. The oracles against Gaza and Ammon (1:6, 13; infinitive construct + purpose clause), Tyre (1:9; two verbal statements), Edom (1:11; four verbal clauses), and Judah (2:4; three verbal statements) seem to indicate multiple acts (or perhaps one of several dimensions). It is possible, too, that the similar terminology concerning selling communities in 1:6, 9 describes a project in which the Philistines and Phoenicians are participating with Edom.

The x // x+1 pattern can also be extended to the level of the entire series of OAN, in which case, x would be seven, creating a seven-eight pattern.20 For a Southern audience, Judah, as the seventh nation, might have been understood as the final oracle and culmination of the list, yet the Israel oracle appears as the eighth and the ultimate climax of the sequence.21 Could it also be that the three-four pattern also applies to the entire series and not just to the crimes of each nation?22 The Edom oracle (1:11–12) is the fourth, and the repeated mention of Edom in the opening two chapters of the book does draw particular attention to that nation (1:6, 9; 2:1). Edom is also the one nation mentioned in the closing passage (9:12), where it will be the most prominent of the other countries that will bow the knee to Yahweh. If Edom is the climax of the initial three-four grouping, then Israel is the climax of the second, a fact underscored by its detail and length (2:6–16). This second three-four pairing would therefore coincide with the seven-eight frame. The three-four numerical pattern, in other words, is more complex and textured than might be appreciated at first glance.

b. The Referent of “It” in “I Will Not Cause It to Return”

The clause lōʾ ʾăšîbennû, which is part of the OAN formula, can be woodenly translated as “I will not cause it to return.” Several suggestions have been made as to the referent of this third masculine singular suffix to the verb šûb. One set of options relates the suffix in various ways to the judgment of God. Some scholars argue that qôl (voice) in 1:2 is the antecedent: The voice of God has gone out in judgment and cannot return.23 A comparable interpretation holds that the suffix refers to the word of Yahweh, that efficacious pronouncement which cannot be rescinded (cf. Num 23:19–20; Isa 45:23; 55:10–11).24 Some hold that the referent is the wrath (’ap) of God. There are instances where repentance can lead to the withdrawal of his anger (cf. Ps 85:4 [MT 85:5]; Isa 12:1; Jer 2:35; Hos 14:4 [MT 14:5]), but, according to this interpretation, that prospect is not possible here.25 Others argue that the suffix points to the punishment that follows each announcement.26 Yet another group of scholars contend that the suffix refers to the people denounced in each oracle. This view relates the OAN to the theory of a revived Davidic Empire: These nations have rebelled against their sovereign God, and Yahweh declares that he will not receive them back as a vassal (in contrast to Jer 15:19; Lam 5:21; Ps 80:3 [MT 80:4]).27

All of these interpretations have as their goal to specify with precision the referent of the suffix, and all assume that there can be only one referent. It is noteworthy, though, that the suffix is vague—perhaps deliberately so.28 Ceresko believes that Janus parallelism is at work, with the phrase looking back to the offending nation as well as forward to the fire that Yahweh is sending.29 Based upon a possible double meaning of the preposition ʿal as causal (“for/because of”) or adversative (“despite”), Noble argues that the ambiguity allows the clause to refer both to the coming irrevocable judgment and to the sure promise of God beyond that time (cf. 9:11–15).30 While intriguing, these last two interpretations are probably overly subtle and cryptic.

While many of the options are plausible syntactically and conceptually, there is no doubt that the tone is ominous. Perhaps it is best to say that the suffix points in a general way to the judgment, which comes by the prophetic word. It is interesting that the verb šûb resurfaces in later chapters. The fivefold refrain of 4:6–11 (yet you did not return to me) and the divine pledge that in the future Yahweh would restore the fortunes (or “return the captivity,” 9:14) of the people suggest a wordplay of reversal, at least in terms of the nation of Israel. Its sentence of judgment would not return (2:6–16) even as they did not return to him (4:6–11), but after the execution of wrath, Yahweh would return them from exile to a new life (9:11–15).

c. “Thus Says Yahweh”: A Messenger Formula?

A staple of prophet research is that the phrase Thus says Yahweh is a messenger formula. This label communicates that the prophets are sent by the Divine King to deliver his words to the people of Israel. Parallels from ancient Near Eastern texts and examples from the Old Testament are cited to substantiate this idea (e.g., Gen 32:4; Judg 11:15; 2 Kgs 18:19, 31; 19:3). The messenger formula is thus understood to reveal insights into the nature of prophecy and how prophets might have viewed their office and task.31

 Recent research questions this interpretation of the data.32 Not only is the comparative evidence questionable, but some prophetic books use the phrase only once (Obad, Nah, Mal) or not at all (Hos, Joel, Hab, Zeph). Only Haggai is explicitly called a messenger (1:13), unless, of course, one takes “Malachi” as an epithet and not as a proper name. Apparently, the notion of a divine messenger was not central to all of the prophets’ words or their self-perception. It is undeniable that there are occasions when the phrase is used to commission messengers, but there are also instances when this is not the case. Telling for the book of Amos is that the phrase is utilized by Amaziah to report Amos’s speech to Jeroboam (7:10–11). Apparently, it could simply be a means of introducing words previously spoken by someone else.

The phrase introduces each of the OAN. That five of the eight oracles also close with some sort of reference to Yahweh speech (1:5, 8, 15; 2:3, 16) underscores that what Amos is saying comes from Yahweh. The seriousness of the message is not a prophetic whim or personal opinion; it comes from God.

4. Authenticity of the Oracles and Initial Literary Observations

The eight oracles exhibit common components: (1) an opening formulaic phrase (Thus says Yahweh); (2) the three-four numerical formula; (3) a declaration of irrevocable judgment (I will not cause it to return); (4) the statement of the transgression (ʿal + infinitive construct); and (5) an announcement of the judgment in first-person verbs with Yahweh as the subject. Nevertheless, the oracles are not absolutely uniform.

A staple of critical approaches is to question the authenticity of several of the OAN, particularly those against Tyre (1:9–10), Edom (1:11–12), and Judah (2:4–5).33 The criteria for excluding them from an original collection are basically three.34 The first is structural. The oracles against Tyre, Edom, and Judah lack the concluding formula says [the Lord] Yahweh (ʾāmar [ʾădōnāy] yhwh) in contrast to 1:5, 8, 15; 2:3.35 Their indictments are also long and the decrees of punishment brief, which is the opposite case of the other four.36 Second, some reject the oracles on linguistic and theological grounds. It is claimed that these three contain Deuteronomistic terminology, such as covenant of brothers (1:9) and statutes (2:4), which many scholars hold to be foreign to the eighth century. The third criterion is historical. Since many anti-Edom prophetic texts ostensibly recall the fall of Jerusalem in 587/586 BC (Jer 49:7–22; Lam 4:21–22; Ezek 35; cf. Joel 3:19 [MT 4:19]; Obad), the Edom oracle of 1:11–12 is connected to that time as well. The slave trade is an issue in later texts, too (1:6, 9; cf. Ezek 27:13; Joel 3:6–8 [MT 4:6–8]). Accordingly, after his survey of the data, Barton opines, “So we may conclude that the Judah oracle is certainly, the Edom oracle almost certainly, and the Tyre oracle very probably, not by Amos.”37

Recent redaction-critical studies take this traditional critical stance as their starting point and offer different compositional ideas.38 Gosse interprets the OAN in connection with the DtrH and argues for mutual influence.39 He begins with the Damascus oracle of Amos 1:3–5, whose multiple lexical connections with the rest of the book, he feels, demonstrate its antiquity. He posits that the Deuteronomistic historian understood this prediction to have been fulfilled by the Assyrian defeat of Aram (2 Kgs 16:9) and echoed the language of going into exile (Amos 7:11, 17) in 2 Kgs 17:23; 25:21. On the other hand, Gosse believes that Amos 2:4 derives its wording from 2 Kgs 17:13–15, which presages the condemnation of Judah in 23:27. This reasoning confirms in his mind the secondary nature of the Tyre, Edom, and Judah oracles from a fresh point of view. Gosse’s observations are interesting, but it is difficult to prove chronological priority on lexical grounds.

Jeremias offers another reconstruction.40 The foundation of his hypothesis is that the OAN (especially the Israel oracle, 2:6–16) presuppose the vision accounts of chapters 7–9. The announcements of irrevocable judgment (I will not cause it to return) presuppose the end of the prophet’s intercession by the third vision. Like the visions, which appear to be grouped in two pairs (7:1–3 with 7:4–6; 7:7–8 with 8:1–2) with a climax at the fifth (9:1–4), the five “original” oracles (i.e., without the Tyre, Edom, and Judah strophes) can be arranged into two pairs (Damascus-Gaza; Ammon-Moab) with their culmination at the fifth, or Israel, oracle. Once more, one is struck by insightful textual observations. The suggested paired reconstruction fails, however, if the authenticity of all of the oracles can be demonstrated. In addition, whatever might have been the earlier connections between the OAN and the visions (which are irrecoverable), their location in the book as it currently stands does not lend itself to this reading. There are now eight oracles, not five. What is more, the third vision is now separated from the fourth by a narrative (7:10–17) and the fourth from the fifth by other material (8:4–14). Clearly, a different literary purpose is now at work than any past hypothetical pairings might have pursued.41 The fact that the visions appear later in the text actually encourages the reader to read them in light of the OAN, not the other way around.

Even though many scholars question the authenticity of the Tyre, Edom, and Judah oracles, there has been a steady stream of commentators who have argued that all or a significant portion of the OAN can be traced to Amos. The authenticity of the OAN can be bolstered by demonstrating a literary unity that undermines the search for distinct, hypothetical redactional layers. Some detect a chiastic structure binding the whole sequence together,42 but Paul proposes a more convincing argument. He has pointed out a “concatenous literary pattern” that interconnects the oracle sequence. This pattern

weaves the various units into a coherent whole. Each link in this chain of oracles can be shown to be tied to one another by an indissoluble bond characterized by the well-known literary mnemonic device of the concatenation of similar catchwords, phrases, or ideas shared only by the two contiguous units.43

Part of the punishment of the Damascus oracle (1:5) is repeated verbatim in the Gaza oracle (1:8a), and exile appears in both (1:5b, 6c). Gaza and Tyre participate in the crime of selling populations to Edom (1:6c, 9c), while the designation brother links the Tyre oracle with Edom’s (1:9c, 11c). Other lexical connections between adjoining oracles include shout (1:14c; 2:2b), king (1:15; 2:1c), and officials (1:15; 2:3). Among these similarities, however, are sprinkled slight variations in wording that demonstrate creativity along with continuity.44

Paul admits that the pattern is not as neat as he would like. A clear lexical link does not seem to exist between the fourth (Edom, 1:11–12) and fifth (Ammon, 1:13–15) oracles. He resolves this quandary by positing that the violence with the sword (1:11) is related conceptually to the ripping open of the pregnant women of Gilead (1:13). He also argues for the translation “his young women” for raḥămāyw (1:11, usually translated as “his natural affections”) in order to establish a connection between the female victims of the two oracles. This is reasonable, of course, but a solution that need not resort to such hypothetical arguments could lie elsewhere. Perhaps the partial lexical break in the sequence could be deliberate and designed to give readers pause. The verbal connections keep readers moving forward to the following oracles, but this oddity slows them down to focus a bit more on the Edom passage, thereby corroborating literarily the significance of this oracle within the OAN’s three-four pattern, discussed above (pp. 129–30).

The geographical order works to rhetorical effect as well. Several note that the oracles move from foreign nations that did not have blood ties to Israel (Damascus/Aram, Gaza/Philistia, and Tyre), to those that did (Edom, Ammon, Moab), and then to its sister nation, Judah. Another perspective on those first two groups recognizes how the series initially names three city-states and then addresses three by their national identity before turning to Judah. Still another geographical arrangement discerns an alternating sequence between those nations bordering Israel and those bordering Judah, even as it moves ultimately to their common border.45 These overlapping geographical arrangements corroborate, even as the literary arguments do, the intended coherence of the whole as an original unit.46 Finally, there are good historical reasons for accepting all of the oracles. The contextual framework was presented in the introduction under “Historical Background” (pp. 6–14). Other data will be discussed in the exposition of each pericope.

5. Conclusion

The scholarly tendency has been to try to identify each aspect of the OAN with precision. The form and content are grounded in large measure in war traditions, but they cannot be easily reduced to this without remainder. Apparently, the OAN are a creative innovation of what the prophet had at his disposal. They are an intricate, literarily bound set of oracles that express what the roar of the lion, Yahweh the sovereign Lord of history, will bring (1:2). What might be the rhetorical purpose of the OAN? Three observations are apropos at this juncture.

To begin with, the Israel oracle (2:6–16) serves as the climax of the entire series. It is interconnected with the OAN by the same opening formula. Thus, the people of God at some level are considered to be one with the other nations, who (with the exception of Judah) do not know Yahweh; thus, their end will also be military defeat (2:13–16). Nevertheless, Israel is distinct. Its sin is not specified as war crimes, but it does entail violence toward others (2:6–8). These transgressions are exacerbated by the nation’s refusal to respond to the gracious acts of God on its behalf (2:9–10) and to his representatives (2:11–12). Their guilt is greater and the description of their military demise longer than any of the others.

Second, the OAN can raise difficult questions about the character of the judgment of God. Even as the nations are denounced for cruelty in warfare, the judgment they will experience will be their own defeat in war. In other words, what Yahweh decries, he decrees. This theological fact sets the pattern for the divine intervention in the book of Amos and the prophetic literature in general: lex talionis—the punishment fits (and mirrors) the offense. God turns humanity—even his own people—over to their violent passions and their self-destructive ways. This topic is dealt with in more depth in the introduction under “Religion and Theology in the Book of Amos” (pp. 94–98).

Third, it is common for commentators to state that the OAN are designed to be a “rhetoric of entrapment.” Barton’s statement is typical: The prophet will “startle the hearers by suddenly turning on them after lulling them into a false sense of their own security by denouncing their neighbors.”47 That is, the prophet gets his audience to agree with his opening condemnation of the atrocities of others but then surprises Israel by confronting it with its own transgressions. This reading, however, is based on what one might surmise to have occurred during an oral delivery of the OAN divorced from the opening lines of the book. In the received text, the OAN follow the superscription and menacing motto, which explicitly mention Israel (1:1–2). As explained at 1:2, Israel—its monarchy, religion, and society—are discredited from the very beginning. Literarily, therefore, for a reader (and a hearer of the completed work), the OAN are not an astonishing disclosure. They serve to explain why God’s word has come against the nation. This literary effect is more forceful than the hypothetical rhetoric of entrapment: These initial words of Amos against Israel, the discredited nation against whom Yahweh roars, reveal that they are no better than their neighbors and deserve even a greater judgment. In other words, Israel is not ensnared by poetic technique; it is morally embroiled in the ways of the world.

[image: Image]

A. ORACLE AGAINST DAMASCUS (1:3–5)

3Thusa says Yahweh:

For three sins of Damascus and for four I will not cause it to return,

because they threshed Gilead with sledges of iron.b

4Therefore, I will send fire on the house of Hazael, and it will devour the citadelsc of Ben-Hadad.d

5I will also break the bare of Damascus,f and I will cut down the enthroned oneg from the Valley of Avenh

and the one holding the scepteri from Beth Eden. The people of Aram will be exiled to Kir.j Yahweh has spoken.

a. LXX connects this oracle and 1:2 with and (kai). For possible contextual reasons for this addition, see Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 150–52.

b. LXX reads “with iron saws they were sawing the pregnant women of Gilead” (eprizon priosin sidērois tas en gastri echousas tōn en Galaad; cf. 5QAmos). For this rendering and apparent connections to 2 Kgs 8:12 and 1 Chr 20:3, see Theocharous, Lexical Dependence, 109–22; cf. Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 48–52; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 156–57; Amos, 46.

c. In 1:4, 7, 10, 12, 14; 2:2, 5, LXX translates ʾarmənôt as themelia (“foundations”). In 3:9–11; 6:8, the term is rendered chōra (“regions”). For discussion on LXX’s unfamiliarity with the Hebrew term, see Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 78–79.

d. LXX has Ader instead of Hadad. Gelston suggests that this is due to the confusion of the dalet and resh (“Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 495). Glenny observes that this name is almost always translated this way in LXX (Finding Meaning in the Text, 176–77; Amos, 46).

e. Tg. has “might” instead of MT bar.

f. BHS suggests that this clause be moved to after from Beth-Eden in the next line to reflect the structure of v. 8a (cf., e.g., Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 159). This proposal is not mentioned in BHQ.

g. LXX has the plural “inhabitants” (katoikountas); Tg. reads “people.” This translation is followed in most English versions (NASB, NEB, NJB, NRSV, NKJV, ESV, CEB). For the translation enthroned one (NIV, CEB, HCSB), see the exposition.

h. LXX renders “from the plain of On” (ek pediou Ōn). See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 53–56; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 63–64; Amos, 46–47; and the exposition.

i. Here and at 1:8, LXX translates šēbeṭ as “tribe” (phylēn), a legitimate rendering of this term but not the appropriate option here.

j. Here and at 9:7, Tg. and Vulg. have “Cyrene,” which was in North Africa. LXX has epiklētos, misreading Kîr with the locative he apparently as a form of the verb qārāʾ (“call, appoint”). Two renderings are possible: (1) In a number of places “appointed” means “renowned” (Num 1:16; 26:9); (2) in other sources it can also mean “foreign” in a negative sense (see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 53–62; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 63–66; Amos, 47). For LXX’s reading of Kîr in 9:7, see ad loc.

This is the first of the OAN, which continue through chapter 2.48 The roar of the Divine Lion in 1:2 extends to the nations, which will be judged for their cruelty in warfare. Several elements common to all the oracles are introduced here. Accordingly, the discussion of this pericope is longer than that of most of the other oracles.

3 This first announcement of judgment is directed at Israel’s long-standing enemy to the north-northeast, Aram (or Syria)—more specifically, at its capital city of Damascus. The Arameans had threshed Gilead, the region in Transjordan that at its broadest expanse stretched from the Arnon Gorge in the south to the Yarmuk River in the north. Traditionally, it had been assigned to the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh (Josh 22:9, 15). This area was prized for its fertile land for farming and livestock. A crucial trade route ran from Damascus past the Red Sea along its western edge (the King’s Highway).49 By Amos’s day, Israel and Aram had disputed this territory continually for a century.

What precisely is the crime described by the clause they threshed Gilead with sledges of iron? The verb thresh (dûš) refers to the separation of the kernels of grain from the stalks, which is done by dragging a heavy wooden sledge studded with iron or stones over those stalks.50 Some argue that what is denounced here is physical torture committed by Aram’s invading army.51 Cruelty in ancient warfare was commonplace. It is more likely, however, that this is a figurative expression for ruthlessness; it is a common metaphor in ancient Near Eastern war annals (cf. Isa 41:15; Mic 4:13; Hab 3:12).52 It is used elsewhere to depict Aram’s attacks on Israel years before (2 Kgs 13:7).

As with all of these oracles, no clear historical particulars are provided, so scholars disagree as to the actual time of this atrocity (whether it is literal or a trope for cruelty).53 What makes identification more difficult is that the conflicts with Aram occurred over almost three hundred years, beginning at the inception of the united monarchy during the reign of David (2 Sam 8:3–8; 10:6–19). Three primary options have been proposed as possible referents for this oracle.54 First, a few scholars believe that the oracle has in mind the attack of Rezin in the tenth century at the end of Solomon’s tenure (1 Kgs 11:23–25).55 Many identify the setting with the second half of the ninth century, when Hazael and his son Ben-Hadad II attacked Gilead during the time when Jehu and Jehoahaz were kings of Israel (2 Kgs 8:7–15; 10:32–33; 13:3–7, 22).56

A third group locates the conflict during the time of Jeroboam II. Haran dates the encounter to early in his reign, believing that the success described in 2 Kings 14:25–28 could have come only toward the end of his time on the throne, during the time of Aššur-Nirari III (755–745). Israel would have been vulnerable in the first quarter of the eighth century, he holds, because the weakness of the Assyrian Empire in the west would have allowed Aram to maintain some of its hegemony in Transjordan.57 Another possibility—and the best in light of the historical data—is to locate the brutality later in Jeroboam II’s reign and contemporaneous with the ministry of the prophet.58 Contrary to Haran’s scenario, Aram had been in decline since its defeat by Adad-nirari III in his campaigns of 805–803 and subsequently weakened by attacks in 796 and 773. Jeroboam’s father Joash (798–782) had routed the Arameans on several occasions and had regained some of Israel’s territory (2 Kgs 13:12–25). The vacuum created by Assyria’s absence, coupled with Aramean weakness, allowed for Israel’s expansion in the region in the second quarter of the eighth century. After Jeroboam’s death in about 750, the Northern Kingdom degenerated into political chaos. In the next three decades Israel would have six kings (four of whom would be assassinated) and fall to the Assyrian armies under Tiglath-pileser III in 722. Rezin assumed the throne of Aram in 750 and began to try to reestablish Aram’s sway in Transjordan. In 742, Pekah assassinated Pekahiah (2 Kgs 15:25) and, together with Rezin in 734, attempted to pressure Judah into joining their anti-Assyrian coalition (2 Kgs 16:5; Isa 7:1–9). This series of events and Israel’s precipitous collapse strongly suggest that toward the end of Jeroboam’s rule, Israel was already losing its grip on its internal affairs and outlying areas. The text of Amos also points to military difficulties. Note that 4:10 says that Yahweh had recently sent war and death, and 6:13 mockingly chides Israel for gloating over insignificant victories at Lo-debar and Karnaim (both of which lie in Transjordan) even as a greater disaster awaited the nation (6:14; 7:9–11, 17). The prophet’s numerous announcements of judgment as military defeat and exile (2:14–16; 3:11–4:3; 5:3, 6, 27; 6:7, 14; 7:9–11, 17; 8:3; 9:1, 4, 8–10; cf. 7:2, 5)59 suggest that Israel was more vulnerable than it realized.

Gilead was again a battleground, and events were no longer going Israel’s way (cf. 1:13). If the conflict with Aram did occur during the time of Amos, there would have been no need to provide details with which the audience was very familiar—thus the paucity of information. A contemporary event would have had a much more powerful rhetorical and emotional effect than something that had happened a century or many decades earlier.

4 The first-person singular verbs of vv. 4–5 have Yahweh as their subject. There is no mistaking that Yahweh will be directly involved in what he decrees. He proclaims that he is sending fire. This same fate is repeated in all but the Israel oracle (1:7, 10, 14; 2:2, 5), and the fire motif reappears a number of times later in the book (5:6; 7:4). Deities commonly do battle with fire in mythological texts,60 but here it is placed squarely within a historical context. This divine consuming fire brings destruction, death, and exile (Hos 8:14; Jer 17:27; cf. Deut 9:3; 2 Sam 22:8–16 [= Ps 18:7–15 (MT 18:8–16)]; Isa 30:27–33).61 Burning cities was part of the cruel reality of ancient warfare (cf. Josh 6:24; 1 Kgs 9:16; 2 Kgs 8:12; 25:9; Isa 1:7), so to herald fire is tantamount to declaring war.62 The human agent who will carry out this decree is not identified. That the human protagonist is nowhere named reinforces the claim that, ultimately, this is Yahweh’s war.

The targets of his wrath are the house of Hazael and the citadels of Ben-Hadad (cf. Jer 49:23–27). At first glance, house would seem to refer to a building, the royal palace—especially because the following parallel phrase mentions physical structures. It was common practice, however, to designate a kingdom by “house of” plus the name of the dynasty’s founder or most illustrious head.63 Hazael and Ben-Hadad were the names of Aramean kings of the ninth and eighth centuries, all of whom figure prominently in the DtrH (1 Kgs 15, 20, 22; 2 Kgs 6–9, 12–16).64 Here, they serve as parallel designations for the Aramean kingdom. The oracle, therefore, begins by saying that the Syrian monarchy, the house of Hazael, will be destroyed in war.

The second term, ʾarmənôt (singular ʾarmôn), has been variously translated in the English versions as “palaces,” “citadels,” “strongholds,” or “fortresses.”65 Interpretations tend to fall into two categories, each yielding a different emphasis. It is possible that ʾarmənôt points to the “residential quarters of the upper class or military officials” and thus “visible symbols of urban growth and thus the power of the ruling elite and their wealth.”66 In this case, the focus would be on the luxurious lifestyle of Aram’s rulers. It is more likely that the word refers to the fortified acropolis of the capital city or of its administrative center, within whose precincts were often located the palace complex, the national temple, key governmental buildings, and the quarters of the royal court and its staff and government officials.67 This phrase, in other words, condemns the stronghold of Aram’s main city and the visible symbols of its government to destruction. This is a key word in the book, appearing twelve times (over one-third of its occurrences in the Old Testament).

5 This verse continues the description of the demise of Aram-Damascus. Yahweh will break the city’s bar. This was a horizontal shaft, made of wood or bronze (1 Kgs 4:13), which was placed behind the doors into the city to prevent their opening; it was secured on both ends in the gate posts. The term probably signifies the entire gate complex, which protected a city’s entrance but was also the weakest point of its fortifications.68 The breach of the gate by a battering ram or its destruction by fire signaled the collapse of a city’s defenses, leaving it exposed to onrushing enemy troops (Jer 51:30; Lam 2:9).

The judgment shifts to the Arameans themselves, from the leadership to the general populace. First, Yahweh will cut down the yôšēb of the Valley of Aven. Yôšēb (singular masculine participle of yšb, “dwell” or “sit”) is translated in several ancient versions and in many English translations as the collective “inhabitant(s)” (cf. 8:8).69 Nonetheless, the following parallel phrase (the one holding the scepter) and the similar wording in 1:8 suggest that a ruler is in mind.70 Yôšēb could be an abbreviated form of an idiom, such as “he who sits on the/his throne” (e.g., 1 Kgs 1:48; 3:6; Pss 9:7 [MT 9:8]; 61:7 [MT 61:8]; 132:11–14; Jer 33:17; cf. Deut 17:18); thus the translation enthroned one. The scepter, of course, was a symbol of governance. In 2:3, the same verb (I will cut down) is again used, clearly with leaders in mind. This singling out of those in leadership positions sets the tone for the rest of the book. They are held most responsible for the sin and fate of their people. This will be especially true of Israel.

There is debate concerning the significance and locations of the places mentioned in this verse. On the one hand, both the Valley of Aven (biqʿat-ʾāven) and Beth Eden (bêt ʿeden) might be derogatory names without explicit geographical or historical import.71 Aven would be a play on the word “evil” or “disaster” even as Beth-Aven puns Bethel on several occasions elsewhere—most prominently in the book of Hosea (Hos 4:15; 5:8; 10:5; cf. Josh 7:2; 18:12; 1 Sam 13:5; 14:23). Eden means “pleasure” or “delight.” These designations mockingly underscore the sinfulness of this enemy nation to the north.

Most scholars, although appreciating the disparaging labels, seek to identify these names with specific places. The fact that the rest of the OAN deal with regions and cities suggests that the same might be true here, too. The double entendres could add to the oracle’s rhetorical force. Where then is this valley? For Aven, LXX reads Ōn, perhaps a transliteration of the Hebrew consonantal text. Ōn was the name given to Heliopolis in Egypt (Gen 41:45, 50; 46:20; Ezek 30:17), and it was also applied to Baalbek, a city north of Damascus where the sun god was worshipped. The Valley of Aven could thus be the Valley of Lebanon (Josh 11:17; 12:7), today’s ʾel Beqâ.72 Coincidentally, Baalbek lies within this valley.

The identification of Beth Eden is more problematic.73 Some scholars equate Beth Eden with Bit Adini, a region some two hundred miles northeast of Damascus along the banks of the middle Euphrates.74 Even though it had apparently been under Aramean control in the tenth and first half of the ninth centuries, Shalmaneser III took the region and made it an Assyrian province in 855. During the first half of the eighth century, Šamši-ilu, the Assyrian turtānu who led the attack against Damascus in 773, held sway over large swaths of the region. Could he be the one holding the scepter? If so, it is puzzling that he and this area would be included in an oracle specifically directed at Aram. Various solutions to this question have been offered. Malamat believed that it is precisely because Šamši-ilu was such a prominent figure that he is cited alongside the king of Aram. Yet this proposal does not address the question of why an enemy of Aram is inserted at this juncture, especially when the very next clause returns to the judgment on the Arameans. Others believe that Aram and Šamši-ilu must have been allies or that Bit Adini was under the hegemony of Damascus at this point in time,75 but these explanations contradict the evidence. Younger has argued convincingly that a connection with Šamši-ilu is not viable and that Beth Eden cannot be Bit Adini for historical reasons.76 An alternative explanation is that the location of this region must be sought somewhere within the borders of Aram.77

Another option is to take the enthroned one of the Valley of Aven and the one who holds the scepter in Beth Eden in a looser manner as two titles of Aram’s king, each one representing the farthest boundaries—west and east, respectively—of what had been the reach of the Aramean kings, both in actuality and in its propagandistic boasting.78 The point would be that the totality of what Aram had been and had claimed to be was to be soundly crushed. The problem with this proposal is that the same syntactical structure in 1:8 does not suggest a merism.

In light of these uncertainties about the possible geographical referents, the disparaging labels “house of evil” and “house of pleasure” should conservatively be taken as prophetic moral critique. To claim anything more is speculative.

The final element of the approaching divine judgment is the deportation of the country’s population. The verb gālâ (“go into exile”) and its derivatives are fundamental to the OAN and to the threats of judgment elsewhere in the book. The verb is used in the next oracle (1:6) and later to describe Israel’s coming fate (5:5, 27; 6:7; 7:11, 17; cf. 9:9). The nouns gôlâ and gālût, both of which mean “exile,” appear in 1:15 and 1:6, respectively. Some commentators believe that the practice of exiling peoples did not begin until Tiglath-pileser III assumed the Assyrian throne in 745. While it is true that he systematized this policy in new ways, deportation was known before Amos’s day.79 This verse declares that the Arameans will be taken to Kir, which in 9:7 is said to be their place of origin. In other words, the history of Aram will be reversed by Yahweh, the sovereign God of the nations and human history. It will be as if all of their power had never been; their future is to end at the beginning. Scholars have sought the location of Kir, but without consensus.80

Some propose transposing I will also break the bar of Damascus to after who holds the scepter from Beth Eden in order to replicate the sequence in 1:7–8. As the introduction to the OAN noted, however, such discrepancies among the oracles underscore the importance of not binding them to rigid predetermined structures. They exhibit a creative diversity within a cohesive scheme, not an inflexible uniformity. What is more, the oracle unfolds in logical fashion, progressing from the announcement of the demise of the kingdom in general terms (I will send fire on the house of Hazael) to the destruction of its capital city (it will devour the citadels of Ben-Hadad // I will also break the bar of Damascus) to the death of its leaders (I will cut down the enthroned one from the Valley of Aven and the one holding the scepter from Beth Eden) and the deportation of its people (the people of Aram will be exiled to Kir).

The human agent of the Arameans’ defeat and deportation is not specified. In 732, the decreed destruction took place at the hand of the Assyrians (2 Kgs 16:9).81 The language in this and the following oracles is stereotypical and simply announces military defeat as God’s judgment sometime in the future. Subsequent events naturally would be (and are) read back into the oracles as proof of the accuracy of these prophetic predictions, but such interpretations seek more precision than the oracle provides. The fact that the nations of the OAN were not overthrown at the same time and by the same foes further substantiates that the OAN convey a general prophetic word of judgment.

The oracle closes with Yahweh has spoken, forming an inclusio with the opening clause, Thus says Yahweh. The oracle consequently begins and ends with divine proclamation; it is a sure word of judgment (cf. 1:8, 15; 2:3).

B. ORACLE AGAINST PHILISTIA (1:6–8)

6Thus says Yahweh:

For three sins of Gaza and for four I will not cause it to return,

because they sent into exile an entire communitya in order to deliver them to Edom.b

7Therefore, I will send fire on the wall of Gaza, and it will devour its citadels.

8And I will cut down the enthroned onec from Ashdod and the one who holds the scepterd from Ashkelon;

And I will turn my hand against Ekron, and the remnant of the Philistines will perish.

The Lord Yahwehe has spoken.

a. Literally, “they exiled a complete exile [i.e., an exiled people].” The adjective šəlēmâ means “complete, perfect, or entire” (e.g., Gen 15:16; Deut 25:15; Ruth 2:12); cf. Vulg., Syr. Tg. LXX misreads the term here and at 1:9 as a proper name: “of Solomon” (tou Salōmōn). For discussions of this change and the updating of Edom to Idumea (here and 1:9, 11; 2:1) in LXX, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 65–68; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 137–38, 243; Amos, 48.

b. Some emend Edom (leʾĕdôm) in 1:6, 9 to “Aram” (laʾăram). This involves changing the dalet to a resh. Edom, however, is spelled plene in the Hebrew Bible, thereby lessening the probability of confusion of terms (Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 259). There is no evidence from any ancient version to back up this change.

c. For this translation, see above, n. g.

d. For LXX “tribe,” see above, n. i.

e. LXX omits Lord (ʾădōnāy); cf. BHS, yet note BHQ, 78–79*. The longer form is attested in Mur XII (88) 3.25; Vulg. Here and elsewhere, Tg. substitutes “Yahweh God” (yhwh ʾĕlōhîm).

6 The second oracle is directed at four cities of the Philistine pentapolis (cf. Josh 13:3; 1 Sam 6:17).82 Amos is not the only prophet to denounce the Philistines, Israel’s historic adversaries (e.g., Isa 14:28–32; Jer 47:1–7; Ezek 25:15–17; Zeph 2:4–7; Zech 9:5–7).83 This verse singles out Gaza, the southernmost of the five, as representative of the confederation even as Damascus had symbolized Aram earlier (1:3). The ancient site of Gaza is located about three miles inland from the Mediterranean coast, in the northeastern part of the modern city of the same name. Gaza was strategically situated as the last principal stop on the Coastal Highway before entering the northern Sinai; several longitudinal routes also fanned out from this center into the southern coastal plain.84 It is not possible to know why it is cited in the formulaic introduction to this oracle. Can it be assumed that at this time Gaza was the leading Philistine city? As the southwesternmost city mentioned in the OAN, perhaps it represented the limit of their geographical scope.

The Philistines are condemned because they sent into exile an entire community. The phrase an entire community has engendered diverse interpretations. A few render it “a peaceful exile” and understand this line to refer to the breach of peace treaties between Israel and the Philistines that went as far back as the time of David. “Peace” can refer to treaties in Akkadian and in the Old Testament (e.g., 1 Kgs 5:12 [MT 5:26]; cf. Gen 33:18), and the phrase reappears in 1:9 in association with a covenant of brothers (brother is repeated in connection with Edom in 1:11).85 There is no evidence, however, for such treaties during this time period. The translation an entire community is reflected in the ancient versions and fits the context of the OAN better.86

This oracle denounces trafficking in slaves (cf. Joel 3:4–6 [MT 4:4–6]; Ezek 27:13). In the ancient world, slaves were used as domestics, in the construction of fortifications, temples, and government buildings, to build roads and dig irrigation systems, and to work on farms and in mines. A limited number were granted more respect due to administrative experience or skill; still others would be conscripted into the conquering army.87 There were several possible sources of slave labor—including people selling themselves or their family members into servitude to pay off crippling debts, a topic to which the book will later turn (2:6; cf. 8:6). Warfare and cross-border raids were the primary means of acquiring slaves.88 In light of the general thrust of the OAN to condemn cruelty in war, it is probably the case here that the Philistines acquired these captives in a violent way.

The fact that the transfer of human beings is repeated with similar vocabulary in the Tyre oracle (1:9–10), which also involves Edom, might suggest that this was a coordinated activity between these three states.89 Philistia lay between Phoenicia and Edom. The verbal form of deliver communicates some sort of direct participation (the same form appears in v. 9). Gaza’s geographic location (as well as Ashkelon’s, which is mentioned in v. 8) afforded it a potential role in the removal of captives to Arabia and even to Egypt, and perhaps even farther afield through contacts with Phoenicia and its fleets. In Edom, slaves may have been put to work in the harsh environs of the copper mines, in metallurgy production in the Wadi Feinan area east of the Wadi Arabah, or in the shipping industry on the Gulf of Aqaba.90

Some change Edom to “Aram” (see 1:9). This could make sense historically, as there is evidence for trade between Philistia, Tyre, and Aram.91 In that scenario, Philistia would have sent slaves to Aram, probably via Tyre. This does not exclude, however, what is stated here concerning the human trafficking to Edom. Others base the change on the notion that the most direct travel from Gaza to Edom would have been through Judah, making the verse nonsensical.92 However, some trade routes between Philistia and Edom apparently did bypass Judah to the south, so this reason loses some force.93 In sum, there is nothing that requires the emendation.

The taking of an entire community would not necessitate a full-scale war. It could mean that complete villages or towns had been captured in lower-level conflicts or raids. The specifics of this crime are not mentioned, and neither are the victims identified. The DtrH has various accounts of the seizure of captives (e.g., 1 Sam 30:1–2; 2 Sam 12:31; 2 Kgs 5:2; 14:14; cf. 2 Chr 28:8–15; Joel 3:6 [MT 4:6]), but there is no incident that coincides with what is described in this verse.94 The practice of turning war captives into slaves was allowed in the Law (Deut 20:10–11; 21:10–14). This and other legislation, however, did call for generous treatment of captives (and other kinds of slaves), a contrast to their typical mistreatment elsewhere.95

What could be in view here, then, is the taking of captives for economic gain and their cruel treatment as commodities to be put into the service of the highest bidder, irrespective of their personal fate and well-being. Life had become cheap. Israel and Judah would have been the closest targets for this capture of slaves.96 This interpretation does not preclude the viability of the view that a more transcendent moral sensitivity can be found in these oracles (cf. 2:1–3),97 but this passage is focused in its censure. Only the original audience would have known what specific incident or series of events are in view, but these losses were striking indicators that Israel was losing its grip politically and militarily. The OAN make clear that their world was collapsing in every geographical direction.

7–8 There are several lexical and structural parallels between these two verses and 1:4–5. Two of the first-person verbs echo the preceding oracle (I will send and I will cut down), as do the instrument (fire) and objects (the enthroned one and the one who holds the scepter) of divine wrath. As in the opening oracle, the first city targeted (here, Gaza) is followed by the mention of others (Ashdod, Ashkelon, and Ekron). Finally, the pattern of condemning a nation’s leadership and then decreeing judgment on the general population reoccurs.

There are differences as well. The fire falls upon the wall of Gaza instead of on the ruling dynasty, and it will devour its citadels, not those of the king. The clause I will break the bar of (+ place name) is not repeated, although the next two clauses do follow the same order as the middle part of v. 5 (I will cut down the enthroned one from … and the one who holds the scepter from…).98 In lieu of I will break, the verb of judgment is I will turn my hand against, a graphic expression meaning to strike repeatedly (cf. Ezek 25:16).99 What the Philistine populace was to suffer (will perish) also is not the same as what the Syrians would experience (exile). The multiple connections between the two oracles, along with these divergences, exemplify the concatenous literary unity of the OAN.

In addition to Gaza, three other cities will experience the judgment of God. Ancient Ashdod was located close to modern-day Ashdod, about three miles inland from the Mediterranean Sea.100 It was a Philistine city of some prominence, whose history is attested from the fourth millennium BC. Excavations show that, in some places, its walls were over eight meters thick. Like Gaza, Ashdod lay on the Coastal Highway. Ashkelon, situated between Gaza and Ashdod, was an important commercial seaport.101 Ekron (Tel Miqne) was the northernmost city of the Philistine pentapolis. Its economic status would increase under Assyrian rule in the seventh century, when it became a large center for the olive oil industry.102

The one city of the pentapolis that does not appear in this oracle is Gath (it surfaces in 6:2). Its non-mention is not necessarily surprising, since Gath is absent in other passages that list Philistine cities (Jer 25:20; 47; Zeph 2:4; Zech 9:6–7). Nevertheless, scholars have proposed a number of historical reasons for the omission. In the past, those who claimed that this oracle is a later insertion believed that the passage presupposes Gath’s destruction by Sargon II in 711 BC. Some suggest that that destruction is present implicitly in the phrase the remnant of the Philistines. But such a late date for the oracle is not necessary. Some suggest that, at this time, Gath was under the hegemony of either Ashdod or Judah and so did not merit inclusion (cf. 2 Chr 26:6). Actually, Gath had been so weakened by Syrian attacks that it was no longer of significance (2 Kgs 12:17 [MT 12:18]), a point to which we will return at 6:2. Contemporary political realities, in other words, lie behind its exclusion.

As in 1:5, the removal of a nation’s leaders and principal cities is followed by a judgment on its people, the remnant of the Philistines. The concept of the remnant is an important one in the book.103 While a few commentators and versions understand the term here to convey total destruction (“to the very last person”),104 elsewhere in the book of Amos it refers to those who survive divine judgment (5:15; 9:12; cf. 2:14–16; 3:12; 4:2–3; 5:1–3; 6:9–10; 9:1). Philistia, which had mistreated an entire community, will endure its own comprehensive loss. Yahweh, who has been in sovereign control of Philistine (and Aramean) history from the beginning (9:7), has decreed its demise.

The subsequent Assyrian invasions into the region would certify the prophesied judgment, beginning with Tiglath-pileser III’s campaign in 734– 732 BC, followed later by those of Shalmaneser V and Sargon II.105 Assyria would inflict incalculable damage in just a few decades after the end of the prophet’s ministry. Nevertheless, the Philistine cities did not cease to exist. The remnant of the Philistines, in other words, did not completely perish. This sweeping language does not mean literal annihilation. This hyperbole is found throughout the book—for example, with respect to Israel (2:14–16; 3:1–2, 12; 4:1–3, 6–11; 5:1–3, 15; 6:9, 14; 7:1–6; 8:1–3; 9:1–4)—in order to communicate the horrific consequences of war: widespread death and physical destruction. Warfare invites powerfully emotive descriptions of battles and their aftermath. For those who experience armed conflict, defeat does indeed signal the end of life—personal, socioeconomic, political, cultural, and religious—as they know it.

The closing formula differs from that of 1:5 in that the epithet for God is longer. This is the first appearance of the combination, Lord (ʾădōnāy) Yahweh, the most common appellation for the deity in the book. The Septuagint has only kyrios (cf. 1:5; 2:3). Therefore, a number of commentators consider Lord a secondary addition,106 but several observations argue for the retention of the fuller epithet. To begin with, LXX Amos abbreviates this combination, which appears twenty-one times in the Hebrew text, on eleven occasions.107 The shorter version occurs here and in 4:2; 5:3; 6:8; 7:1, 4 (2×), 6; 8:1, 3, 11, but it is translated as kyrios ho theos in 3:8, 11, 13; 4:5; 9:8 and as kyrie kyrie (the vocative of kyrios) in 7:2, 5. The variations are likely stylistic and perhaps theological, so there is no need to posit a different Vorlage. In 1:8, the translator may have shortened the divine name to harmonize this ending with those of other oracles in the OAN.108

C. ORACLE AGAINST TYRE (1:9–10)

9Thus says Yahweh:

For three sins of Tyre and for four I will not cause it to return,

because they delivered an entire communitya to Edom,b and they did not remember a covenant of brothers.

10Therefore, I will send fire upon the wall of Tyre, and it will devour its citadels.

a. See above, p. 147 n. a.

b. Some emend MT Edom (ʾĕdôm) to “Aram” (ʾărām); cf. BHS. See, e.g., Victor Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos (Leiden: Brill, 1951), 7, 64; Samuel Amsler, “Amos” in Osée, Joël, Abdias, Jonas, Amos, ed. E. Jacob, C. A. Keller, and S. Amsler, 2nd ed., CAT 11A (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1982), 174; H. Jacob Katzenstein, The History of Tyre: From the Beginning of the Second Millennium B.C.E. until the Fall of the Neo-Babylonian Empire in 538 B.C.E. (Jerusalem: The Schocken Institute for Jewish Research, 1973), 196; yet note the comment by Wolff, Joel and Amos, 130. Sellin combines this reading with the LXX translation “of Solomon” for MT entire (šəlēmâ) and emends gālût (exile) to gəbûl to read “to hand over the border of Solomon to Aram” (Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 205). For LXX, see above, p. 147 n. a.

This is the first of three oracles that many critics deem secondary. The other two are the Edom and Judah strophes (1:11–12; 2:4–5). Several arguments are marshaled against their authenticity.109 To begin with, scholars observe the structural similarities of these three oracles. First, the closing formula Yahweh has spoken is absent. The accusation, which otherwise consists of the preposition ʿal plus the infinitive construct (1:3c, 6c, 13c; 2:1c), is expanded by a finite verbal form (and they did not remember). The punishment is briefer, with the three having just one line of almost identical phraseology (1:10, 12; 2:5: I will send fire … and it will devour…). These three textual observations set the Tyre, Edom, and Judah oracles apart.

A second reason for questioning these oracles is historical, although the particulars for each of the oracles are different. In the case of the Tyre oracle, it is argued that Phoenician involvement in the slave trade came after Judah’s demise (cf. Ezek 27:13; Joel 3:4–8 [MT 4:4–8]).110 Also, several passages that speak of Tyre come from much later periods (Ezek 26–28; Zech 9:2–3). Third, there is the stylistic feature that it repeats almost verbatim the wording of the preceding Philistine oracle. From a critical perspective, this lack of uniqueness confirms its dependent character. Wolff’s statement is typical: “The oracle against Tyre issues its initial indictment in words almost identical with those used in the preceding oracle against the Philistines. This alone marks the Tyre oracle as secondary.”111 In addition, it is claimed that the phrase remember a covenant (zākar bərît)112 is a theological concept from the Priestly material and so must come from a later hand (cf. Gen 9:15–16; Exod 2:24; 6:5; Lev 26:42, 45).

Each of these points can be met with counterarguments that buttress the claim for the genuineness of these lines. While the recognition of structural divergences between oracles in the OAN is correct as far as a textual observation goes, the notion that these must signal secondary material is unnecessary. It misses the larger literary fact of the multiple interconnections (especially between adjacent oracles) as well as the many other slight variations between the oracles as a whole (even among these three). The alternating pairing of similarly structured oracles is also noteworthy. The Damascus-Aram and Philistia coupling (1:3–8), which has the longer condemnation and the concluding formula, is followed by the Tyre and Edom pair (1:9–12) that display the commonalities that critics have noticed; these two in turn are followed by the Ammon and Moab combination (1:13–2:3), which repeat the structural components of the first pair. The Judah pericope reverts to the shorter model and marks the seventh in the series, an initial climax of the section.113

The lexical argument equally lacks force. The similarities in language with the Philistia oracle do not imply a secondary imitation but, rather, as was observed in the comments on 1:6–8, may be an intentional effort to indicate the cooperation between the two nations in the movement of slaves. In regard to the phrase remember a covenant, what is at issue in this oracle is the breaking of a political agreement between two sovereign states. That meaning is found in the Pentateuch (e.g., Gen 26:28; Exod 34:12, 15; Deut 7:2; 23:6), historical narratives (e.g., Josh 9:6–16; 1 Sam 11:1–2; 1 Kgs 15:12, 19; 20:34; 2 Chr 16:3), and prophetic literature (Isa 33:8; Ezek 17:15, 18; Hos 12:1). What is more, the term brother was used in covenant arrangements between rulers for centuries across the ancient Near East.114 The determination of which treaty might lie behind the accusation leads to the historical situation of the oracle, which is addressed below. At this point, it is enough to mention that evidence of Phoenician participation in the slave trade can be traced as far back as the thirteenth century.115

The OAN continue their condemnation of nations surrounding Israel for their cruelty toward vulnerable people, most likely in the context of armed conflict. The Phoenician kingdom of Tyre had been involved, along with the Philistines and Edom, with the trafficking of slaves.

9 The city of Tyre was a key mercantile center of the eastern Mediterranean (cf. Ezek 26–27). The main portion of the city lay on an island, with a smaller part situated opposite it on the coast. Under Ethbaal I (887–856 BC), Tyre became the most prominent city-state of southern Phoenicia, a role it would maintain until the end of the eighth century. Tyre’s hegemony extended from Mt. Carmel in the south northward to include Sidon and perhaps even Byblos.116 In 332 BC, Alexander the Great built a causeway to the island in order to facilitate his attack; over the ensuing centuries, alluvial deposits enlarged that raised road to create the peninsula upon which the modern city of Tyre is built.

The crime that is condemned here repeats in large measure the reproach of the preceding oracle. The two variations from 1:6–8 are, first, that Tyre (unlike Philistia) is not accused of raiding. It had engaged in the transport of slaves but not in their capture. This characterization fits with Phoenician foreign policy, where commercial interests overrode the ambition for territorial expansion in the Levant. The other difference is the statement in the second clause of v. 9, which declares that Tyre did not remember a covenant of brothers.

The general covenant background of this phrase has already been established, but scholars differ as to the historical identity of the brothers as well as to the unspecified agreement that was breached. Several options have been proposed, the first three of which find little support. One view is that the covenant of brothers refers to the relationship between the Phoenician cities, but this view has not found acceptance.117 Another is that the reference is to the kinship bond between Edom and Israel.118 Edom is referred to as Israel’s brother in Genesis 25–28, 32–33, and Deuteronomy 23:7 (MT 23:8; cf. Hos 12:4), and the Edom-Israel pact theoretically would have prevented the sale of slaves by Tyre. A third option is that the reference is more general and theological—that is, to the Noahic covenant of Genesis 9, making the point that all peoples are brothers and that this trafficking in slaves infringed upon the victims’ humanity.119 Although the moral condemnation of all atrocities in war could lie behind this and other oracles, throughout the OAN specific historical realities trigger divine condemnation.

The most viable possibility, and the choice of most commentators, is that this covenant alludes to a treaty between Tyre and Israel. According to the biblical record, the connection between Tyre and Israel went back to the reign of David and the ties he established with Hiram of Tyre (2 Sam 5:11; 1 Kgs 5:1 [MT 5:15]).120 Hiram also made a covenant with Solomon (1 Kgs 5:12 [MT 5:26]) and calls him “my brother” in 1 Kings 9:13.121 In the first half of the ninth century, King Ahab of Israel married Jezebel, daughter of Ethbaal, king of Sidon, a sister city of Tyre. This marriage solidified the relationship between the two peoples to the political and economic benefit of both. Whatever goodwill had been built between them, however, was dramatically undermined by Jehu’s bloody military coup in 841. Jezebel was killed, the temple of Baal that she had sponsored was destroyed, and its prophets were executed (2 Kgs 9:30–37; 10:18–28). At that point in time, Israel ruptured the relationship.

When and how did Tyre violate the treaty, or covenant of brothers? Some argue that 1:9 refers to what may have occurred subsequent to Jehu’s coup, with Tyre seeking to avenge the death of Jezebel and the slaughter of the priests of its god.122 Another possibility is to date the treaty infringement to the early sixth century and to the summit in Jerusalem of leaders of the nations in the region, convened to consider rebellion against Nebuchadnezzar (Jer 27–28). Though a representative of Tyre attended, Tyre decided to remain neutral and so betrayed the coalition.123 Nevertheless, a historical setting in the eighth century is entirely feasible. Under Jeroboam II, Israel had attained a measure of military and economic strength, so Israel and Tyre would have held in common the continual menace of Aram and, at times, Assyria.124 Significantly, the book of Amos mentions houses and beds of ivory (3:15; 6:4), luxury items that certainly came from Phoenician sources.125 It would not be strange, therefore, that some sort of relationship of convenience and necessity between Israel and Tyre had been renewed after decades of estrangement. If so, during the latter part of Jeroboam II’s reign, as Israel entered a time of weakness and vulnerability, Tyre may have participated in the movement of captives, using its commercial network as a conduit in this human trade.

10 This verse announces that Yahweh will send fire upon Tyre—the razing of the city as the consequence of military defeat. There is no explicit mention of the devastation of the leadership and population that is predicted earlier for Aram and Philistia (1:5, 8). As in the preceding oracles, the agent of judgment is not mentioned. Again, the oracle offers a general announcement of future doom.

These words found fulfillment with Assyria’s western campaigns. From the rise of Tiglath-pileser III (745–727) through the reign of Ashurbanipal (668–627), Tyre was in some form or fashion under the empire’s yoke. Tiglath-pileser III, Shalmaneser V, and Sennacherib in the eighth century and Esarhaddon in the seventh attacked the city and its territories with varying degrees of success, but the unique location of Tyre as an island city allowed it to persevere.126 Assyria was always a bit ambivalent toward Tyre, wanting to take and control it but in such a way as not to spoil its commercial potential for its own benefit. The city was not destroyed until centuries later, by Alexander, but was periodically weakened by loss of land, the ravages of war, and the heavy demands of tribute payments.

D. ORACLE AGAINST EDOM (1:11–12)

11Thus says Yahweh:

For three sins of Edom and for four I will not cause it to return,

because he pursued his brother with the sword and destroyed his [closest] allies.a

His anger toreb continuously,c and he keptd his rage forever.

12Therefore, I will send fire on Teman,e and it will devour the citadels of Bozrah.f

a. MT raḥămāyv (from raḥămîm) is usually translated as “compassion” or “pity” (e.g., NASB, NIV, NRSV, NJPS, CEB, HCSB). LXX has “womb” (mētran), equating the term with reḥem, “womb.” LXX also adds the phrase “upon the earth” (epi gēs). For LXX and a possible connection to Gen 38:9, see Theocharous, Lexical Dependence, 123–31; cf. Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 132–33; BHQ, 79*. For potential links in LXX to recent issues with Idumea, see Glenny, Amos, 49–51.

b. Some ancient versions (Syr.; Vulg.; cf. BHS; but BHQ disagrees [p. 79*]) may reflect wayyittōr (“and he kept”) from the verb nātar, which would parallel šāmar (he kept) in the next clause. See Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 642–43. Moshe Held related the combination nātar and šāmar to the synonymous Akkadian roots ndr and šmr, meaning “to rage, be furious” (“Studies in Biblical Homonyms in the Light of Akkadian,” JANESCU 3 [1970–71]: 46–55; see NEB, NIV, NJPS; cf. Paul, Amos, 66). Our translation follows MT. See the exposition.

c. LXX reads lʿd (“forever”) as “for a witness” (eis martyrion; Heb. lāʿēd). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 133–34.

d. If Edom is the subject of the line, the final he on this verb (šəmārâ) means that the form should be taken as a third masculine singular verb with a feminine singular pronominal object suffix with a missing mappiq (šəmārāh; cf. GKC §58g; Garrett, Amos, 41–42). The antecedent of the suffix would be his rage, a feminine noun (literally, “his rage, he kept it, forever”; NRSV, NASB, NKJV, NJB, HCSB, CEB). Others contend that “rage” is the subject and repoint the verb as a third-person feminine singular (šāmərâ) or argue that the present pointing reflects a recessive tone (GKC §29e; NEB, NIV, NJPS). For the combination of ʾap and ʿebrâ, see Yitzhak Avishur, “Pairs of Synonymous Words in the Construct State (and in Appositional Hendiadys) in Biblical Hebrew,” Semeia 2 (1971–72): 22–23. See the exposition.

e. Tg. has “south” for MT Teman. On occasion Teman may stand for Edom (see the exposition); if this is the case here, the rationale for the emendation is clear.

f. LXX did not understand MT boṣrâ as a place name and translated the clause “will devour the foundations of its walls” (kataphagetai themelia teicheōn autēs). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 95, 125–26.

This is the second oracle that many critical scholars contend is not original to the OAN. (The first is the preceding Tyre passage.) One rationale for arguing against the authenticity of these verses is structural. Like the Tyre and Judah oracles, there is an extended accusation with a comparatively brief word of judgment and no concluding formula. For a response to this observation, see the discussion on the preceding oracle (pp. 154–55).

Another reason for dating this oracle later than the eighth century is historical. The enmity between Israel and Edom was long-standing.127 In the biblical record, the conflict finds its ultimate source in the antagonism between Jacob and Esau, from the latter of whom Edom is said to have descended (Gen 25:21–34; 27; 32:1–21). Esau eventually settled in Seir, which is related to the region of Edom (Gen 32:3; 36:8–9; Deut 2:5, 12). Edom would later impede Israel’s journey to the land of promise (Num 20:14–21; Deut 2:4–8), and this antagonism apparently continued through the fall of the Southern Kingdom. Saul (1 Sam 14:47–48) and David (2 Sam 8:11–14; 1 Kgs 11:15–16) are said to have fought the Edomites. At the death of Solomon in the second half of the tenth century, Edom rebelled and for a time secured its independence (1 Kgs 11:17–25). After some time, Edom became a vassal state to Judah (1 Kgs 22:47; 2 Kgs 3:9), but it regained self-determination in the mid-ninth century (2 Kgs 8:20–22; 2 Chr 21:8–10) and perhaps battled the Israelite king Jehu (2 Kgs 10:32–33). In the eighth century, Amaziah brought it yet again under Judah’s hegemony (2 Kgs 14:7; 2 Chr 25:11–14, 19). His son Uzziah maintained some measure of control over Edom (2 Kgs 14:22).

The sin decried here is often correlated with Edom’s participation in the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 587/6. Edom is the target of harsh language in later prophetic books for this violation of his brother (Jer 49:7–22; Lam 4:21–22; Ezek 25:12–14; 35; esp. Obad 10–14), and this oracle has accordingly been connected to the exilic or postexilic period.128 This view is also based on the conviction that during the first half of the eighth century, Edom was under Judah’s control and would not have struck at its overlord. Some question, too, whether the nation-state of Edom had evolved to the point where it could be strong enough to launch such an attack.

While many doubt that this passage can be traced back to the eighth century, others maintain that the oracle denounces something that occurred either before or during the time of Amos’s ministry.129 Several scenarios have been proposed. One is that the reference is to the perpetual pattern of violence between Edom and Israel and not to any particular set of events.130 Others believe that the oracle describes clashes with Edom during the previous century, during the reigns of either Joram or Jehu.131

Another option is the early eighth century. According to this scenario, the transgression was the atrocities the Edomites committed during Amaziah’s war against them or soon thereafter. Amaziah had been the aggressor, it is true, but perhaps neither he nor Uzziah had been able to achieve full domination and there had been a backlash by Edom.132 This may have consisted of a series of raids whose violence was intensified by the historical enmity between the two peoples.133 It must also be remembered that the oracles against the Philistines and Tyre single out Edom as an accomplice in the trafficking of captive slaves (1:6, 9). Could this shared vocabulary suggest that these raids might be connected in some fashion to what is censured in those oracles, or is this transgression yet another violation of the people of God? Recent excavations in Jordan at Khirbet en-Nahas contradict the blanket claim that Edom could not have been a developed state by the mid-eighth century. It is becoming increasingly clear that Edom was thriving long before this time, possibly, as some suggest, as a “complex chiefdom.”134 In other words, it could have had the means—and surely the motivation—to inflict damage on its neighbor.

Whatever the best historical reconstruction, an eighth-century setting is a plausible context for the oracle. This is in keeping with the denunciations of recent events in the other OAN. It does not matter that the attacks would have been launched against Judah and not Israel. Amos was from Judah, and he did not limit his condemnation of other nations solely to what they had done to Israel. His vision encompasses the Northern and Southern Kingdoms and beyond (note 2:1–3).

11 The vehemence of Edom’s attacks is reinforced in various ways. Verse 11’s parallel clauses describe this ferocity. The first pairing declares that he pursued his brother with the sword and destroyed his [closest] allies. “Pursue” (rdp) can refer to chasing a defeated foe after a battle (Gen 14:15; Josh 10:10; 1 Kgs 20:20), and if that is the case here, then the reference is to defeat inflicted on Israel or Judah. The second verb, “destroy” (šḥt, piel), can refer to the annihilation of a people (e.g., 2 Sam 11:1; 2 Kgs 19:12 [par. Isa 37:12]; Jer 51:25) or more generally to God’s comprehensive judgment (e.g., Gen 6:17; 9:15; 2 Sam 24:16; Jer 48:18; Lam 2:5–6; Ezek 20:17).135

The term brother can allude to the historic kinship relationship between Israel and Edom. This possibility is potentially viable because, unlike in the previous oracles, the pronominal suffix on the infinitive is singular (he pursued). The indictment appears more focused. Edom and Israel are called brothers in several passages (e.g., Gen 27:40; Num 20:14; Deut 2:4; 23:7 [MT 23:8]; Obad 10, 12), so some believe that this is a broad accusation of the violation of this bond.136 Others prefer to take the word as an allusion to a political treaty between the two nations, since in the ancient Near East this kind of language was used in diplomatic contexts (cf. the preceding oracle against Tyre, 1:9). Both interpretations find support in the matching term, raḥămāyw, an abstract plural signifying “compassion” or “pity” (Gen 43:30; 1 Chr 21:13; Ps 77:9 [MT 77:10]; Lam 3:22; Hos 2:19 [MT 2:21]).137 It can also point to a treaty arrangement.138 Even if the political setting of the oracle involves a treaty or some such arrangement with Israel or Judah, the emotive substratum cannot be absent; hence our translation, his [closest] allies. There is no need to choose either the kinship view or the political interpretation to the exclusion of the other. The former can underscore the heinousness of the latter.

The two parallel clauses of the next line continue to reinforce the obsessive malice of Edom’s actions. The antagonism is graphically communicated by the choice of the verb “tore” (ṭrp).139 This term is used of beasts that tear at the flesh of their prey, especially the lion. It became a metaphor to describe hostilities launched by nations against other, more vulnerable peoples (Isa 5:29; Nah 2:12 [MT 2:13]; Jer 5:6).140 Although this verb does not reappear in Amos, elsewhere in the book Yahweh is depicted as a roaring lion who will bring judgment through warfare and an earthquake (1:2; 3:8, 12; cf. 3:4; 5:19; cf. Isa 31:4; Hos 5:14–15; 6:1; 13:7). The imagery of tearing is thus appropriate to the book. Here the prophet claims that Edom’s anger tore continuously and that he [Edom] kept his rage forever.141 The two clauses focus on the deep-seated antagonism that generated Edom’s violence in the preceding line.

12 The announced judgment repeats the sentence of 1:10 (cf. 2:5). The targets to be burned in military defeat are Teman and Bozrah.142 Teman refers to the southern district of Edom and is sometimes mentioned in parallel with Edom (Jer 49:20; Obad 9). The city of Bozrah (modern Buseira) lay in northern Edom, about twenty-one miles southeast of the Dead Sea. It was the most important city in Edom and could represent that nation (Jer 49:13; Isa 34:6; 63:1). As in the case of the oracles against Moab and Judah (2:2, 5), a region and a city are juxtaposed. The two geographical limits of Teman (south) and Bozrah (north) may communicate that the judgment will encompass the entirety of Edom. For obvious reasons, there is no mention of a wall or fortification in connection with the fire that will fall upon a region (Teman). The same is true in 2:2 (Moab) and 2:5 (Judah).

This decree of destruction would have several fulfillments years later. In the last quarter of the eighth century and into the seventh, Edom was a vassal to Assyria. Eventually it fell to the Babylonians, perhaps, more specifically, to Nabonidus.143 The oracle’s prediction is not specific, but it does offer divine assurance that this nation’s cruelty will return upon its head.

E. ORACLE AGAINST AMMON (1:13–15)

13Thus says Yahweh:

For three sins of the people of Ammon and for four I will not cause it to return,

because they ripped open the pregnant womena of Gilead in order tob expand their borders.

14Therefore, I will kindle a fire on the wall of Rabbah, and it will devour its citadels,c with a shout on the day of battle, with a stormd on the day of a mighty wind.e

15Their kingf will go into exile—he and his officials together,g Yahweh has spoken.

a. Some medieval Jewish commentators understood hārôt as hārîm, “mountains” (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 31–32; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 119; also see Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 206).

b. Some scholars delete the preposition ləmaʿan (in order to) to harmonize the length of the clause with 1:3c and 1:6c. See Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 131; Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 17; Ludwig Markert, Struktur und Bezeichnung des Scheltswort: Eine gattungskritische Studie anhand des Amosbuches, BZAW 140 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1977), 62.

c. For comments on LXX, see above, p. 139 n. c.

d. LXX has “and he will be tossed about” (kai seisthēsetai), possibly reading MT bəsa‘ar (preposition + noun) as the finite verbal form wəsā‘ar.

e. LXX has “her consummation” (synteleias autēs), perhaps reading MT sûpâ as sôpāh.

f. LXX has hoi basileis autēs (“her kings”), with the antecedent of the singular possessive pronoun being Rabbah. Syr. and Vulg. have “Melchom” (Milcom); cf. 2:1; 5:26.

g. LXX inserts “their priests” (oi hiereis autōn) to read “their priests and their rulers together.” See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 73–75; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 157–60; Amos, 52–53; Theocharous, Lexical Dependence, 166–77.

Because of territorial conflicts and claims, the boundaries of Ammon were a bit fluid. Generally speaking, its territory extended eastward from the Jordan River, ranging from southern Gilead and the River Jabbok in the north to the River Arnon and Moab in the south. The city singled out in this oracle is Rabbah (also called “Rabbah of the Ammonites”; Deut 3:11; 2 Sam 12:26), Ammon’s chief city. It was located by a source of the Jabbok (2 Sam 12:27 calls it the “water city”) about twenty-five miles northeast of the Dead Sea along the major trade route called the King’s Highway. Years later, it would be renamed Philadelphia after Ptolemy II Philadelphus (285–246 BC), but under Arab influence it became Amman (the modern capital of Jordan).144

Genesis traces the origin of the Ammonites (and Moabites) to the incestuous deception of Lot by his two daughters (19:30–38). So, biblically, Ammon and Israel were linked as distant cousins. Israel’s relationship with Ammon was often tumultuous. Conflicts arose in the time of the judges (Judg 10:6–11:33) and continued into the reigns of Saul (1 Sam 11:1–11) and David (2 Sam 8:12; 10:1–11:1; 12:26–31). In the ninth century, Ammon was defeated by the Judean king Jehoshaphat (2 Chr 20), and in the eighth century it paid tribute to Uzziah (2 Chr 26:8). This nation was condemned by later prophets, probably for its attacks during the reign of Jehoiakim as Judah’s end at the hands of the Babylonians drew near (2 Kgs 24:1–4; Jer 49:1–6; Ezek 21:28–32 [MT 21:33–37]; 25:1–7; Zeph 2:8–9). Later, an Ammonite king participated in the assassination of the Babylonian-appointed governor Gedaliah (Jer 40:11–41:15). The Ammonites resurfaced during the time of Nehemiah, as Tobiah opposed the rebuilding project (Neh 2:10, 19). Few scholars doubt the authenticity of this oracle.145 Even those who defend multiple redactions usually assume that these verses come from the prophet.

13 The target of this oracle is the people of Ammon, an epithet different from what is found in any of the other oracles (cf. Gen 19:38). Paul argues that the label is appropriate, as it was how this people referred to themselves.146 The transgression for which they are condemned once again concerns cruelty perpetrated in warfare. The torture described here recalls the brutality of the Arameans in 1:3, also directed at Gilead (note the shared judgment of exile). In order to enlarge its territory Ammon had ripped open the pregnant women of Gilead. This kind of atrocity is mentioned three other times in the Old Testament (2 Kgs 8:11–12; 15:16; Hos 13:16 [MT 14:1]) and appears rarely in extrabiblical literature. Examples from Assyria are found in a description of defeat of an enemy by Tiglath-pileser I (ca. 1114–1076 BC) and on a relief from Ashurbanipal’s North Palace in Nineveh.147 The goal of this gratuitous violence may have been to eliminate future males that might grow up to challenge the victor’s rule (compare 1 Kgs 14:10; 16:11; 21:21; 2 Kgs 9:8). It also would have served as intimidating propaganda.148 The savagery may also simply reflect uncontrolled violence in warfare.

To what historical event might these words refer? For some commentators, this deed is a powerful way of summarizing a long history of brutal conflict.149 Others look for a more precise referent and relate it to the campaigns of Hazael in the ninth century (2 Kgs 8:12; 10:32). If something in the eighth century is what is denounced, it probably did not occur early in Jeroboam II’s reign, since 2 Kgs 14:25 says that he retook territory east of the Jordan as far south as the Sea of the Arabah (Dead Sea). It is best to suppose a timeframe closer to Amos. Assyria was not as strong as before and was dealing with pressure on its northern flank from Urartu, and Israel’s strength was crumbling; defeat was coming on every side. Aram and Ammon were free to attack for their own gain, although one does not have to posit that these nations were acting in concert.150 The text does not specify what territory Ammon was vying for, but the attack probably occurred in an area close to the shared border. Nothing more precise can be said.

14 Yahweh decrees that Rabbah will be attacked and destroyed. The term employed here is different from that used in the other oracles; Yahweh will kindle, not “send,” a fire. While some scholars are uncomfortable with this slight change, it is another instance of the stylistic diversity within the OAN. Unity and coherence are maintained, yet with occasional artistic variations.151

The destruction of the fortresses of Rabbah will come with a shout on the day of battle. The term shout (tərûʿâ; cf. 2:2) is the cry of those under attack or going into combat (Josh 6:5; 1 Sam 4:5–6; Jer 4:5; 49:2; Ezek 21:27; Zeph 1:16). But this is no ordinary conflict. It is described with the language of theophany.152 The powerful wrath of Yahweh is as a storm (saʿar; Jer 23:19) that can be directed at his enemies in judgment (Isa 28:2; Ezek 13:13); it is like a mighty wind (sûpâ; Isa 66:15; Nah 1:3) beyond anyone’s control.153 But this is not a cosmic war; rather, this clause underscores that God himself will be present in the judgment on that day, even as he uses human agents.154 The cruelty in their attack will be matched by a furious battle against Ammon’s fortresses at Yahweh’s hand. Even as Ammon had victimized the defenseless, its fortresses will be useless against the divine foe. The theme of the day (of Yahweh) is prominent throughout the book of Amos (e.g., 5:18, 20). It refers to times of devastating judgment, whether on other nations or on Yahweh’s own people.

15 The message of the second part of the sentence is that the king and his officials will be taken into exile. The oracles against Aram and the Philistines also single out the national leadership for judgment (1:5; 1:8), although the Aram oracle says that it will be the people more generally who will go into exile. The term official (śar) is a broad label that can refer to a range of responsibilities at various levels and in various spheres of government. In some cases, the kind of official is specified, like “the governor of the city” (śar hāʿîr), but no such precision is offered here.155

Some Greek versions demonstrate several disparities with MT. LXX has “kings” and inserts “their priests” before their officials. On the other hand, the Lucianic recension has “Milcom,” the chief god of the Ammonites (1 Kgs 11:5, 33; 2 Kgs 23:13), which was followed by several ancient versions.156 In Jeremiah 49:3 (LXX 30:19), another oracle directed at Ammon with similar wording, LXX has “Milcom” for MT malkam (cf. NRSV).157 Jeremiah 48:7 (LXX 31:7) has Kemosh, the god of Moab, going into exile. In both Jeremiah passages is found the addition of “priests.” This correspondence propels some commentators to argue that Milcom is therefore appropriate for this verse in Amos too.158 Whatever the acceptability of the use of the name of that deity in the Jeremiah passages, there is little reason to give that rendering much credence here. While it is true that in the ancient world, physical representations of a nation’s gods could be carted off into exile (cf. Amos 5:26), in the OAN, it is people who go into exile, not gods (1:5; cf. 5:27; 7:17). In addition, the oracle against Moab echoes the vocabulary of 1:14–15, and there is no doubt that government officials are in view there (2:2–3). LXX apparently harmonized this verse with Jeremiah by incorporating “their priests” but without transliterating “Milcom.”159

How is this prediction of disaster to be understood? As in the earlier oracles, the language of judgment is stereotypical. It need not be a specific prediction, but what it does communicate is that, in trying to extend its sovereignty by military means, Ammon would lose its own rulers and suffer defeat. In time Ammon, like Edom and Moab, became a tributary state of the Assyrian Empire.160 Biblical scholars of an earlier generation believed that Ammon was defeated by Babylon and at that time ceased to exist. Recent excavations demonstrate, however, that Ammon continued as a political entity into the Persian period and beyond.161 Years later, it is said that Ammonites were defeated by Judas Maccabeus (1 Macc 5:6–7). Ammon suffered defeats across the centuries, but evidently not a climactic final loss. Consequently, it is best to see the oracle as announcing that Ammon stands condemned before Yahweh and would one day receive its just reward instead of seeking a more precise historical event that matches this wording. The oracle concludes with the formula Yahweh has spoken.

F. ORACLE AGAINST MOAB (2:1–3)

1Thus says Yahweh:

For three sins of Moab and for four I will not cause it to return,

because he burned the bonesa of the king of Edomb to lime.c

2Therefore, I will send fire ond Moab, and it will devour the citadels of Keriyyoth.e

Moab will die with a roar, with a shout of battle, with the sound of a trumpet.

3And I will cut down the ruler in her midst,f and I will slay all of her officials with him,

Yahweh has spoken.

a. Although there is no textual evidence, some propose on metrical grounds that the name of a king has been dropped. See Morgenstern, “Amos Studies, Part Four,” 315; BHS.

b. William Foxwell Albright suggested that the phrase mlk-ʾdm is a reference to human sacrifice (Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan: A Historical Analysis of Two Contrasting Faiths [Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1968], 240). Note the rebuttals in Heider, The Cult of Molek, 304–5; Paul, Amos, 73. Moshe Weinfeld repoints it as “king of humankind” and believes that this should be taken as a divine epithet (“Worship of Molech and the Queen of Heaven and Its Background,” UF 4 [1972]: 137–40). Sellin posits that a change of king to “kings” is a better parallel to the offenses of the other oracles (Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 206).

c. Suggested emendations of to lime (laśśîd) include “to a demon” (laššēd; Albright, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan, 341; cf. Ps 106:37; Deut 32:17), “for violence” (lāšôd; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 38, 41, 43), and “to Haśśid” (ləhaśśîd; Crouch, War and Ethics in the Ancient Near East, 113–14). See the exposition.

d. Since fire has been sent on cities or other structures (1:4, 7, 10, 12, 14), some insert bəʿārê (“on the cities of”) or bəqîr (“on the wall of”). This is coordinated with an emendation in the next clause (see n. e). See, e.g., Morgenstern, “Amos Studies, Part Four,” 315; BHS.

e. LXX translates “her cities” (poleōn autēs), probably for qiryôteyhā. See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 126–27; Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 645f. Qəriyyôt has the article, which could suggest a common noun as translated by LXX (John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 100); cf. Tg. See BHS, which would eliminate the term and emend citadels (ʾarmənôt) to “her citadels” (ʾarmənôteyhā).

f. Some mss of LXX (e.g., LXXL) have a third-person masculine singular suffix on midst and officials instead of MT’s third-person feminine singular suffix. The feminine suffix refers either to Keriyyoth or the land of Moab. The antecedent of a masculine suffix would be either the ruler or the people of Moab. See Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 71; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 42; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 132–33; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 307.

This oracle, whose authenticity generally is not questioned, is directed against Moab. Moab had relatively good agricultural land—a fact evident in the account of the move there by the family of Naomi during a time of famine (Ruth 1:1). It lay east of the Dead Sea and the southeastern Jordan Valley, across from Jericho. The Zered River (Wadi al-Hasa) marked Moab’s southern boundary, but its northern border was disputed. On occasion, it is presented as the Arnon River (Wadi al-Mujib; Num 21:21–31; 22:36; Judg 11:12–28); other biblical texts mention sites located north of that (cf. Num 21:20; Isa 15–16; Jer 48).162 The land across from Jericho was known as the Plains of Moab (Num 22:1; 33:48–50), which rise to a series of plateaus called the Tableland (Deut 3:10; 4:43; cf. Josh 13:8–23).

1 The transgression that is decried is the desecration of the body (and tomb) of a king of Edom.163 Proper burial and respect for the dead were important concerns throughout the ancient Near East, even if religious beliefs about the significance of the departed varied.164 The removal of the bones from a grave would strongly demonstrate disdain toward that person, here a royal figure (2 Kgs 23:16–20; Isa 14:19–20; Jer 8:1–3; cf. 1 Sam 31:9–13). The seriousness of disturbing the bodies of the dead is vividly expressed in sepulchral inscriptions, which warn—often with a curse—whoever might dare to do such a thing. For instance, on the tomb of Si’gabbar, a priest of the god Sahar, appear these words: “Whoever you are, who do (me) wrong and carry me off, may Sahar, Nikkal, and Nusk make his death ignominious, and may his posterity perish.”165 The meaning of the preposition lamed attached to the term lime requires clarification.166 Should it be translated as to lime or as “for the purpose of lime”? If the former, the emphasis is on how thoroughly the bones had been burned, perhaps to disrupt profoundly the fate of the soul of the dead king.167 If the phrase is taken as “for the purpose of lime,” then the idea is that the king’s bones were burned to obtain lime in order to plaster something, like a wall or building (cf. Deut 27:2, 4).168 Either possibility displays callousness and blatant disrespect.

It is difficult to specify the historical event behind this oracle. It has been associated with the war in the ninth century between Israel and Moab described in 2 Kings 3. In that account, the king of Edom and Jehoshaphat of Judah join forces with Joram of Israel against King Mesha of Moab. Some rabbinic commentators understood the “son” of 2 Kings 3:27—that is, the one offered up as a burnt offering—to be the son of the king of Edom and the person whose body is burned in this oracle. He would have been captured either before or during the conflict.169 Nothing in the verse, however, makes a connection to that conflict.170 It is better to confess that we do not know the circumstances of the atrocity denounced here, although this clash between Moab and Edom, like events censured in the other oracles, may have occurred shortly before Amos’s call.

The Old Testament does refer to armed disputes between Moab and the united monarchy and the Northern and Southern Kingdoms. The Mesha Inscription celebrates victories over Israel achieved with the help of Kemosh, the supreme deity of Moab, but that defeat is not what motivates this prophetic censure.171 This oracle denounces a violent act of which neither Judah nor Israel was the victim and provides the clearest confirmation that the moral vision of this book ranges beyond the people of God to encompass all of humanity. As in the other oracles, this crime was committed in war. Whether one believes that the breadth of concern was grounded in God’s universal ethical demands, in widely held sentiments about the proper limits of warfare, or in a violation of political agreements among former members of a dissolved Davidic Empire, ultimately this transgression is another instance of unnecessary, uncontrolled cruelty toward other human beings.

2 The structure of the announcement of judgment is similar to that of other oracles. The opening colon says that fire will go forth, and this is followed by the phrase and it will devour in the second colon. There are slight differences, though, in some of the particulars, which reinforce the impression that the OAN are a creative literary work. Elsewhere, fire falls upon the royal dynasty (1:4), the walls of a city (1:7, 14), or a region (1:12); here it will rain down upon a nation. Likewise, there is some variety in regard to the identity of the fortress that will be destroyed. In the Aram/Damascus oracle, it is the fortress of the king, while in other oracles the fortresses are specified simply by a suffix whose antecedent appears in the first half of the line (1:7, 10, 15). Only in 1:12 and in this verse is a city specified. Keriyyoth172 is mentioned in Jeremiah 48:24, 41 and in the Mesha Inscription (line 13) as a cult center for the worship of Kemosh.173 It is difficult to identify the significance of the choice of this city for condemnation.

Moab is doomed to die in battle. The last line of this verse strings together the noise of war: tumult (šāʾôn; Isa 13:4; 17:12–13; Jer 51:55; Hos 10:14), shout (tərûʿâ; 1:14; 1 Sam 4:5–6; Jer 20:16; 49:2), and the sound of a trumpet. The blowing of the horn was to warn of the approach of an enemy or sound the charge into combat; this action reappears in 3:6. The shout and trumpet sound are also paired in other war contexts (Josh 6:5, 20; Jer 4:19).

3 As in several other oracles, the nation’s leadership is singled out for particular judgment (1:5, 8, 15). In this oracle, the defacing of the tomb of the king of Edom in the context of war is matched with the death of Moab’s leaders on the day of a great battle. In essence, the punishment echoes the crime. The verb cut down provides an inclusio with the first oracle against Aram (1:5), perhaps signaling that the series against foreign nations concludes with this oracle. The last two oracles deal with the people of God: Judah (vv. 4–5) and Israel (vv. 6–16).

The term judge can refer to a king or ruler, who is to act as the highest judge of a land. Several biblical passages highlight the role of the king as judge (Mic 5:1 [MT 4:14]; Isa 33:22; cf. 2 Sam 8:15; 1 Kgs 7:7; Jer 21:12).174 Officials (śārîm) is a general term for government functionaries (cf. 1:15).175 The comprehensiveness of the condemnation is evident in the use of the word all: Every one of them will fall by Yahweh’s hand. The concluding formula (Yahweh has spoken) solemnizes the judgment. “Judge” and “leader” occur together in other passages as well (Exod 2:14; Mic 7:3; Zeph 3:3; Ps 148:11).

Later in the eighth century, Moab submitted to Assyrian hegemony as a vassal state and was defeated by the Babylonians in the sixth century.176 Is this the total defeat to which the oracle points? The general language of warfare as the sentence of God is consistent with the other oracles. As in those cases, instead of arguing that the prophet predicted a specific destruction, it is better to understand these words as a conviction that one day this land would experience war, a judgment commensurate with its violent actions.

G. ORACLE AGAINST JUDAH (2:4–5)

4Thus says Yahweh:

For three sins of Judah and for four I will not cause it to return,

because they have rejected the law of Yahweh and have not kept his statutes.

Their lies,a those which their fathers followed after, have misled them.b

5Therefore, I will send fire on Judah, and it will devour the royal citadels of Jerusalem.

a. Some English versions translate “gods” (NEB, NIV; cf. LXX). For “lies,” see NASB, NJB, NJPS, NRSV, ESV, HCSB, CEB, and the exposition.

b. Several versions render a passive sense: “They have been led astray” (e.g., NIV, NRSV, NJPS). In MT, the verb is in the hiphil with lies as the subject.

This is the third oracle that many scholars deem not to be authentic.177 (The others are the Tyre and Edom oracles, 1:9–12.) The first reason is structural. As in the case of the other two, this passage has a relatively long accusation with a short announcement of judgment and lacks a closing formula. See the response to these structural observations above (pp. 154–55).

A more substantive argument for this passage as a later addition is lexical. The terminology is claimed to come from Deuteronomistic circles in the last quarter of the seventh century. The case for redaction is made stronger by the fact that the passage exhibits a concentration of such vocabulary. “To reject” God and his words (1 Sam 8:7; 15:23, 26), “to keep his statutes” (e.g., Deut 4:6, 40; 5:1; 26:16–17; 1 Kgs 8:58; 2 Kgs 17:37), “to be led astray” by other gods (2 Kgs 21:9), and “to follow after” (lit. “walk after”) idols (e.g., Deut 4:3; 6:14; Judg 2:12; 2 Kgs 17:15) all occur in Deuteronomy or in the DtrH. Many also contend that, although the phrase the law of Yahweh appears in undisputed Isaianic passages (5:24; 30:9; cf. 1:10) and is not necessarily late, the parallel with his statutes in the next clause strongly implies a Deuteronomistic provenance. In addition, in Deuteronomy the term tôrâ (“law”) can represent the written will of God (e.g., 4:44–45; 30:10; 31:9), a concept that in critical reconstructions would be foreign to the prophet. The sins decried are usually understood to be of a religious or ritualistic nature.

There is no doubt that expressions in this oracle are found in Deuteronomistic literature. Nevertheless, the key questions to ask are, first, whether they are limited to Deuteronomistic literature and, second, whether it is possible to coordinate the concerns of the passage with the emphases of the eighth-century prophets.178 It is to these matters that the exposition now turns.

4 Amos was from Tekoa in Judah, and from the very beginning of this book, his message reflects the conviction that Yahweh—the Yahweh that speaks through him, not the creation of the Northern monarchy—resided in Jerusalem and declared his will from the Temple there (1:2). Hope for the future was grounded ultimately in a restored Davidic monarchy (9:11–15).179 It is not surprising, then, that Judah is mentioned; it would have been odd for the prophet to mention all the surrounding nations except his own!180 Amos, though, finds fault with his country (cf. 6:1). He is no nationalistic or naïve patriot. He harbors no illusions of the innocence of the Southern Kingdom. What is it that he condemns?

Judah has rejected (the verb mʾs) the things of God. Similarly, because of the Northern Kingdom’s sins, Yahweh rejects its rituals (same verb, 5:21; cf. 2 Kgs 17:15, 20). This pattern of coupling the people’s rejection of Yahweh and their rejection by Yahweh also appears in the work of the other Israelite prophet of that era, Hosea (Hos 4:6; 9:17). More specifically, this verse says that Judah has snubbed the law of Yahweh (tôrat yhwh). The term tôrâ can denote a spectrum of teachings, from the guidance of parents to the words of the prophets to priestly regulations for the cult to the written material of the Pentateuch in whole or in part.181 What is not identified in this verse is the content of the tôrâ that Judah does not obey. At this juncture, the parallels in Isaiah are informative.

Isaiah 5:24, for example, marks the culmination of a series of woes on Judah for its social injustice, debauchery, and failed leadership (Isa 5:8–23). It, too, says that Judah “rejected” the “law of Yahweh.” Whether this “law” refers to the ethical traditions of the people that were deemed to come from God or to some sort of written corpus,182 the end result is the same: The moral thrust of that eighth-century prophetic rebuke coincides with the message of Amos (cf. Hos 4:6). Note, too, that the law (or “instruction”) of Yahweh in Isa 30:9 apparently alludes to the word of a true prophet in regard to foreign policy decisions in contradistinction to the self-serving advice of false prophets (Isa 30:1–17). This alternative corresponds to Amos’s experience: His message of divine censure of the social, economic, political, and religious realities and the leadership of Israel is rejected in the form of Amaziah’s denunciation and (perhaps) Amos’s expulsion (7:10–17; cf. 2:12). Neither interpretive possibility is alien to a preexilic milieu or requires a Deuteronomic source. It is the relevant message from Yahweh for that time, in whatever form, that is rejected.

The meaning of their lies … have misled them is consistent with this argument. Some suggest that the combination of the verb misled (the hiphil of tāʿâ) with their lies (kizbêhem, sg. kāzāb), along with the phrase followed after in the next clause, refers to idolatry.183 Yet to follow after other deities is expressed differently, such as with the term “worthless idols” (hăbālîm, sg. hebel; 2 Kgs 17:15; cf. Jer 2:5) or the phrase “other gods” (e.g., Deut 6:14; 8:19; 11:28; Judg 2:12)—never with lies.184 The root kzb (either in a verbal or nominal form) does not occur in Deuteronomy or in the DtrH. The assertion that lies is being used metaphorically in 2:4 for idols goes against the evidence and can be defended as an equivalent to other Deuteronomic expressions only in a circular fashion. Lies likely describes the falsehoods coming from other prophets (Mic 2:11) or the destructive decisions of national leaders (Hos 7:13; 12:1 [MT 12:2]; Isa 28:15, 17).185 The verb tāʿâ (“mislead”) is associated with the delusions wrought by irresponsible prophets (Mic 3:5; cf. Isa 3:12) or political leaders (Isa 19:13–14; 28:7). Once again, references from other eighth-century prophets demonstrate that what is denounced here can be located within that sociopolitical and religious setting and refers to matters of national sociopolitical import, not to religious apostasy.

The combination of the verb kept (šāmar) and statutes (ḥuqqîm, sg. ḥōq) does occur especially in Deuteronomy and the DtrH, and this Deuteronomic connection is the strongest evidence put forward for dating the passage late. The phrase is also found elsewhere, however.186 The meaning of the term ḥuqqîm is broad and can refer to God’s moral demands as well as cultic regulations and, in a few instances, to civil laws.187 Importantly, the coupling of the verb to keep with ḥuqqâ, a variant of ḥōq, appears in Mic 6:16, another eighth-century passage. In sum, the prophet is decrying that Judah has ignored God’s moral, religious and political orientation and has followed after the siren calls of counterfeit voices that will lead that nation to its destruction.

5 The prediction of judgment upon Judah is brief, paralleling the words against Tyre and Edom (1:10 and 12, respectively). While this warning of future disaster in war is the same as in those other two cases, what appears to be different at first glance—not only from these two oracles but also from all of the preceding OAN—is that the punishment does not seem to reflect the crime. Those nations were to suffer in battle even as they had inflicted cruelty on other peoples in war. If, however, the sins of v. 4 are understood to be of a sociopolitical and economic nature (instead of as religious or cultic violations), then the rationale of the judgment is plain. The mistaken foreign policy choices, the immoral decisions and lifestyle of the leadership, and the misguided words of false prophets had led Judah to engage in unwise wars and to the creation of a self-destructive social environment. These realities are echoed in the accusations and pronouncements of judgment made by Isaiah and Micah, Amos’s counterparts in the Southern Kingdom. The sins committed within Judah would bring a judgment of invasion and military defeat. This truth anticipates what will be said of Israel in the rest of the book.

As with the other oracles, there is a vague announcement of judgment without a definite fulfillment in mind. Soon after the ministry of Amos, Judah would find itself fighting against a coalition of enemies in the Syro-Ephraimite War (2 Kgs 16; Isa 7-8). Conflicts would continue and all sorts of pressures mount at the hands of, in turn, the Assyrian and Babylonian Empires. Its final demise would come with the fall of Jerusalem to Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kgs 25).

H. ORACLE AGAINST ISRAEL (2:6–16)

This is the last, and the longest, oracle of the OAN. With these verses, the series reaches its climax. These words are aimed at the prophet’s Northern audience; the lion’s roar has found its principal target (1:2).

It is common for commentators to claim that the Israel oracle is left for last for its shock value: The original hearers would have been startled, it is argued, by this diatribe after agreeing with Amos’s words against the other peoples. This supposition, for all of its popularity, might be more tenuous than many think. One would have to imagine that all the oracles were delivered together sequentially and that these words were falling on virgin ears with no warning of or previous contact with the prophet. Neither of these assumptions is provable. A literary reading actually points in a different direction from this familiar interpretation.

A literary approach observes that, rather than surprising the audience after capturing their attention by denouncing other enemies, this oracle actually ends the suspense regarding what Yahweh has to say to Israel. Since the superscription and motto (1:1–2), the reader has known that judgment will fall on the Northern Kingdom. Now at last the reasons and the punishment are detailed. The sense of anticipation would concern what sins would be denounced, how severe Yahweh’s condemnation would be, and whether Israel would suffer the same fate as the other nations. The oracle responds to these concerns and presents accusations and judgments more detailed than those of the preceding oracles. The opening lines reiterate the form and vocabulary of the OAN and thus literarily underscore that Israel is one of the nations that stands condemned before God, even as it holds a unique standing before Yahweh.

This oracle is the eighth in the series. The number seven represents completion, so this final oracle potentially serves as a climactic end to the sequence of OAN. There are at least two different ways of counting the sins within the oracle, and each in its own way resonates with the literary features of the OAN. Some count four transgressions in 2:6–8 and argue that only here is the three/four introductory statement fully on display: debt slavery (v. 6b), abuse of the poor (v. 7a), going to the girl (v. 7b), and religious misbehavior (v. 8).188 Alternatively, four sins can be drawn from topical categories over the entire oracle: oppression (vv. 6b–7a), sexual promiscuity (v. 7b), religious violations (v. 8), and ingratitude and rebellion (v. 12).189 One can also discern a list of seven. In contrast to the first option, the clauses of 2:6–8 are not seen as parallel but as distinct wrongdoings: selling the righteous (v. 6a), selling the poor (v. 6b), trampling the weak (v. 7a), pushing aside the afflicted (v. 7a), going to the girl (v. 7b), the misuse of pledges or distraints (v. 8a), and the consumption of wine in a sanctuary (v. 8b). This enumeration would mirror the stylistic feature of the heptad so prevalent in the rest of the book.190 These various possibilities—whether deliberate or simply a happy coincidence—demonstrate the rich literariness of these verses. The oracle can be divided into three parts: the opening formula and review of Israel’s transgressions (vv. 6–8), the declaration of Yahweh’s frustrations with Israel’s unacceptable responses to divine gestures on their behalf (vv. 9–12), and the announcement of judgment (vv. 13–16).

Several verses have drawn particular attention from critics. The first is v. 7, whose opening clause is considered inordinately long and structurally awkward. Many delete all or parts of into the dust of the ground (ʿal-ʿăpar-ʾereṣ), although there is disagreement as to how the hypothetical additional words might have found their way into the text.191 Second, the references to religious activity in vv. 7–8 are taken as expansions that reflect Priestly vocabulary and perhaps the influence of Hosea. The phrase profaning my holy name is the basis for labeling v. 7b a Priestly addition. Jeremias speaks for many when he says it “intensifies one of Amos’ social criticisms—following language typical of Ezekiel and the Holiness Code—into a religious accusation.” Along the same lines, he argues that the mention of the cult in v. 8 assumes Hosea’s critique of the religion of Israel (cf. Hos 4:13–14). Again, he envisions a transformation of Amos’s original message of justice: “The charge of a lack of social compassion has become that of having misused worship services for excessive celebrations.”192 In response, it is undeniable that profane my holy name does occur in ritualistic settings, but it is conceivable (even if one accepts the critical dating of the Priestly material) that this verse in Amos represents an early use of the phrase.193 In addition, to eliminate the religious terminology from these two verses contradicts a key thrust of the rest of the book. Throughout, socioeconomic and political critique is inseparable from the censure of the national cult and its ideology (cf. 3:13–15; 4:4–13; 5:4–15, 18–27; 6:3–7; 7:9–17; 8:4–6, 10–14; 9:1). This critical position, in other words, misses the very problematic nature of Israel’s religion that the prophet decries!

Third, critics universally reckon vv. 10–12 a secondary addition.194 Their arguments are primarily three. First, in their view, the change from a third-person description in v. 9 to second-person address signals a different source. Second, the order of events in vv. 9–10 seems convoluted and unnatural: conquest (v. 9), exodus-wilderness-conquest (v. 10). The third point is lexical. The vocabulary regarding the exodus, the sojourn in the wilderness (cf. Deut 29:5 [MT 29:4]), the possession of the land (cf. Deut 2:31; 9:4–5), and “to raise up” (qûm hiphil) prophets (cf. Deut 18:15, 18) is said to be distinctively Deuteronomistic.

In reply, one observes that the book of Amos and the prophetic literature in general often alternate between first, second, and third-person verbs and objects. These changes often have rhetorical import. To make this a basis for critical determinations is to be locked into unnecessarily rigid modern form-critical criteria and to miss the literary purpose of a passage. As to the second observation, while it is true that the series of events in vv. 9–10 is not chronologically sequential, it is clear that there are rhetorical reasons for the order, which the exposition explores below. Finally, the terminology of 2:10–12 is not necessarily Deuteronomistic. The most obvious example is the verb ʿlh (“go up”) in v. 10. Deuteronomy consistently uses the verb yṣʾ (“to go out”; see, e.g., Deut 5:15; 11:10; 16:3) for the exodus, not ʿlh (“to go up”). Though both occur in a wide range of genres, only ʿlh appears in the Minor Prophets (cf. Hos 12:13; Mic 6:4),195 including Amos 3:1 and 9:7. In addition, the notion of God’s leading Israel during the wilderness period occurs in Hosea (2:14 [MT 2:16]), another eighth-century prophet, so this phenomenon, too, is not late. The notion of commissioning leaders into God’s service obviously predated Amos, although the language here does sound like that concerning prophets in Deuteronomy 18. What is more, the exodus-wilderness tradition occurs at various junctures in the book (3:1–2; 4:10; 5:26; 9:7), so one would have to argue that none of these occurrences are original or decide which might be authentic and specify the grounds for that stance in each case, resulting in greater speculation. Other early traditions, such as Sodom and Gomorrah (4:11), also appear.

Finally, some scholars consider the series of clauses in vv. 14–16 overly repetitive and suggest eliminating words.196 Again, the strict logic of critics misunderstands the textual rhetoric. The exposition below points out the significance of this repetition of terms along with other literary features in these verses.

1. Opening Formula and Statement of Israel’s Transgressions (2:6–8)

6Thus says Yahweh:

For three sins of Israel and for four I will not cause it to return,

because they sold the innocent for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals.a

7They trample onb the head of the weak into the dust of the ground, and they thrust aside the way of the afflicted; a man and his father go to the maiden, profaning my holy name;

8beside every altarc they stretch out on garments taken in distraint,d and in the house of their gode they drink wine of those who have been fined.f

a. For for a pair of sandals, Tg. reads “that they might acquire an inheritance” (cf. 8:6). This could be related to the transaction of Ruth 4:7 (cf. Deut 25:8–10).

b. MT has the masculine plural participle haššōʾăpîm (from the root šʾp, “to pant”; cf. NASB, NKJV). Many repoint this as haššāʾpîm, believing the aleph to be a mater lectionis that made its way into the text or that šʾp here is a biform of šûp (“to tread, trample”). The emendation finds support in LXX (ta patounta, “the ones who tread”; cf. Vulg.) and is followed by most English versions. M. A. Beek suggests that the bet on rōʾš (“head”), now the object of the action, is pretii (“The Religious Background of Amos II 6–8,” OTS 5 [1948]: 135). Others take it in the sense of “against” or as marking the object, but šûp never takes bet with its object. See Fleischer, Von Menschenverkäufern, 26–30; Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 681–84. See the exposition.

c. Tg. eliminates the possibility that this activity is associated with Yahweh worship, reading “around all their idolatrous altars.”

d. LXX has “and binding their clothes with cords, they made curtains near the altar” (kai ta himatia autōn desmeuontes schoiniois parapetasmata epoioun echomena tou thysiastēriou), probably demonstrating unfamiliarity with some of the terms. See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 89–100; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 49, 127–28; Amos, 60–61.

e. ʾĔlôhîm can be translated as either god or “gods.” For a fuller explanation of the option to translate in the singular and in the lower case, see the exposition. As in the case of the initial phrase of this verse, Tg. makes clear that this is not a reference to Yahweh by reading “the house of their idols.”

f. ʿĂnûšîm, a qal passive participle from the root ʿnš, is a hapax legomenon. See the exposition for interpretive options. Tg. has “obtained by robbery.”

6 The opening lines of the Israel oracle repeat the words of the other oracles. This similarity in terminology sets Israel within the purview of Yahweh’s international demands. At the same time, both the accusation and the judgment are significantly longer. This underscores the fact that Israel also has a distinctive place among the nations of the world. The nature of the transgressions changes as well. What are condemned are not crimes against other peoples but violations against its own population. Israel’s end, however, is the same as that of the other nations: military defeat (vv. 13–16).

Discerning precisely what crimes are being denounced in v. 6c is no simple task. The data are capable of several interpretations, each of which would reveal a scenario of heinous acts demonstrating a lack of compassion. The first step is to identity the victims. The line literally reads: “Because they sold for silver the innocent and the poor for a pair of sandals.” The chiastic structure of the line focuses the reader’s attention on the two terms at its center, the innocent (ṣāddîq) and the poor (ʾebyôn). The first word can denote a virtuous person (e.g., Gen 6:9; 18:23, 25; Job 12:4), but it also appears in legal settings (e.g., Exod 23:7–8). Every interpretive possibility in 2:6–8 indicates that the forensic meaning (innocent) is more appropriate (cf. Amos 5:12).197 The second term is one of several Hebrew words for the poor (three appear in vv. 6–7). Though it is difficult to establish clear distinctions between them, ʾebyôn may refer to those “people who are virtually destitute, the day laborers of the ancient world, completely dependent on others for their daily survival.”198 Thus, the first term could point to the group’s legal status and the second to their economic vulnerability.

The second task is to specify the nature of the crimes. A long-standing but no longer popular view is that the prophet’s targets are, in Driver’s wonderful turn of phrase, “venal Israelitish judges.”199 The preposition bet in bakkesep (for silver) is categorized as pretii, meaning that these people are defrauded “in exchange for silver”—that is, for a bribe.200 The demand for integrity at the gate and in the courts is well established in the Law (Exod 23:6–8; Lev 19:15; Deut 16:18–20) and is vigorously defended in the prophetic books (e.g., Isa 1:23; 3:14–15; 5:23; Mic 3:9–11; Jer 22:3; Ezek 22:12). If the second clause continues this accusation of bribe-taking (one verb governs both clauses), how then is for a pair of sandals to be understood? One view is that judges pervert justice for even the smallest of inducements.201 The other option is to connect the phrase to Ruth 4:7–8 (cf. Deut 25:9–10), where the sandal is a symbol for a legal transaction. The implication is that twisted legal processes might have the appearance of propriety, but the reality is that justice is circumvented. According to the preceding clause, this was probably done with a bribe (cf. LXX 1 Sam 12:3).202 The problem with this view is that the customary expression for bribery (lōqəḥê kōper) is not used here. (It does appear in 5:12.)

The alternative defended by most recent commentators is that v. 6c refers to debt slavery.203 The injustice that the prophet denounces might not only be particular (i.e., dealing with the misfortune of certain individuals or sectors of society) but include an awareness of systemic inequities. In other words, Amos may be striking at deeper problems regarding land tenure and ownership in Israel. There have been several attempts to specify the socioeconomic arrangements that were generating this situation. Frustratingly, the exact mechanisms of the economy and its darker side are notoriously difficult to reconstruct with confidence (see the introduction under “The Socioeconomic Context in Israel,” pp. 15–26), but details about debt slavery in the ancient Near East are available.204 Slaves were often acquired in war (cf. 1:6, 9), but here the circumstances are quite different. Those who are being exploited are peasants and small landowners who had apparently fallen into tragic levels of indebtedness. The text does not reveal the causes of their plight. These could have included adverse agricultural conditions (drought, blight, or crop failure), illness, the repercussions of war (e.g., the death of family members, maiming, and the destruction of property), or the consequences of unjust actions against the poor by their patrons, government officials, unscrupulous lenders, or even hard-hearted kin. Even in the best of times, theirs was a precarious existence.

Debt slavery was permitted and legislated in the Law (Exod 21:1–11; Lev 25:39–40; Deut 15:1–18; cf. 2 Kgs 4:1–7; Neh 5:1–8). When a family’s debts became impossible to repay and no kinsman was available to redeem that liability, land could be lost. Liability could reach the point where family members would be sold into servitude as collateral or made to work to eliminate the financial obligation. The bet in the first clause would thus not be pretii but causal: The unfortunate are sold “because of” money—that is, because of a debt.205 From this perspective, it is possible that the next clause emphasizes the extreme level of injustice: the poor are sold for even the smallest debts. The pair of sandals could represent a small amount owed. On the other hand, if sandals are a symbol of a legal transaction, then they represent something related to the debt of the first clause, such as the fraudulent transfer of property. Finally, a case has recently been made that the line echoes the Hittite law 22a, which deals with the return of runaway slaves and mentions rewarding the one who brings the slave back with shoes.206 In this case, the indictment is for violating the law that prohibits such an act (Deut 23:15).

The third interpretive task is to ascertain the transgressors behind the injustice. The text does not specify anyone. Per the book’s style, the perpetrators are described practically—that is, by what they do (e.g., 3:10; 4:1; 5:7, 10–12). Interpretations vary as to who these people are. Hypotheses include a geographic dichotomy (urban dwellers exploiting rural peasants), an economic bifurcation (rich vs. poor or owners vs. tenants), or an institutional source (royal officials abusing the weak). The condemnation of 5:11–12 uses similar vocabulary, which reinforces the possibility that these unfair legal manipulations occur at the gate. Elders might be involved, along with merchants and other economic and political elites, in skewing judicial processes in their favor. There is also a question whether various groups acted in concert to take advantage of the needy. Amos 2:8 brings cultic personnel into this sordid picture.

At the very least, Amos is denouncing the cruel exploitation of those in need (cf. Neh 5:8). In their greed, creditors were abusing the historic tradition of inalienable land for their own gain.207 Amos 8:6 describes a similar scene, although the verb is “buy” (qānâ) not “sell” (mākar). This could also be an attack on the institution of debt slavery and the broader national ethos. All would have been complicit in this misdeed, willing to turn over destitute Israelites for compensation.

7 The prophetic diatribe continues by citing three crimes. It is possible to understand that the initial transgression is that there are those who “pant after the dust of the earth on the head of the poor.” If this is the correct reading, then the panting expresses the rapacious greed of the powerful (cf. Jer 2:24; 14:6). The “dust on the head of the poor” could refer to what little property the poor have or the dust they have thrown on their heads in their misery (cf. 2 Sam 1:2; 15:32; Lam 2:10). Either way, the prophet contends that the avarice of the better-off knows no bounds.208 Many commentators and most English versions, however, take the root of the verb šʾp here as a biform of šûp (“trample upon”; cf. 8:4). This interpretation has the advantage that this verb appears in other passages of similar intent and vocabulary (Pss 56:1–2 [MT 56:2–3]; 57:3 [MT 57:4]; Ezek 36:3; esp. Gen 3:15).209 Both views convey powerful images of injustice. The victims are the weak (dallîm), the second term for the poor in 2:6–8 and a reference to impoverished, struggling small farmers.210

The opening clause, however it is interpreted, is long and cumbersome. The words “upon the dust of the ground on the head” do not appear in the parallel passage, 8:4. Accordingly, not a few excise parts of the line.211 In contrast, the present literary approach recognizes the extra weight of the words but appreciates them for providing a graphic visual whose inelegance draws attention to itself. That is, the unwieldy syntax emphasizes the pitiless domination suffered by the poor in Israel. The rest of the book is rich in its vivid vocabulary of oppression.

In the second clause, the second charge is against those who thrust aside the way of the afflicted. Again, there is no explicit subject, so one may assume that the perpetrators are the same as those committing the injustice of the preceding colon. The afflicted (ʿănāwîm) is the third term used for the poor, suggesting that various groups or levels of the poor are being taken advantage of. These could be the most economically disadvantaged of all.212 The significance of the way (derek) and the meaning of the verb (from the root nāṭâ) require comment, and there are three interpretive options. A popular view is that the clause refers in a general way to the perversion of justice.213 Several English versions reflect this interpretation (e.g., NJB, NIV). On the one hand, the verb nāṭâ reappears in 5:12, a passage which echoes the vocabulary and sentiments of 2:6–8 and whose setting is more explicitly legal (cf. Isa 10:1–2; 29:21; Prov 18:5). What this passage does not specify is the nature of these irregularities. For example, are the righteous poor physically prevented from pleading their case, or are these words a metaphor for dishonest dealings such as bribery? A problem with this interpretation is that derek is not used for legal processes, although a synonym, ʾōraḥ (“way, path”), does appear in such settings (e.g., ʾārḥôt mišpāṭ, “the ways of justice,” Prov 17:23). Some cite parallel texts to suggest that derek is a synonym for mišpāṭ (note the use of nāṭâ with mišpāṭ in Exod 23:6).

An alternative has been to take the clause literally. That is, when the wealthy and the well-placed encounter the weak on a road, they physically push them aside (cf. Job 24:4).214 Whether this would actually take place or whether this is a graphic image that reveals the attitude of some toward the less fortunate is impossible to say. The line, however, states that the way of the afflicted is thrust aside, not that the victims are pushed “from the way” (which would require the preposition min on derek). A third view points out that derek can refer to a way of life (e.g., Exod 18:20; Isa 40:27; Pss 1:6; 37:5), here the miserable existence of the victims. The phrase thrust aside the way would mean, in Driver’s words, to “place hindrances in their way, thwart their purposes, oblige them to turn aside from the path they would naturally follow, to land them in difficulties.”215 This vaguer condemnation fits well with the preceding clause and continues its thrust. If this interpretation is correct, the prophet denounces the ruination of life within a world of exploitation and inequality.

The third prophetic accusation is that a man and his father go to the maiden. The phrase go to (hālak ʾel) is probably an idiom for sexual intercourse, even though it is not the usual phraseology (bôʾ ʾel).216 Any interpretation, therefore, must incorporate this sexual element. The phrase a man and his father is a general and anonymous reference and possibly an expression designed to connote a common practice of at least some sectors of the male population. Both the transgression and its pervasiveness earn prophetic condemnation.

The word the maiden (hannaʿărâ) can refer broadly to a young woman.217 A number of scholars locate the girl within the religious sphere because of the words profaning my holy name in the next clause and the mention of altars and a worship center in v. 8. In this case, she would be a sacred prostitute, and so the prophet is denouncing sexually charged syncretistic rites of fertility religion (cf. Hos 4:14).218 Another religious interpretation is proposed by Barstad, who contends that the young woman is a marzēaḥ hostess.219 The marzēaḥ was an association of the well-to-do whose religious celebrations (perhaps funerary) were characterized by alcohol consumption (cf. 6:4–7; perhaps 4:1). In this case, the actions of the two males are not sexual but cultic. The protagonists would be wealthy, and what is criticized is connected to drinking in a non-Yahwistic festivity. Both of these options, however, are problematic, albeit for different reasons. The sacred prostitution view assumes the existence of cultic prostitution, something which is now contested.220 Even if such rituals with their accompanying theology did exist, neither the technical term for female cultic personnel (qədēšâ) nor the word for prostitute (zōnâ) is used. The most serious problems with Barstad’s interpretation are that it ignores the sexual meaning of the words go to and imposes the interpretation of a marzēaḥ feast with too little evidence.221

Other scholars explain the impropriety as a reference to some sort of incest. The Law prohibits sexual intercourse between a man and his wife’s daughter (Lev 18:17; 20:14), a son and his father’s wife (Lev 18:8; 20:11; Deut 22:30 [MT 23:1]), and a father and his daughter-in-law (Lev 18:15; 20:12). This view envisions something similar here—for example, a father having a sexual relationship with a young woman with whom his son is to be married, perhaps because of the son’s own sexual involvement with her (cf. Deut 22:23–29).222

The third option, the one favored by many commentators and taken here, is that this maiden is of lower social status like the other victims in the passage. Perhaps she is in the family’s domestic employ or finds herself in debt slavery and powerless before the advances of her masters.223 Lust is empowered by status; this victim is treated as nothing more than an object to be used for pleasure without any regard for her personal worth and reputation. This exact case lies beyond the purview of the decrees of the Law but this violation would be commensurate with its thrust concerning sexual decency. The choice of the ambiguous word naʿărâ is interesting. It can be used of a female servant (e.g., Exod 2:5; 1 Sam 25:42; Prov 31:15; cf. Exod 21:7–11), but the more technical terms are ʾāmâ and šipḥâ.224 The vagueness perhaps allows for consideration of a set of victims not limited to servants.

The verse ends with the words profaning my holy name, which are introduced by ləmaʿan. This preposition can signal either a purpose or result clause, but here the latter is more probable.225 To profane the name of God can mean to desecrate sacred places and realia or to do something that adversely reflects on Yahweh’s reputation and his person.226 Is it particularly the previous transgression that brings this profaning, or do all of the sins in vv. 6–7? The structure of these verses provides a clue. This clause could be another example of Amos’s penchant for conjoining series of five and seven items. The phrase follows the fifth transgression as a forceful concluding statement of the seriousness of the offenses and sets them apart from the final two transgressions in the series. This pattern is visible in 3:3–6, where five questions are followed by a final two. If this literary observation is correct, then it stands to reason that the clause summarizes the impact of all that has been mentioned heretofore. This statement effectively links social transgressions with religious and spiritual realities, something that the rest of the book emphasizes as well.

8 While the closing clause of v. 7 affirms the inseparability of the socioeconomic sphere from the religious, v. 8 moves explicitly to ritual practices to denounce two more transgressions, the sixth and seventh of the series in 2:6–8. The setting is manifestly religious, with the mention of every altar in the first line and the house of their god in the second. Some scholars are of the mind that licentious rituals at non-Yahwistic centers are in view.227 If these were formal shrines to other deities, however, one might expect the text to be more explicit about them. Perhaps it is Yahweh worship that the text presents as skewed, and these are dramatic instances of the profanation of his name (v. 7). Every altar, like a man and his father, implies a common practice, even as house of their god might refer to the central sanctuary at Bethel (cf. 7:13). Another possible scenario are household altars, where rituals unacceptable to the prophet were performed.228 These sins, whatever the precise context, pervade the religious sphere in both its more local and official expressions.229 It also is conceivable that cult personnel were accessories to the injustice and benefited at the hands of the poor. The wedding of the religious and the political is explicit in the confrontation between Amos and Amaziah in 7:10–17. Might not this verse disclose that the corruption was financial as well?

The first crime is that they stretch out on garments taken in distraint. Paul makes a convincing case to render ḥăbulîm as “distraints” instead of the common translation “pledges.”230 Whereas a pledge, or collateral, is offered by a person trying to secure a loan, “distraint” is the technical legal term given to what a creditor seizes when a loan is defaulted. Creditors are warned in the Law about wrongly confiscating as distraints that which would adversely affect a person’s livelihood or physical survival (Exod 22:26–27 [MT 22:25–26]; Deut 24:12–13). In extreme cases, children were taken away (Job 24:9; 2 Kgs 4:1).231 In the ancient world, the distraint was to be returned at the payment of the loan, but one gets the impression from this passage that it is withheld in violation of the law and in defiance of decency. This indictment returns to the theme of the indebted poor of v. 6, and perhaps these distraints are connected in some fashion to the dealings there.232 The prophet vividly portrays those who mercilessly take what they should not and then flaunt their gain by lying down on the clothing of the needy as trophies of their impunity.

The final transgression in the series (they drink wine of those who have been fined) concerns what was done with collected goods. On the one hand, the reference could be to fines. In and of themselves, fines were neither illegal nor immoral. They could be levied as compensation for injury or damages (Exod 21:22; Deut 22:19), and, apparently, could be paid in tender or in kind. The little evidence available in the Pentateuch says that this payment was to be made to the offended party. How these fines came into the possession of those who are drinking is left unexplained. Could they have come from trumped-up charges against the disenfranchised by corrupt authorities, where, in a perversion of justice, the oppressor becomes the “victim” and takes advantage of the powerless? Or could these be legal fines that were never paid to those who were to rightfully receive compensation but were instead usurped by those controlling the legal process? Could there have been several kinds of fines in ancient Israel not mentioned in the Law—such as for defaulting on a loan, so that this scene is set against the same background as the preceding clause and the earlier verses? We can only conjecture.233

On the other hand, it is possible that the phrase refers to a tax.234 This interpretation is based in part on the use elsewhere of the root ʿnš for tribute (2 Kgs 23:33; 2 Chr 36:3) and the mention of taxes in 5:11 (although the terminology is not the same). The injustice would not be exercised by a debtor upon a creditor but rather by government officials upon powerless farmers. Since either option is viable, it is up to interpreters to decide whether the prophet’s attention falls more on the personal or administrative. Each, in its own way, reflects systemic abuse.

The primary target of Amos’s wrath is what is done with what was collected. The unique construct phrase yên ʿănûšîm (lit. “wine of fined”) means either the fines or taxes paid with wine or wine bought with the money received. Whichever is the case, the fines have become a means of debauchery. Other passages in the book hit at revelry that ignores the plight of the poor (4:1; 6:6), but the activity in v. 8 is especially reprehensible because it occurs in holy precincts, whether at the more important central sanctuary or at other shrines. The connection between drinking and beside ever altar might also indicate that the setting is a sacrificial meal, where worshippers partook in the presence of Yahweh to thank him for his provision (e.g., Deut 14:22–27; 1 Sam 9:12–13). If this is the case, this hypocritical sin occurs at the very place designed for communion and reconciliation with Israel’s God!

2. Rejection of the Gracious Acts of Yahweh (2:9–12)

9Yet I destroyed the Amorite before them,a

whose height was as tall as cedars and who was as strong as oaks,

and I destroyed his fruit above and his roots below.

10It was I who brought you up from the land of Egypt

and led you in the desert for forty years

so that you might inherit the land of the Amorite.

11I also raised up prophets from among your sons and Naziritesb from among your young men.

Is this not so, O people of Israel? A saying of Yahweh.

12But you made the Naziritesc drink wine and commanded the prophets, “Do not prophesy.”

a. A number of LXX MSS have “before you” in harmony with what follows; cf. BHS.

b. Tg. replaces Nazirites with “teachers” (cf. v. 12; cf. Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan to the Prophets, 9–11). LXX has “for consecration” (eis hagiasmon), maybe reading nēzer for nəzirîm. See Gelston, “Hebrew Misreadings or Free Translation in the Septuagint of Amos,” 529–30; cf. Glenny’s response in “Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 496.

c. Tg. has “teachers”; LXX has tous hēgiasmenous (“consecrated ones”). See the preceding note.

9 Yahweh categorically distinguishes his gracious acts from the behavior of his people. Hebrew is an inflected language, so verbal forms do not require the personal pronoun. The occurrence of a pronoun, then, is literarily important. This verse begins with a conjunction (taken here as adversative) with the pronoun I (ʾānōkî) to create an emphatic contrast with what precedes it. The point of this contrast is to highlight how differently Israel treats the weak (they exploit them) from how Yahweh protected Israel and fought on its behalf when it was weak. This syntactical force is reinforced in several ways. Yahweh appeals to the conquest under Joshua, when the Israelites had to fight peoples stronger than themselves.235 The depiction of the size (as tall as cedars) and power (as strong as oaks)236 of the Amorite, a broad label for those dwelling in Canaan at that time (cf. Gen 10:15–16; 15:19–20; Deut 1:6–8; 2 Kgs 21:11),237 echoes the ancient traditions of the height and might of the enemy (e.g., Num 13:28; Deut 1:28; 2:10, 21; 3:11). The juxtaposition of these descriptors with the merism his fruit above and his roots below and the repetition of the verb destroy (šmd hiphil) underscore the comprehensiveness of Yahweh’s victory—and the helplessness of Israel. How different the character of the nation from that of its God! The verb destroy reappears in 9:8, where it is used in the announcement of Yahweh’s judgment on Israel.

10 This verse begins, as did v. 9, with the conjunction and the first-person personal pronoun. Yahweh recalls the exodus and the years of the wilderness wanderings, all of which were steps toward possessing the promised land (the land of the Amorite). The redemption from Egypt and the time in the wilderness culminated in the establishment of the people of God. That unique “prehistory” should have motivated them to be a special kind of nation, reflecting the values and commitments of Yahweh. Instead, Israel had degenerated into an unjust society and made a mockery even of their places of worship.

The vocabulary reflects God’s sovereign care in the nation’s past. He brought them up from Egypt, out of slavery. This event is the basis of Yahweh’s right to judge Israel (cf. 3:1–2; 9:7).238 The wilderness is remembered in a positive light, without any mention of Israel’s grumblings and sins or of Yahweh’s punishments there (e.g., Exod 32; Num 20:1–8; Deut 1:26–46). The focus is rather on divine grace. The book of Hosea also looks back at that time as one in which the relationship between Israel and Yahweh was more intimate and not tainted by following other gods (Hos 2:14–15; but cf. 13:4–6). Amos 5:25 will make the same claim.

Some critics note that the elements of 2:9–10 are not chronologically sequential and use this observation to deny the authenticity of vv. 10–12. Those who defend the genuineness of this verse have argued that the prophet is not interested in an exact historical arrangement as he makes his theological point (cf. Isa 10:26).239 This is true, but a literary solution also presents itself. The mention of the Amorites at the end of this verse forms an inclusio with the beginning of 2:9, thereby connecting the two verses as a unit.240 At the same time, v. 10 transitions to vv. 11–12 with the shift to the second-person address. Description has now become accusation. There is no inconsistency among these verses as critics suppose.

11–12 The preceding two verses cited Yahweh’s works on Israel’s behalf; v. 11 adds to those mighty deeds the presence of his representatives. The verb raised up is the fifth first-person verbal form in this series, another instance of the pentad literary pattern utilized throughout the book. These two verses are taken together because they are interconnected by a chiasm visible in the reversal of prophets and Nazirites in the opening and closing lines.241 In a rather wooden fashion, the verses read:

I raised up from among your sons to be prophets

and from your youth to be Nazirites.

Is this not so, O sons of Israel? A saying of Yahweh.

But you made the Nazirites drink wine

and commanded the prophets, “Do not prophesy.”

Some commentators, unaware of this structure, have proposed moving the question in v. 11 (Is this not so, O sons of Israel?) to after v. 12.242 Unlike linear arguments, however, where the point is made at the end, the focus of chiasms is found at the center. The question is designed for Israel to acknowledge God’s actions and intentions, but no such response is registered. To answer “yes” would require Israel to justify its indefensible actions; to answer “no” would make Yahweh a liar. What the people do and how they live is answer enough. This rhetorical question exposes the guilt of the nation and is another vehicle of indictment.243 The force of the displeasure of the sovereign God is accentuated by the formula a saying of Yahweh (nəʾum yhwh). When Israel does speak, in the next line, it is only to silence the messenger of God (v. 12), thereby confirming the nation’s rebellious spirit with its own words (cf. 4:1; 5:16; 6:13; 7:16; 8:5, 14; 9:10).

Not much information is available on the Nazirites. They were individuals dedicated in special ways to Yahweh. The two most visible marks of their vow were to not cut their hair and to abstain from wine (Num 6:1–21). Samson (Judg 13:5, 7; 16:17) and Samuel (1 Sam 1:11) were Nazirites. Israel’s response to these exemplars of commitment to God was to entice them to compromise their vow on wine.244 The other group that is mentioned is the prophets. None are mentioned by name, so it is not possible to know whether Amos is referring to the long line of prophets since Moses (Deut 18:15–22) or to prophets of his own day, who like him may have experienced rejection (7:10–17; cf. 3:8). The efforts against the Nazirites were surely happening at that time. His statement in 7:14 might suggest that there were some prophets who were not willing to confront the nation and its leaders, but perhaps there were also others, of whom we have no record, who did stand up for the truth (cf. 5:13).245 The rejection of prophets had long been a characteristic of the people, particularly when they attacked the authorities or the status quo (e.g., 1 Kgs 13:4; 18:4; 22:8–28; Isa 30:10; Jer 11:18–23; 20:1–18; 26:1–24). How the prophets’ voice was suppressed is not said, although the scene in chapter 7 is an example of such intimidation.

There is a shift in the targets of Israel’s transgressions: No longer are the victims the destitute and the disadvantaged. Yet if the Nazirites were living in poverty because of their vows, their piety may have drawn the ire of those perpetrating the injustices of vv. 6–8. Their presence and testimony, in word and deed, would be public indictments of the character and behavior of the well-placed. In denouncing socioeconomic and political sin, Amos (and possibly others) would have made enemies and antagonized those with nationalistic loyalties (cf. 3:7). On the other hand, perhaps this rejection was not limited to certain groups of power and influence. These attitudes may be indicative of a more general malaise. The wealthy and government officials would not have been the only ones to celebrate the glories of the monarchy and the supposed strong arm of Yahweh that had made Israel’s success possible. Blind patriotism is never that circumscribed. Several passages condemning religious practices and the national ideology have the entire population in view (4:4–13; 5:4–6, 21–27; 9:1). This fact explains why the judgment would be comprehensive. In sum, 2:9–12 contrast the gracious acts of God in history and through the Nazirites and prophets with Israel’s obstinance. What follows is the judgment for turning their back on these divine efforts on behalf of Israel in the past and in the present.


3. Announcement of Judgment (2:13–16)

13Now I will press you downa in your place,b even as a cartful of sheaves presses down.

14Flightc will vanish from the swift, the strong will not strengthen his power, and the mighty will not save his life;

15the one holding the bow will not stand, the fleet of foot will not escape,d and the rider of horses will not save his life;

16even the strong of heart among the mightye will flee naked on that day. A saying of Yahweh.

a. For surveys of the identity of the verbal root, see Harper, Amos and Hosea, 62; Hans-Peter Müller, “Die Wurzeln ʿyq, yʿq und ʿwq,” VT 21 (1971): 556–64; Paul, Amos, 94. Options include ʿwq (“hinder”; NJPS), ʿyq (“groan”; NEB, NKJV, NLT; cf. Vulg.), ʿqq (“cut in pieces”), ʿwq as an Aramaism for ṣwq (“press”; NJB, NASB, NIV, NRSV, ESV, HCSB, CEB; cf. Pss 55:3 [MT 55:4]; 66:11). Wellhausen proposes an emendation based on pwq (“totter”; Die kleinen Propheten, 74; cf. Mays, Amos, 43). After the opening particle, Tg. inserts, “I will bring distress upon you.”

b. Taking taḥtêkem (“under you”) in the sense of “the place where you are standing” (HALOT, 1722; cf. Tg.). For other examples, see Exod 16:29; 2 Sam 2:23. LXX has, “Therefore, behold, I roll under you, as a wagon full of straw is rolled” (cf. Arieti, “The Vocabulary of Septuagint Amos,” 344–45).

c. Tg. expands to, “The house of refuge shall fail the swift.”

d. Some repoint this piel as a niphal (cf. BHS), as no object is supplied in MT (in contrast to the next clause and v. 14). LXX has “in no way shall escape” (ou mē diasōthē; cf. Tg., Vulg.). The verbal form could suggest an ellipsis in which the object (his life) is understood, especially in light of the same wording in the final clause of the previous verse and the one following (cf. BHQ). Paul argues that the absolute use of the verb does not require the object (Amos, 96–97).

e. LXX reads, “And he shall find his heart in acts of dominance” (kai heurēsei tēn kardian autou en dynasteiais). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 102–3; Amos, 63.

13 The emphatic particle hinnēh (now; more lit. “behold”) signals the start of the Israel oracle’s closing section, and its use here is appropriate since 2:13–16 announces comprehensive judgment on Israel. In the book of Amos, hinnēh always appears in the introductions to divine sentencing, with the sole exception at 9:13 (cf. 4:2, 13; 6:11; 8:11; 9:8, 9). Several other literary features are evident in 2:13–16 (for vv. 14–16, see below). The personal pronoun I links the passage to the preceding verses, where it also occurs (vv. 9, 10). While those lines looked to the past to prove Israel’s guilt, attention now shifts to the future and the announcement of coming judgment. This judgment is expressed here in a metaphor, but discerning its meaning is the most difficult interpretive challenge of the verse.

The thorniest issue is lexical. The verbal form mēʿîq (hiphil participle) has generated much debate, and scholars have related the perceived root to those in other cognate languages.246 The four most prevalent suggestions are ʿyq (“groan”),247 ʿqq (“cut in pieces”),248 ʿwq (“hinder,” “slow down”),249 and ʿwq (“press,” an Aramaism for ṣwq).250 In the first case, the image would be that of God groaning under the burden and disappointment of Israel’s sin. The second view compares the judgment to the cracks in the ground caused by a heavy cart and the clefts caused by an earthquake. The third and fourth options are similar in their contention that Israel will be slowed or pressed down or made immobile like a cart laden with sheaves.

Crucial in deciding among these options is the significance given to the verses that follow. That 2:14–16 describes the impact of the punishment on the Israelites probably discounts the first possibility (“groan”), which gives the verb an intransitive sense and focuses its attention on Yahweh’s emotions.251 In regard to the second alternative (“cut in pieces”), while an earthquake does figure prominently in the book (1:1; cf. 8:8; 9:5; perhaps 3:15; 4:11; 6:10–11; 9:1), 2:14–16 is better envisioned as a battle scene. This military metaphor would match the nature of the judgments of the preceding oracles. The best choices, therefore, are the third (“hinder”) and fourth (press), with the latter being the more popular among commentators. Both convey the idea that the reputedly powerful army of Israel (cf. 6:13) will be immobilized in fear or incapacitated before the onslaught of the enemy.252 The image, however, is ironic, as the cart is weighed down with the produce of a plentiful harvest—a good thing! The image is being turned in a very different direction.

14–16 These verses depict the utter defeat of the Israelite forces. Instead of standing with strength and courage to confront the foe, they will scatter and run. This portrayal of military disaster differs from what is predicted for the other nations in both its length and content. No other oracle has such a long description of loss, and elements that appear in other oracles are not mentioned here—that is, fire, the destruction of fortresses, deportation, and the death of the leadership. (These do appear elsewhere in the book.) Once again, the continuity-difference tension is evident. Israel, although like all peoples who must answer to Yahweh, is at the same time unique. That uniqueness earns Israel different treatment in judgment.

Three literary features stand out, and all emphatically communicate the totality of defeat. The first is the repetition of terms.253 Three roots appear twice, once each in vv. 14 and 16: nûs (flight and flee), ʾmṣ (strengthen and strong), and gbr (the mighty twice). In vv. 14–15, the verbal phrase will not save (loʾ yəmallēṭ) is used three times—twice with the object his life (napšô)—and the nominal adjective qal (swift, fleet of foot) is used twice. The second feature is the listing of seven soldiers. The book of Amos on numerous occasions presents lists of five and seven items, and this series of seven is another example of that pattern. The number seven can represent completeness—in this case, the sum total of the nation’s military.254 Third, the thoroughness of defeat is highlighted in the lexical variety. Different kinds of troops are mentioned: foot soldiers (the swift, the strong, the mighty, the fleet of foot, the strong of heart), archers (the one holding the bow), and cavalry (the rider of horses).255 The rout is also expressed with diverse verbs: vanish, not strengthen, not save, not stand, flee. No enemy is named, but as with the other nations, the anonymity of the attacker, along with the first-person verbs that have Yahweh as their subject (for this sequence, see v. 9), leaves no doubt that judgment ultimately comes from the hand of God. Before the holy and sovereign God of the nations, no people—not even Israel, his chosen one (2:9–11)—can stand. This list is tantamount to a mockery of Israel’s armies: They cannot withstand the enemy, and the mightiest of the mighty will flee in full retreat without armor—naked!

This judgment will occur on that day, a phrase that points to some future time (cf. 8:3, 9, 13; 9:11). Some argue that this is not an eschatological use of the formula.256 If the eschaton is taken in the absolute sense as the definitive conclusion of human history, then that is correct. Nevertheless, this divine punishment would indeed bring Israel’s world and history—as it knew it and experienced it—to an end. The book returns to this theme several times (3:14; 6:3; 8:3, 9, 10, 13; 8:3, 9, 11, 13), especially at 5:18–20, where the prophet refutes popular conceptions of the day of Yahweh. At the time when Israel thinks it can trust in God’s protection, they will instead experience divine abandonment to defeat and destruction.257 Yet the book offers the encouraging hope that life will begin anew with a new day after the nation’s defeat (9:11–15).

The Israel oracle, and so the OAN, closes with the formula a saying of Yahweh (nəʾum yhwh; cf. v. 11b). This is a sure word of God, a word of judgment on cruelty—whether directed at others in warfare (1:3–2:3) or focused internally on the vulnerable (2:6–16). The surrounding nations will in large measure suffer what they have afflicted on others. With Judah and Israel, the message is more complex because of their special relationship with Yahweh. Judah had ignored the tôrâ (2:4–5), while Israel had turned its back on its history with Yahweh (2:9–10) and on his representatives (2:11–12). Willful rebellion has borne the exploitation of the vulnerable—that is, socioeconomic and judicial violence against the powerless. Violence, both abroad in war and at home in the streets and fields, merits the judgment of Yahweh. Thus, the entire set of countries of the OAN must endure a similar fate: military defeat. The rest of the book of Amos will go into greater detail about Israel’s sins and what they will mean for the Northern Kingdom.
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253. H. Neil Richardson, “Amos 2:13–16: Its Structure and Function in the Book,” in Achtemeier, SBL 1978 Seminar Papers, 361–67; Paul, Amos, 95. For repetition in its many different patterns as a poetic device, see W. G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry, 274–95.

254. Limburg, “Sevenfold Structures in the Book of Amos,” 219; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 339–40; Paul, Amos, 95; Dorsey, The Literary Structure of the Old Testament, 277.

255. For explanations of the possible backgrounds of each kind of soldier, see Paul, Amos, 96–98. Also note the parallel language in Ezek 46:5–6.

256. E.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 150; Paul, Amos, 98.

257. This is a theme across the ancient Near East. See Trimm, Fighting for the King and the Gods, 600–606. This is in contrast to depictions of divine involvement in battle (617–25).


III. THE WORDS OF GOD AND THE PROPHET TO ISRAEL (3:1–6:14)

This second major section of the book of Amos begins at chapter 3 and goes through chapter 6. These chapters provide much more detail concerning the sin and punishment of Israel. This expanded information is communicated through a variety of literary structures and techniques that differ from the manner of presentation in 2:6–16.1

Many scholars do not see an overarching literary pattern spanning these chapters, but a few propose a single structure—more specifically, a chiasm. De Waard and Smalley, Bovati and Meynet, Widbin, and Rottzoll argue for an extended chiasm with its center at 5:8.2 While some of their textual observations are interesting and have merit, these proposals for a tightly-ordered design have flaws. This is apparent in their need to displace verses, in their occasional recourse to emendation, and in the obvious disagreements over the delimitations of the constituent parts.3 What these scholars have spotted are the recurring themes and repeated vocabulary that are characteristic features of the book. Nevertheless, these chapters do exhibit a level of macrostructural organization. This is clear from certain clues: the opening formula hear this word in 3:1, 4:1, and 5:1; the fivefold sequence of yet you did not return to me in 4:6–11; and the woes of 5:18 and 6:1. As will become evident in the exposition, structures of various lengths overlap, and smaller literary units are imbedded within larger ones.4 There are also lexical and thematic connections within chapters 3–6 and between this section and the larger book. Together, they serve to weave an intricate tapestry that gives this prophetic work a strong sense of cohesion and consistency.5

Some critical scholars, bound to more classical methodologies, are unaware of many of these literary features or do not give them their proper due. Their comments tend to focus on individual verses or smaller units. Their primary interest lies in coordinating the data with their historical reconstruction of the received text. Those who do posit literary sensibilities attribute these to later redactors, who supposedly reworked the original, disjointed material before them.6 However, as I explain in the introduction (see “Authorship,” pp. 27–33), there is good reason to believe that Amos was a literary work from the beginning and that its literariness is inherent to its shaping and not the work of a later hand.

I separate chapters 3–6 into four principal parts: “Divine Exposure of Israel’s Guilt” (3:1–4:13), “What’s in a Name?” (5:1–17), “The Delusion of Religion” (5:18–27), and “The Delusion of Power” (6:1–14). The exposition of each part is prefaced by a discussion of its literary makeup and an engagement with some of the more important critical positions.

A. DIVINE EXPOSURE OF ISRAEL’S GUILT (3:1–4:13)

1. Two Tales of One City (3:1–4:3)

This large unit derives its title from the fact that it pictures Samaria, the capital of the Northern Kingdom, from two perspectives: Yahweh’s and the Israelites’. Sicre distinguishes between the visión profética and the visión turística—that is, how God’s prophet analyzes the realities of the country and its principal city (the former) in contrast with those who might be impressed with all of its grandeur and trappings of power (the latter).7

This unit is often divided into five passages: 3:1–2; 3:3–8; 3:9–11; 3:12–15; and 4:1–3. These appear to be obvious subdivisions, but there is also a degree of structural unity that scholars have attempted to delineate. For example, Boyle argued that 3:1–4:13 reflects the pattern of a covenant lawsuit (rîb), but by and large her proposal has not been endorsed by others.8 For one thing, sections of the proposed lawsuit are disproportionately uneven, and the proposal overlooks the heterogeneity of the material (e.g., Boyle subsumes 3:1–4:3 under one label—the “call to witnesses”). In addition, certainty about covenant terminology and forms, which was prevalent within scholarship at the time of her writing and within which she explicitly locates her work, has diminished in recent biblical research. This is not to deny the presence of covenant concerns in Amos, but today there is less confidence about assigning prophetic material to that stream of tradition.

Gitay appeals to classic Greek rhetoric to try to demonstrate the coherence of chapter 3. He argues that repeated vocabulary and various rhetorical techniques are designed to appeal directly to the audience and reflect actual oral delivery.9 This is possible—scholars commonly assume that the oracles now found in prophetic texts are at some level a record of spoken words—but one wonders about the applicability of Greek categories to Hebrew literature. Moreover, while the prophet surely delivered speeches, what lies before the reader is a written text. Rhetorical features could just as well attest to the passage being a carefully crafted literary creation from the beginning, even though it would have had its genesis in Amos’s public prophetic ministry.

Another proposal emerging from the textual data comes from Dorsey. He argues that this chapter is best appreciated as a thematic chiasm with some lexical interconnections, whose center lies at v. 10.10 This perspective is suggestive and can have heuristic interpretive value, even if one argues that it lacks the lexical precision of other expansive chiasms in the book (cf. 5:1–17). This outline cuts across four of the five divisions mentioned above.

A Yahweh will punish (pqd) Israel for its sins (vv. 1–2) [begins with “hear”]

B Coming disaster (vv. 3–8) [the lion’s roar]

C Foreign fortresses called to assemble around Samaria (v. 9)

D Israel does not know to do right (v. 10)

C′ Israel’s fortresses to be destroyed (v. 11)

B′ Coming disaster (v. 12) [the lion’s roar]

A′ Yahweh will punish (pqd) Israel for its sins (vv. 13–15) [begins with “hear”]

The extent of the section is demarcated by this chiasm and by an inclusio. The opening and closing passages each begin with a call to hear, and both contain visit (pqd), a verb that appears nowhere else in the book. It is important to recognize, too, that chiasms not only have a mirroring effect between parallel parts but also often develop the concepts of these parts as well. That is the case in chapter 3.

If the limits of the section are marked by the chiasm and inclusio, then why does our discussion include 4:1–3 in this section? Why not limit the section to the chiasm? First of all, 4:1 commences, as does 3:1, with hear this word. However, it lacks a corresponding relative clause. The call in 4:1 can be construed as subordinate, a continuation of the more prominent call of 3:1 (cf. 3:13).11 More specifically, the target of the text shifts from the nation in general in 3:1–8 to a specific group within it, the elite, in 3:9–4:3. The target of the prophetic invective within 3:9–4:3 narrows from the anonymous wrongdoers who hoard violence in Samaria (3:9–10) to the religious leaders of Bethel and wealthy owners of multiple homes (3:12–15) to the well-to-do women of 4:1–3. The section culminates with the announcement of exile in 4:1–3. This focusing is a literary trait of the book and has important theological and pastoral implications. The entire nation is guilty before God for its sins (3:1–8), but there are those who have transgressed in a most abusive way and at the expense of others. Consequently, within the larger whole, there are those who are held more responsible for the fate of Israel and are especially singled out for judgment. In addition, 4:1–3 is connected to the preceding lexically by the term oppression of 3:9 (ʿăšûqîm), which finds its verbal echo in the actions of the women in 4:1 who oppress (hāʿōšəqôt) the poor. The closing verse (4:3) describes a scene of the destruction of the city announced in 3:11–15, as prominent citizens are taken captive through holes in its walls. Finally, 4:4–5 initiate a new section in the book with a different structure and dissimilar literary features. So, while 4:1–3 stands outside the chiasm of 3:1–15, it importantly extends some of its ideas.

A final structural decision concerns whether 3:1–2 is better understood as the conclusion of the Israel oracle (2:6–16) or as the introduction to the next major section of the book, as is claimed here. Those who connect 3:1–2 to the preceding passage argue that the themes of the uniqueness of Israel and its special punishment are those of OAN, whereas what follows (vv. 3–8) focuses instead on the legitimation of the prophet’s role and message. Some contend, too, that the phrase Hear this word is one that begins concluding pericopes of larger sections (cf. 4:1 for 3:3–4:3; 7:16 for 7:10–17).12

Several textual observations undermine this view.13 To begin with, the phrase hear this word is not found in 1:3–2:16 but is used several times as a structural marker in chapters 3–6. Also, the term for “iniquity” in 3:2 (ʿāwōn) is not the same as the one used in OAN (pešaʿ). What is more, the unique standing of Israel is communicated in especially emphatic ways in 3:1–2—in a manner different than in the OAN. In the OAN, it is expressed by the length of that final oracle and thematically by the recitation of historical events and the sending of the Nazirites and prophets. The Israel oracle is also unmistakably set structurally and lexically within the OAN to communicate that Israel is like other rebellious nations before God. That series of oracles closes with the formula nəʾum yhwh in 2:16. The literary structure for 3:1–4:3, as explained above, is laid out very differently than that of the OAN.

Nevertheless, it is evident that in 3:1–15 there are several explicit connections to 2:6–16. In addition to the shared convictions of the nation’s singular calling and chastisement, terms that reappear are people of Israel (bənê yiśrāʾēl, 3:1), transgression (pešaʿ, 3:14), fortress (ʾarmôn, 3:9, 11), and house (3:15). Egypt (3:1, 9; cf. 2:10) and Ashdod (3:9; cf. 1:8) are mentioned again, and the phrase I brought up from the land of Egypt also appears (3:1; cf. 2:10). It seems likely that 3:1–4:3 is a new section that builds on what has come before. It presents more information about the character of Yahweh and his people and about Israel’s unacceptable social world and dismal future. This section continues and thus confirms the indictment of sin and the announcement of judgment, but the literary presentation is not the same.

The exposition of this large section is divided into six units (3:1–2; 3:3–8; 3:9–11; 3:12; 3:13–15; 4:1–3), loosely following the outline of the chiasm, except that 3:9–11 is considered together. Once again, this structure is suggestive, but it does allow for a more manageable breakdown of the exposition and an explanation of the argument of 3:1–4:3.

a. Announcement of Punishment (3:1–2)

1Hear this word, which Yahweh speaks against you, people of Israel,a against the whole family that I brought up from the land of Egypt:

2Only you have I known from among all the families of the earth.

Therefore, I will visit all of your iniquities upon you.

a. LXX has oikos Israēl (“house of Israel”), perhaps to harmonize this introduction with 5:1.

These first two verses encapsulate the essence of Amos’s message: Israel merits the punishment that is to come because of its unique relationship with Yahweh. Instead of functioning as a guarantee of blessing, that historical bond establishes the basis for divine judgment. Yahweh has the right to chastise his people and hold them accountable for their transgressions. In the rest of the book, Israel’s guilt will be explained in more detail and its judgment portrayed graphically.

Scholars have questioned the authenticity of parts of these two verses. Though there has been some disagreement among critics,14 there is a broad consensus that the words against the whole family that I brought up from the land of Egypt (v. 1b) are a secondary expansion.15 The reasons for doubting their originality are basically three. First, there is a shift from the opening third-person reference to God (this word which Yahweh speaks against you) to a first-person form (that I brought up) before the particle lēʾmōr, whose standard function is to introduce direct speech.16 Second, there is a change from the more narrow reference to the Northern Kingdom (people of Israel) to the apparently more inclusive the whole family. Third, the term family in 3:1b is said to anticipate its appearance in 3:2aβ. According to this view, a later redactor added these words to extend the original prophetic message directed against Israel to include Judah. Most assume this to be a Deuteronomistic redaction, but not all agree with the dating.17

The response to doubts about the possibility of the prophet’s message involving Judah as well as Israel is treated in the introduction and need not be repeated here.18 Suffice it to say that the argument that the expansion of the target is proof of an addition is less than convincing.19 Nevertheless, it does raise questions about the meaning of this reference and about the book’s nomenclature for the Northern and Southern Kingdoms and the people of God more generally. The exposition addresses these issues.

The inelegance of the verse is undeniable, but it does have a plausible explanation. The phrase I brought up from the land of Egypt repeats 2:10, suggesting that this word from Yahweh is, in some fashion, a continuation of that denunciation in the oracle against Israel. Both 2:6–16 and 3:1 employ the exodus as the foundation for divine censure and a rationale for judgment. Thus, 3:1–2 takes up this tradition and develops further the accusation of chapter 2. This event is the historical marker par excellence of both Yahweh’s gracious commitment and his right to make demands of his people.20 The switch to the first person here may also be a deliberate literary-theological connection to the Israel oracle, which has several verbs in the first person. If this is the case, the appearance of the phrase before lēʾmōr is not inconsistent (except by strict modern Western syntactic criteria). Some critics recognize the link between the two passages, but they invariably assign this work to the hand of a redactor. That rhetorical acumen must be limited to an editor is assumed and never explained. Perhaps this is another example of the presupposition that prophets never wrote anything down, that they spoke only in short, disconnected snippets, and that original prophetic “books” would have been basically anthologies of sayings, which were only subsequently reworked by more competent hands.

Two other interpretive options may also neutralize the critical assumptions concerning 3:1b. First, the prophet could be quoting popular belief, a cultic confession, or even the opening of the Decalogue (note Num 24:8; Ps 81:10 [MT 81:11]; Exod 20:2), only to turn it on its head (cf. 9:7). In other words, what was for many the basis of an assurance of Yahweh’s continued and unquestioned support is used to undercut that very conviction (for more on this, see the exposition below).21 Second, the third-person verb (speaks) could be a convention that indicates that all of what follows is from Yahweh (cf. Gen 32:3–5). He would be the speaker from the very start of the passage, thus removing the supposed problem with the first-person form.22

1 This oracle begins with what some categorize as a “call to attention” (Hear this word + relative clause; cf. 5:1).23 This is not a mandate merely to listen; it carries a strong expectation of a response. This word (haddābār hazzeh) must be understood, internalized, and acted upon, because Yahweh has spoken. Indeed, 3:1–4:3 is full of divine speech language: the Lord Yahweh speaks (3:8, dibber, from the same root as haddābār), saying of Yahweh (3:10, 13, 15; 4:3), thus says [the Lord] Yahweh (3:11, 12), this word (3:1; 4:1), and the Lord Yahweh has sworn (4:2). Though some commentators stress that here prophetic speech is presented as divine speech,24 the verse essentially renders the messenger invisible. It is Yahweh’s word that confronts Israel. The term “prophet” does not appear until 3:7, and even there it is in the plural, anonymous and generic. This fact will be of importance in the interpretation of 3:3–8.

Just as divine speech is highlighted, so are the addressees. This emphasis is communicated by the presence of multiple descriptors: you, people of Israel, the whole family that I brought up from Egypt. Who is addressed? It is axiomatic that the first two references signify the Northern Kingdom. This is clear from the fact that 3:1–2 continues the accusations of 2:6–16 and because people of Israel is utilized in 2:11. That Israel refers expressly to the Northern Kingdom is also plain from the superscription (Jeroboam … king of Israel in contradistinction to Uzziah, king of Judah, 1:1) and the opening formula in 2:6. The last, more extensive descriptor in this verse (the whole family), however, has caused lively discussion. The wider reference, some believe, includes Judah (and so for critics must be supplemental).

Several observations are in order. The book of Amos presents an assortment of labels for the two geopolitical entities that claimed Yahweh as their god: Israel, Israel with qualifiers (people of, house of, the virgin, my people), Jacob, Jacob with a qualifier (house of), Joseph with qualifiers (house of, remnant of), Isaac, Isaac with a qualifier (house of), and Judah. Some scholars have developed detailed theories as to the meaning of each of these titles. Andersen and Freedman, for instance, believe that the juxtaposition of the relative clause of 3:1 with people of Israel establishes that every time Israel occurs with a qualifier in the book, it refers either to the historic unified nation before the division of the monarchy or to both kingdoms together in the present.25 Others contend that in this passage, people of Israel refers to both Israel and Judah.26

This interpretation misunderstands the intent of this text because it assumes that the pairing of the relative clause with people of Israel necessarily requires equating the two nations. On the contrary, this clause envelops the Northern Kingdom within a longer history, one that extends back to before its very founding. The connection of the Northern Kingdom to the historical event of the exodus occurs earlier at 2:10, but here that allusion is expanded further by the phrase the whole family. The primary purpose of this additional phrase is to emphasize that each and every person in Israel (all, kōl) has come under an indictment from which there is no escape (cf. 2:14–16). The all-encompassing nature of the indictment is picked up in the next verse as well, with only and the twofold repetition of all. That Judah might be in view is at best of minor importance. That country is not mentioned again until 6:1, and there obliquely. Throughout the book, the divine word is fixed upon Israel, along with its capital Samaria and its national sanctuaries. The people of the Northern Kingdom would have claimed that their history went back to that time long ago, that they were the true heirs of the exodus tradition. Indeed, according to the biblical record, they believed that Israel had been founded on that very historical event (1 Kgs 12:28), however distorted their comprehension of all of that might have been. In other words, the alleged redactional broadening of the word to include Judah is in reality an effective device to entrap the nation within its own theological-ideological rhetoric!

The use of the term family (or “tribe,” mišpāḥâ) is surprising, but its appearance in the next line offers a clue. It connects the two verses and implies that what follows continues what is asserted here.

2 This verse states unequivocally that Yahweh’s special relationship with Israel is the very reason he holds the nation answerable for their sin. The exceptionality of that relationship is expressed in several ways. Syntactically, the unusual word order—placing the object only you (raq ʾetkem) at the beginning of the line and in front of the verb—underlines that object’s importance.27 Exclusivity is also marked lexically by the word only, the phrase from among all the families of the earth, and the verb know (ydʿ).

Yahweh “knows” no other people as he does Israel. In the ancient world, every nation’s deity claimed a special tie with his or her people and was committed to them. This in itself was not a new idea.28 But this verb pushes that commonly accepted notion further; it assumes intimacy and mutuality of a special sort. It is a covenantal term, and thus Israel’s distinctiveness is articulated in a third manner—theologically.29 It is not that God has no knowledge of other nations. The OAN demonstrate Yahweh’s familiarity with other peoples: he condemns their actions and sovereignly decrees punishment. Nor does 3:2 conflict with 9:7, which says that Israel’s God had been involved in the histories of other nations (see the exposition ad loc.).30 The point of these passages is that Yahweh, the sovereign over all peoples, entered into communion with one in particular. This matchless knowing of Israel is akin to the concept of election (cf. the verb bḥr in Deut 7:6–7; 10:15). The verb “know” is used for Yahweh’s choosing certain individuals for a divinely appointed task (e.g., Abraham in Gen 18:19; Moses in Exod 33:12, 17; Deut 34:10; David in 2 Sam 7:20–21; Jeremiah in Jer 1:5). So, too, it was to be with the descendants of Abraham. The phrase all the families of the earth might be designed to resonate with the patriarchal narratives. This phrase only occurs elsewhere in Genesis 12:3 and 28:14, which define the mission of the people of God to be a blessing to the world.31 How wrong everything has gone! Now this election is the guarantee of judgment. Years later the northern prophet Hosea would also appeal to the patriarchs, specifically Jacob, to condemn Israel (e.g., Hos 12:2, 12 [MT 12:3, 13]).

Therefore, the nation must be punished. Grace in the past (v. 1b) and the privilege of election (v. 2a) require that Israel be responsible for everything they have done. As Mays says, “Amos will have nothing to do with a mere salvation-history, only a righteousness history.”32 The construction translated as visit … upon (pqd ʿal) is used frequently of judgment (e.g., Exod 20:5; 34:7; cf. Amos 3:14, where it is translated punish).33 The flipside of exclusivity is comprehensiveness. God has spoken to all the family and has known them from among all the families; now they must pay the consequences of all their iniquities (ʿăwōnōt). The word ʿāwôn is used nowhere else in the book. It can refer to the act of sin, the guilt incurred, or the deserved punishment.34 The first of those meanings is most appropriate here.

George Adam Smith’s comments are poetic in their description of this verse and worth quoting at length:

It is thunder we hear. It is, in a moment, the explosion and discharge of the full storm of prophecy. As when from a burst cloud the streams below rise suddenly and all their banks are overflowed, so the prophecies that follow surge and rise clear of the old limits of Israel’s faith by the unconfined, unmeasured flood of heaven’s justice which breaks through this single verse. Once for all are submerged the lines of custom and tradition within which the course of religion has hitherto flowed; and, as it were, the surface of the world is altered. It is a crisis which has happened more than once again in history: when helpless man has felt the restlessness of the moral issues of life; their renunciation of the past, however much they helped form it; their sacrifice of every development however costly, and of every hope however pure; their deafness to prayer, their indifference to penitence; when no faith saves a Church, no courage a people, no culture or prestige even the most exalted order of men; but at the bare hands of a judgment, uncouth of voice and often unconscious of a Divine mission, the results of a great civilization are for its sins swept remorselessly away.35

b. The Lion’s Roar: A Disastrous Meeting (3:3–8)

3Do two walk together if they have not agreed?a

4Does a lion growl in the thicket if he does not have a prey?

Does a young lion snarl from his hiding placeb unless he has captured something?

5Does a bird fall unto a trapc on the ground if there is no baitd in it?

Does a trap spring up from the ground if indeed it has not captured something?

6If a trumpet is blown in a city, are not the people terrified? If calamitye befalls a city, has not Yahweh done it?f

7Surelyg the Lord Yahweh does not do anything unless he has revealed his planh to his servants the prophets.

8A lion has roared.i Who will not fear?

The Lordj Yahweh has spoken. Who can not prophesy?k

a. The verb (nôʿādû) is a niphal of the root yʿd. LXX reads ean mē gnōrisōsin heautous (“unless they know each other”), which could reflect the root ydʿ. This possibly resulted from metathesis (ydʿ also appears in v. 2). Few follow LXX (e.g., Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 130; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 153, 288–89). D. Winton Thomas suggests a connection to an Arabic verb for “was still, quiet, at rest” in order to render the clause “unless they are at peace with one another” (“Note on nōʿdû in Amos III:3,” JTS 7 [1956]: 69–70). De Waard believes LXX is not a misreading but rather that both meanings fall within the same semantic field (“Translation Techniques Used by the Greek Translators of Amos”). Vulg. and Tg. support MT.

b. Some delete this word as an overload of meter. The sequence of questions in vv. 3–8 most often has a 3+3 structure, but this line as is would yield 4+3. See Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 213; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 180; Mays, Amos, 59; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 47; cf. BHS. See the exposition.

c. Many scholars suggest that this term (paḥ) should be deleted because it overloads the line and is redundant (it reoccurs in the second line); see Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 173; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 214–15; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 154; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 180; La hora de Amós (García Tejado, Spain: Ediciones Sigueme, 1984), 76–80; Mays, Amos, 59; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 47; cf. BHS, yet note BHQ, 80*. Vulg. and Tg. follow MT. A few propose that paḥ is a corruption of an original pənê (“on the face of”; e.g., Harper, Amos and Hosea, 69), and many commentators defend the deletion by citing the word’s omission in LXX. On the other hand, in Ps 124:7, paḥ is repeated in the same verse, and LXX Amos shows a propensity to occasionally offer a more economic translation (e.g., 2:15; 8:8). If this is another example of that tendency, this argument loses some of its force. The word’s repetition may in fact aim to ensure that the hearer or reader understands both lines as depicting the same occurrence. LXX possibly did not grasp the idiom unto a trap (ʿal-paḥ) and therefore left it out; cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 396; Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 646–47; cf. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 76.

d. LXX reads “without a fowler” (aneu ixeutou; see Glenny, Making Sense of the Text, 101); cf. Tg., Syr.

e. The term rāʿâ can refer to wickedness, but very often it means an experienced evil—i.e., a misfortune or disaster; hence, the translation calamity (HALOT, 1262–64). Martin Jan Mulder argues that the evil is what Israel has done and translates the last clause “and Yahweh not react?” (“Ein Vorschlag zur Übersetzung von Amos III 6b,” VT 34 [1984]: 106–8; cf. Eidevall, Amos, 125).

f. Tg. presents a passive sense to remove the notion of Yahweh as the direct cause of an evil: “It was done from before the Lord.”

g. Asserverative kî (GKC §159ee; IBHS §39.3.4e).

h. LXX translates sôd as paideian (“instruction”; cf. Ezek 13:9). Gelston believes that this reflects a confusion of resh for dalet and some other minor changes, reading yissôr for sôdô (“Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 494–96). More likely, LXX offers an explanatory sense for the Hebrew. See Glenny, “Hebrew Misreadings or Free Translation in the Septuagint of Amos,” 530; Finding Meaning in the Text, 248; Amos, 66. J. M. Dines mentions this verse as evidence for the hypothesis that LXX originated within the ambience of Jewish schools (The Septuagint [London: T&T Clark, 2004], 51–52).

i. Most English versions translate šāʾāg as a present perfect (GKC §106g; IBHS §30.5.1b). NJB has “roars,” a durative perfect (GKC §106k; IBHS §§30.4b, 30.5.1c; cf. Gary V. Smith, Amos, 100). LXX and Vulg. render it in the future tense (ereuxetai and rugiet, respectively).

j. Some critics delete ʾădōnāy, believing that it overloads the meter of v. 8b and ruins the parallelism with the previous line. See, e.g., Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 14; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 180–81 (cf. 130); Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 58; Amsler, “Amos,” 189; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 47; cf. BHS, yet the suggestion does not merit discussion in BHQ.

k. Along with most English versions (an exception is NJB), this translation takes the imperfect yinnābēʾ in a modal sense (GKC §107n; IBHS §§31.4f–g). Tg. has “who will not hear the prophecy?” perhaps referring to the people’s reception of the prophetic word. Wellhausen proposed the emendation yehĕrad (“tremble”) to strengthen the parallelism with v. 6a, but his suggestion has not found support (Die kleinen Propheten, 76).

The structure of 3:3–8 is carefully crafted. Verses 3–5 present a series of five rhetorical questions that all begin with the interrogatory particle hă; v. 6 adds two more questions, which are prefaced by ʾim (if), for a total of seven.36 Series of five and seven are a common literary characteristic of the book.37 That v. 3 is an inherent part of this pattern, and not an editorial addendum, is one of the clear implications of this structural pattern. The first four questions of 3:3–5a are also interrelated by alternating “if not” // “there’s no” endings (biltî ʾim // ʾên l + personal suffix); the fifth and final question of v. 5b changes this arrangement as an initial climactic ending before the important conclusion at v. 6b. The prose statement of v. 7 does mark off the sequence of 3:3–6. Yet, as the exposition will show, by employing the language of both v 6b and v. 8b, it also serves as a transition from that question series to the two rhetorical questions of v. 8.38 Paul makes the attractive suggestion that the hă …ʾim … kî sequence of 3:3–7 reflects the form of the triple question in Biblical Hebrew, where the particle kî introduces a conclusion drawn from the previous two (e.g., Num 11:12; Isa 66:8; Jer 18:14–15; Mic 4:9; Hab 3:8). The pattern reappears in 6:12.39 This literary observation is another piece of evidence for the authenticity of v. 7.

Not a few propose that behind 3:3–8 lies an actual conflict between the prophet and his audience, an exchange perhaps triggered by the Israel oracle and 3:1–2 (cf. 7:10–17).40 The passage is considered in some sense to be autobiographical: Amos here defends his commission as prophet. The aim of the questions would thus be to respond to those doubting the message of Amos and his right to speak. The inescapable logic of vv. 3–6, along with the privilege and demands of divine revelation in vv. 7–8, would serve the twin (and interconnected) purposes of demonstrating that the prophet is compelled to proclaim this divine word of doom and compelled to proclaim it with urgency and directness. In form-critical terms, this sort of confrontation is called a “disputation speech.” Scholarly discussion of it has centered on two issues. The first is whether the disputation speech in prophetic literature is better identified by tone and content or by strict structural criteria; most opt for the former view.41 The second concerns its possible provenance. Several locate the origin of these exchanges (especially in the form of didactic questions drawn from nature) within the wisdom tradition (cf. Job 8:11–13; Prov 6:27–28). These sorts of exchanges and rhetorical questions, however, are not restricted to wisdom circles.42

While it is possible that the passage reflects a controversy between Amos and his hearers over the legitimacy of his vocation, this interpretation is an assumption that goes beyond what is said in the passage. A literary reading yields a different understanding. To begin with, the prophet is mentioned only in the superscription (1:1), the visions (7:1–9; 8:1–3; 9:1), and the scene at Bethel in 7:10–17. In every instance, even in the altercation with Amaziah, whatever concerns Amos may have had are subordinated to the person and word of Yahweh (note esp. 7:14–15). The same is true in 3:3–8. Amos is not the focus of attention; the message from God is. This is made clear by the multiple emphases on divine speech in 3:1–4:3 (see the exposition at 3:1) and by the fact that v. 7 speaks of his prophets (plural), not of one prophet in particular (i.e., Amos). This is the same group that appears in the Israel oracle. Unlike the rebellious people, they respond to the voice of God and are given access to his heavenly court. Their role is to announce the word of judgment, that word which this nation wants to silence (2:11–12; cf. 7:10–13). The prophets are Yahweh’s mouthpiece as well as a foil to the obstinate character of Israel. Amos is one among others, a member of an anonymous cadre of the faithful.

The authenticity of two verses in this new segment has been doubted by some critics.43 In the past, scholars questioned the originality of v. 3.44 They pointed out that it does not contain two parallel rhetorical questions as vv. 4–6 do and that its tone is not as ominous as those verses. It was assumed that LXX “know” is the correct reading, not MT agree, and that by means of this catchword, v. 3 is linked back to v. 2.45 The verse would have originated as a gloss to v. 2 to provide a divine reason for the announced judgment.

By way of response,46 it must be said that to base a position on an emendation is precarious business, especially since the rendering in Greek can be explained as a misreading of the Hebrew.47 In addition, this verse inaugurates a series of stylistically similar questions, which differs considerably from v. 2. This sequence reflects literary characteristics of the book, as the exposition will demonstrate. Finally, while it is true that at first glance the question seems innocuous, this vagueness is actually used to good rhetorical effect to inaugurate the series.

Scholarly suspicion has centered especially on v. 7, which is said to be Deuteronomistic.48 It is claimed that the change in style from a series of rhetorical questions to a prose declaration introduced by the particle kî (surely) is an indication that the line was not originally part of 3:3–6, 8.49 The phrase his servants the prophets (e.g., 2 Kgs 17:13, 23; 24:2; Jer 7:25; 25:4; cf. Ezek 38:17; Dan 9:6; Ezra 9:11) and the concept of the heavenly council (cf. 1 Kgs 22:19–23; Jer 23:18, 22) are said to come from Deuteronomistic sources. What might have been the purpose of this redactional addition? Critics contend that the line would “strengthen Amos’s original argument with an indisputable theological truth,”50 the “timelessly valid doctrinal statement”51 of Yahweh disclosing his plans to the prophets. For many, the concomitant redactional fact is that vv. 3–6 and v. 8 were originally independent units with different thrusts. The former makes the point that Yahweh is behind the judgment, the latter that Yahweh obliges Amos to prophesy.52

Nevertheless, a number of scholars present the case for the authenticity of the verse.53 First of all, the mixture of poetry and prose is not uncommon in prophetic literature in general, nor in the book of Amos particularly, and thus it cannot be claimed so assuredly as a criterion for identifying an addition. It is also unreasonable to assume a priori that this (or any) prophet was strictly limited literarily to poetry and unable to compose prose or to combine the two.54 Alter makes the fitting comment:

I don’t think we can confidently explain in all instances why a prophet made the crossover into prose, and in a good many cases the move may have been dictated chiefly by individual sensibility and gifts of expression. If there are more general reasons, they must be sought not primarily in chronology but in considerations of genre and discursive situation.55

In other words, before positing hypothetical redactional histories, it might be better to try to ascertain the theological and literary motivations that might lie behind such a stylistic shift. Second, the notion of a heavenly council was part and parcel of ancient Near Eastern religions centuries before the prophet Amos, so its appearance here does not indicate a theology from a later time. Last, the idea of a prophet as a servant of God was an old one (e.g., Moses in Josh 1:2, 7; Elijah in 1 Kgs 18:36). Even if the specific phrase my servants the prophets occurs in later writings, the concept predates them.56 What is more, the divine selection of prophets is a topic within the indictment of the preceding chapter (2:11–12).

3 This is the first of five rhetorical questions, each of which is prefaced by the particle hă (vv. 3–5). The second clause is introduced by the negative particle biltî; the following questions alternate this with the phrase ʾên lô. The similar beginnings of each verse and the interlocking structure of their second clauses tie these five lines together into a neat literary unit. The verbs in these verses, with one exception in v. 5, are all in the imperfect, suggesting repeated or common occurrences. The prophet is drawing upon his own experiences and those probably common to others as well. The fact that what he cites would be recognizable makes the thrust of his argument that much more powerful. Rhetorical questions themselves, by design, often challenge widely held convictions.57

The three interpretive issues of this verse concern the meaning of the verb, the significance of the illustration, and the theoretical aim of 3:3–5. In regard to the verb, some contend that it alludes to a chance encounter58 while others consider it to presuppose a prearranged meeting.59 The first view might be motivated by the fact that the scenarios that follow in vv. 4–5 are not planned. The claim here is that two people can bump into one another without prior notice and then continue on their journey. The first colon, however, says that these persons walk together (yaḥdāw). When the verb used here (yʿd niphal) appears in a line with this adverb, it always communicates the idea of something deliberate, done in conjunction with others (e.g., Job 2:11; Ps 48:4 [MT 48:5]; Neh 6:2; esp. Gen 22:6). These two people, therefore, are traveling by some agreement or because of some relationship.

Who are these two individuals, and why might they walk together? In light of the larger context—the Israel oracle, 3:1–2, and the subsequent announcement of judgment—some see the line as symbolic or allegorical, with the two representing Yahweh and Israel.60 This is not explicitly stated; neither person is identified. The next two verses describe other encounters, and none of them involve the nation and God. Rather, the anonymity in v. 3 is intentionally vague, as the sequencing will make clear. In addition, the purpose of the travel is not revealed. This ambiguity disturbs some scholars (some label the line “bland”), but this opacity literarily pushes the reader’s curiosity forward to ascertain the verse’s import.

What, then, might be the intent of this set of questions in 3:3–8? Frequently, they have been interpreted as establishing the logic of cause and effect in order to convince the audience of Amos’s right and compulsion to prophesy. According to this view, the first item in each line lies behind what happens in the second half.61 The obvious connections of the pairings would push the prophet’s hearers (and the text’s readers) to acknowledge that his message is divine and that he is driven to proclaim it by the overpowering roar of Yahweh, the lion (vv. 6–8). The revelation and roar are the cause, his preaching the result.

Although a cause-effect interpretation might explain some of what is cited in these verses (such as a bird’s fall triggering a trap, v. 5), it cannot account for them all. These scenes are better understood as mentioning things that are interconnected, with the first signaling what follows. The questions seek perception and recognition of what is happening. The association, then, is not of cause and effect.62 In the case of v. 3, to see two people walking together indicates relationship and a journey. What the verse does not specify is the “who” or the “why” of the journey. The next several verses will lead to an answer. This view of the nature of the question series suggests that their goal lies elsewhere than in the justification of the prophet’s ministry.

4 The second scene in this sequence involves two lions, which are referred to with different words. The first term, ʾaryēh, refers to a male adult lion; the second, kəpîr, probably refers to a young lion that has not reached the more mature stage of the ʾaryēh.63 The accompanying verbs (šāʾag, nātan + qôl) are commonly used of lions elsewhere.64 This same combination of verbs occurs at 1:2b, and šāʾag reappears in 3:8a.

The prophet (and most assuredly his audience) was familiar to some degree with the behavior of lions. This is not surprising in light of Amos’s own background (cf. 1:1; 7:14–15) and the rural existence of much of the population of Israel. There is good evidence that lions were prevalent in ancient Palestine, which makes their frequent appearance in the Hebrew Bible—whether literal or metaphorical—understandable. In fact, the lion is the wild animal mentioned most often in the Old Testament. Remains of this beast have been found that date back millennia, and its image appears on artifacts from a wide time period.65

A key to interpreting this verse is to identify when it is that a lion roars. Some commentators say that a lion roars just before or as it seizes its prey, as well as afterward to announce a successful catch.66 Better acquaintance with the actual behavior of lions, however, yields another picture.67 Lions do not roar when they attack; they are in fact quiet as they stalk their victims in order not to scare them away. Lions roar for other reasons, one of which is hunger. Once the prey has been caught and a lion feasts on the kill, it does not roar.68 It will snarl at other lions, predators, and scavengers to keep them from the prize or from its part of the carcass. Clearly, the scene in v. 4 occurs after the violent death of the quarry. In this context, it is best not to translate either of the two verbs as “roar.” Our translation has growl and snarl respectively. The noise from the bushes alerts all who hear of violent carnage.

The verse mentions two places from which the sound of the lion comes. The first term is yaʿar, perhaps best understood as thicket (cf. Jer 5:6; 12:8). The second term is məʿōnâ and is often rendered “den” or “lair” (cf. Nah 2:12 [MT 2:13]; Ps 104:21–22; Song 4:8). Lions do not have a set residence; they tend to roam. They may have a favorite place to rest or to which they might drag their prey, but it is not a permanent abode. After the kill, a lion may take the dead animal to some undergrowth to hide it from other animals.69 Some commentators wish to delete məʿōnâ because they feel it overloads the meter of the line.70 This is unnecessary literalism. The first clauses of these two lines have neatly parallel structures: interrogative particle + verb (sound), term for lion, preposition + place. Each component in the first line has a synonym in the second. The second line is one word/beat longer simply because the common verbal synonym of “growl” (šāʾag) consists of two words (nātan + qôl). It should be noticed, too, that every line in 3:4–6 cites a place. Rather than seeing this as a gloss, a natural alternative is to recognize the naming of a place as original to the whole set of rhetorical questions.

This second encounter, following on the nebulous incident of v. 3, creates an ominous feel. This also is a meeting of two—two animals. But one is the predator, the other its prey. This is not a casual meeting; one attacks the other. It is an encounter of death.71 Should this scene take the reader back to 1:2 and inform the meaning of Yahweh’s roar? There the term mourn is used. What of the roar in 3:8? The interconnections are unavoidable and suggestive. More clarity awaits in the trajectory through the series of questions.

5 The third pairing shifts to a scene that presents the capture of a bird. In the first line, the bird alights on a trap because bait lures it; in the second, the trap springs up to entrap it. That these two descriptions are different pictures of the same incident is evident by the use of opposite verbs and their respective prepositions (npl + ʿal = fall unto; ʿlh + min = spring [go] up from), along with the same word for trap (paḥ). We have, as it were, two snapshots of the same catch.

Instead of a meeting of two animals, 3:5 describes an animal being ensnared in a man-made instrument. The fowler’s trap is used to catch the bird for someone to eat. The end result, then, is the same as in v. 4: death. This verse is connected with the previous one not only in its sense but also linguistically. Verse 4b literally reads unless it has seized (lākād) [something]; v. 5b has if indeed it has not captured (lākôd lōʾ yilkôd) something. This literary link through shared vocabulary and the question form reinforces their common theme. In the past, some favored an allegorical reading and believed the snare to be the net of God’s judgment.72 It is better, however, to see this verse as simply continuing the series of fatal encounters drawn from various realms of human experience.

The meanings of the words paḥ and môqēš pose a difficulty. The first is most likely a trap that fowlers set for birds. Egyptian iconography illustrates that these were nets with a trigger mechanism.73 Paḥ is often used in a metaphorical sense to depict the malevolent intrigues of enemies or of the wicked (e.g., Pss 91:3; 124:7; Prov 22:5; Jer 18:22). The two terms appear on occasion in parallel (Isa 8:14; Hos 9:8; Pss 69:22 [MT 69:23]; 140:5 [MT 140:6]), so some see them as synonyms.74 Others argue that a môqēš was a stick that was thrown at the bird or that it was part of the snare.75 Still others contend that the word means “bait” (cf. 1 Sam 18:21; Ps 69:22 [MT 69:23]).76 In this context bait seems to be the best option. It is what draws the bird to swoop down to its demise. Once more, the referents are not identified. As in the previous verse, it is probably best to appreciate the point of the scene and not speculate on who and what might be portrayed metaphorically.

6 This verse contains the last two in the series of seven rhetorical questions.77 A shift occurs with these questions, which is marked syntactically: The beginning of each line changes from the interrogative prefix hă of vv. 3–5 to the particle ʾim. This shift literarily sets the final two questions apart, and importantly they are the culmination of vv. 3–6. There has been a steady progression through the sequence from the vague meeting of v. 3 to the fatal encounters between two animals (v. 4) to that of an animal and a human (v. 5). Here there are two meetings: between a people and an (implied) enemy (v. 6a) and between a city and Yahweh (v. 6b). The last, the seventh line in the series, must be the ultimate encounter.78 The preceding verses present two perspectives on the same episode; this verse is no exception. A connection between the two lines is evident in the repetition of the phrase “in the city” (bəʿîr) in the second line. The implication is that whatever is happening to the city comes from the hand of God.

The references are elusive. A horn has sounded, but no reason is given. Horns could be blown in religious celebrations (e.g., Lev 25:9; 2 Sam 6:14–15; Ps 150:3). They were also used to alert a city of an impending attack (e.g., Jer 6:1; Isa 18:3; Ezek 33:3–6) or were blown during the battle itself (e.g., Josh 6:4–13; Judg 7:8, 16–22; 1 Sam 13:3; 2 Sam 2:28; Hos 5:8). Because of the connection between the voice of God and the prophet in v. 8, some scholars believe that the trumpet is an allusion to Amos and his announcement of judgment (cf. Hos 9:7–8).79 In this literary context following the OAN, where war is repeatedly the judgment, the most natural interpretation is that the horn warns the townspeople of an imminent assault (cf. 2:2). It is this prospect of death in combat that causes panic. It follows that in the next line the disaster (rāʿâ80), although not specified, means that the feared assault has occurred. Some scholars associate this calamity with the series of unfortunate events listed in 4:6–11,81 but the gravity of the statement and the lexical link with the previous line (bəʿîr) strongly suggest that the reference is to the battle of the first line.

The city is not identified. In the OAN, those that are mentioned are the capital (1:3) or a prominent city (1:7–8, 12, 14; 2:2) of the respective nation—or, in the case of Tyre, a city-state (1:9–10). In contrast, no city of Israel is singled out (2:6–16). This verse continues that anonymity. Because Samaria appears in 3:9 and was Israel’s capital, it has been suggested that it is meant here, too.82 Nevertheless, it is possible that the imprecision is intentional. The purpose is to focus attention on the person and actions of Yahweh. The vagueness serves to avoid undue speculation on the when and the where of the disaster. The naming of particular places, groups, and individuals will come soon enough.

If the focus of the climax of 3:3–6 is Yahweh and the catastrophe he brings about, what is it that Amos is trying to communicate? The two primary interpretations agree that he is engaging popular beliefs. One view is that the prophet affirms the people’s conviction that Yahweh is ultimately behind all adversity (a position called “pancausality”). The ancient Israelites, it is said, could not perceive reality in any other way. By gaining their assent on this point, even as he had throughout the preceding illustrations, Amos is forcing them to realize that Yahweh also stands behind his own message of coming doom.83 They are trapped by the logic of their own convictions to accept his words. Hubbard aptly says, “Amos is the real hunter here.”84

The other view argues differently but extends the first to a more shocking implication: Amos is hitting against the people’s nationalistic conviction that Yahweh is the defender of the nation and that he would never allow his people to suffer defeat.85 Already, in two instances, the nation’s incorrect appreciation of the significance of Yahweh’s actions on its behalf in the past has been the target of prophetic invective (2:9–10; 3:1–2). Israel was correct to believe that it was Yahweh’s chosen people, but the theological implications and religious construct that it had based on that truth were woefully mistaken. The Yahweh it worshipped in its rituals was of the people’s own making: He was a God of weal and wonder, assured victory and bountiful blessing. The struggle for a truer vision of Yahweh permeates the entire book. This is the divine demand and the prophet’s passion. Through Amos, Yahweh heralds his judgment on Israel’s civil religion and the society and government it sustained and sanctified. The God who was to bring military disaster on the surrounding countries (1:3–2:5) would bring military defeat to Israel’s armies. This verse, in other words, reinforces 2:13–16 even as it expresses its truth in another way. The encounter of Yahweh with Israel is one of destruction and casualties. The meeting between Yahweh and his people will not be pleasant, something expressed more directly later in 4:13 (cf. 4:12–5:3; 5:14–20).

7 With the sharp change in style from poetry to prose, this verse sets off the preceding question series from the questions of v. 8, even as it literarily interconnects vv. 6–8 with shared vocabulary: does not do (lōʾ yaʿăśeh) echoes has not … done (lōʾ ʿāśâ) in v. 6b; the word anything (dābār) is from the same root as has spoken (dibber) in v. 8b; the prophets (hannəbîʾîm) finds its counterpart in prophesy (yinnābēʾ) in v. 8b; and the divine title Lord Yahweh (ʾădōnāy yhwh) reappears in v. 8b.

The term sôd (plan or “secret”) establishes the setting. It can refer to an assembly—human or divine—or to the deliberations decided there.86 In this verse, the reference is to what is communicated in the heavenly court (hence my translation his [Yahweh’s] plan). The notion of a celestial assembly of the gods was common in Mesopotamia.87 In this conceptualization, the chief deity was portrayed as the absolute ruler over a council of the gods that dealt with human affairs. This idea is present in modified form in the Old Testament (note esp. 1 Kgs 22:19–21; Job 1–2; Pss 82:1; 89:5–8 [MT 89:6–9]; Isa 6:1–3). From this venue, Yahweh reigns as King, directing the flow of history and judging violations of the divine order of the world and the sin of his people. It was into this august congregation that the true prophets of Yahweh were granted privileged access and made privy to what God wanted to communicate to his people. This experience distinguished authentic spokespersons of Yahweh from false prophets (Jer 23:18–23).88 The heavenly council is also the context for the phrase Yahweh (God) of Hosts (yhwh [ʾĕlōhê] haṣṣəbāʾôt) that occurs throughout the book (e.g., 3:13). Yahweh is the celestial commander of the armies—both angelic legions and human forces—that accomplish his purposes.

From what has been presented thus far in the book in general and in 3:3–6 in particular, that which Yahweh will do and the plan that he reveals are best taken as references to the coming judgment. From the superscription and summary oracle (1:1–2) to thus says Yahweh (2:6) and a saying of Yahweh in the Israel oracle (2:11, 16) to this word that the nation is exhorted to hear (3:1), the text has expressed in various ways that God is pronouncing punishment. There is no need to construe this statement as a general dogma about the message and authority of the prophets that was added later to add theological weight to Amos’s claims. The purpose is to reinforce the seriousness of the calamity that Yahweh has already decreed. The repetition of the verb “do” of 3:6 solidifies this interpretation: Yahweh will carry out the disaster upon the city.

This judgment has been disclosed to his servants the prophets, not only to Amos.89 The term “prophets” points the reader back to 2:11–12. Amos, in other words, is but one of a series of those who proclaim God’s harsh word, even if the others are not identified. The negative nature of what had been announced by others and what will continue to be announced through Amos explains the adverse reaction in 2:11–12 to the prophets and the desire to silence them; it also anticipates Amos’s own rejection in 7:10–17. The people wanted the prophets to provide assurance of divine approval and of Yahweh’s defense of the realm, not a message of condemnation and doom.

8 This verse is the ultimate climax of 3:3–8. The second line of 3:6 serves as a preliminary climax as the seventh in the series of rhetorical questions and draws attention to the actions of Yahweh. He is the one who is bringing judgment. After the parenthesis of v. 7, this verse reveals that this judgment is what Yahweh has spoken. As in the case of the OAN, the structure of 3:3–8 reflects a 7 + 1 series, with the final piece as an important point of the argument of the passage.90 At the same time, the two lines of v. 8 exhibit a different structure and rhythm than that of the rhetorical questions of 3:3–6. Each line of v. 8 opens with a succinct statement followed by a powerful question. This change in structure yields what Mittmann calls “an effective rhetorical intensification.”91

Another structural element confirms that this verse closes 3:3–8. The exposition of v. 7 demonstrates that it is intertwined lexically with the preceding. But there is more. As discussed above, v. 3 serves as an ambiguous entry into the encounters depicted in the following verses. With v. 4 comes the lion’s growl (šāʾag); that is repeated here. Through this inclusio the passage is framed by the reality of violence. There is still a wider inclusio that envelops 3:1–8. The root dbr is used in the opening clause of v. 1 (hear this word [dābār]) and in the second line of v. 8 (the Lord Yahweh has spoken [dibbēr]). In other words, the passage begins and ends with divine speech Through this inclusio, the word that the people are to hear is related to the encounters of the rhetorical questions—those meetings of death and disaster—all of which corroborates the message and tone of 2:6–16.

How is the lion in the first line to be understood? At one level, this lion should cause the reader to recall the lion with its kill in 3:4. The beast growls because it has its prey. It is this ferocity and the gruesomeness of the scene that produce fear. The terrible sound coming from the thicket generates an emotional reaction, just as the city trembled at the blast of the horn in 3:6. The line reinforces the stench of death that permeates the series of rhetorical questions while at the same time signaling the close of that sequence.

Commentators often assume that the lion is Yahweh on the basis of the parallelism with the next line and the statement of 1:2 (cf. Jer 25:30).92 The foreboding grounded in the initial link with 3:4 can be easily overlooked in interpretations that reduce the purpose of the verse to a logical argument: In the same way that one cowers before the lion’s roar, so Amos must prophesy in response to Yahweh’s word. He is under compulsion to speak. Yet the text does not make the specific identification between the animal and God. (It is a legitimate secondary association, however, in light of the broader context of the book.) What is more, if the verse is interpreted properly, the sense of violent disaster is not lost. The juxtaposition of the lion and Yahweh communicates that the word that is announced is that of destructive judgment.93

Contrary to common understanding, the text also does not say that the who of the second line is Amos. If, as many contend, 3:3–8 (or 3:1–8) suggests a disputation between the prophet and his audience, then this is a commonsensical interpretation. Connecting the verse’s style with this view, Paul goes so far as to say, “The staccato-like effect of the entire sentence highlights and emotionally reflects his own existential situation.”94 The obligation of Amos to proclaim the revelation of God is compared to the declarations of others, like Jeremiah (Jer 1:7; 20:7–12), Ezekiel (Ezek 3:1–3, 16–27), Paul (1 Cor 9:16), and Jesus (Luke 2:49; 4:43; 13:33; John 9:4; etc.). But this is to reconstruct a hypothetical encounter from a literary structure that nowhere mentions such a confrontation. This reflects the traditional conviction that the oracles must have an original oral setting and that what we have is a reflection of that incident in the text. That is possible but speculative. Literarily, the text actually minimizes the prophet Amos’s persona and instead foregrounds the prophetic word.

If a defense of Amos’s call is not the aim of this passage (and I have argued that it is not), then attention shifts to Yahweh and his word—that word that others have spoken (2:11–12) and that Amos announces (3:1). This word, not Amos, is the special focus of this section, although Yahweh’s voice (and roar) are communicated through this prophet. The inclusio mentioned above makes this clear. The issue is not finally the prophet’s obligation to prophesy but rather the inevitability of the word of catastrophic judgment. It is a sure and solemn word spoken by the sovereign Yahweh. He is the one who communicates his will through the prophets (2:11–12; 3:7), the one who will bring the enemy against the land (3:11), and the one who swears by his very person that national calamity is coming (4:2).

c. The Sin and Doom of Israel’s Fortresses (3:9–11)

9Proclaim on the fortressesa of Ashdodb and on the fortresses of the landc of Egypt, and say: “Gather upon the mountainsd of Samaria and see the great tumultse in her midst and the oppressionf within her.”

10They do not know to do right—a saying of Yahweh—those who hoard violence and ruin in their fortresses.g

11Therefore, thus says the Lord Yahweh: An enemy,h and all aroundi the land! He will takej your strengthk from you, and your fortresses will be plundered.l

a. LXX uses “region” (chōra) for fortress in 3:9–10. Some argue that LXX read ʾădāmôt forʾărmənôt. See, e.g., Harper, Amos and Hosea, 78; Gelston, “Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 496–97; yet note Glenny, “Hebrew Misreadings or Free Translation in the Septuagint of Amos,” 536–37; Finding Meaning in the Text, 78–79. Wolff believes that LXX read ʾărāsôt (Joel and Amos, 189). Other ancient versions follow MT.

b. LXX has en Assyriois (“among the Assyrians”; BHS bəʾaššûr); cf. NJB. Many commentators follow this emendation. The change to “Assyria” may reflect confusion between the dalet and resh as well as a harmonization with passages that link Assyria with Egypt (esp. Hos 7:11; 9:3; 11:5 [LXX], 11; 12:1 [MT 12:2]). This could be a post eventum alteration that would make sense to readers at that time of the translation (Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 106; Glenny, Amos, 67). In support of MT, see the commentaries and Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 647.

c. Some scholars eliminate this or other words in the verse that are deemed to overload the meter. E.g., Harper, Amos and Hosea, 74–75, 79; Weiser, Die Profetie des Amos, 138; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 15; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 60; cf. NEB, NJB; BHS; BHQ, 80*.

d. LXX has the singular (to oros); cf. NRSV, NJPS; BHS. Some suggest that this is a use of the plural to refer generally to a particular place (Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 152; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 61; cf. GKC §124b). Tg. and Vulg. agree with MT. See the exposition.

e. LXX has thaumasta polla (“marvelous things”). Unlike Gelston, who argues that this translation is based on a misunderstanding of MT (“Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 495), Glenny demonstrates that this word choice is consistent with the Greek term’s use elsewhere in the prophets to refer to divine judgment (e.g., Isa 25:1; Mic 7:15) (“Hebrew Misreadings or Free Translation in the Septuagint of Amos,” 530–31; Amos, 68–69; cf. de Waard, “Translation Techniques Used by the Greek Translators of Amos,” 347).

f. The term ʿăšûqîm can mean those who are oppressed (NKJV, ESV; but Tg., “oppressor”) or what they suffer (HALOT, 896). See the exposition.

g. Tg. has the expansive rendering: “They do not know how to carry out the law, says the LORD, whose storehouses are filled with robbed goods, and booty is in their fortresses.”

h. LXX has Tyros (“Tyre”; Heb. ṣōr) for MT “enemy” (ṣar). It also adds sou (“your” [land]) and erēmōthēsetai (“will be made desolate”), likely expansions designed to make sense of the choice of Tyre. See Dines, “The Septuagint,” 107–9; Glenny, Amos, 69. Another translation for ṣar is “adversity” (Tg.; HALOT, 1052), for which see Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 160; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 176; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 61; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 159; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 61. The fact that what follows describes the effects of siege warfare points to enemy as the more appropriate choice.

i. The term səbîb can be taken in an exclamatory sense. See Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 648–49; NASB, NJPS; cf. GKC §147c, 154a (n. 1); IBHS §40.2.3a. Note Keil, Minor Prophets, 263; Garrett, Amos, 96. Most follow Syr. and emend to the polel imperfect yəsôbēb (“will surround”; NEB, NIV, NRSV, NJB, ESV, CEB; cf. BHS; yet note BHQ, 90*), e.g., Harper, Amos and Hosea, 75; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 215–16; Mays, Amos, 63; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 159; Paul, Amos, 118; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 55; Eidevall, Amos, 130. Other options include the qal participle sôbēb and missābîb (“on every side”; cf. Jer 6:25; 20:10), which is based on LXX kyklothen. H. S. Pelser emends to missābîb, which is used in an exclamatory sense without a verb (with māgôr, “terror”) in Jer 6:25; 20:3, 10; 46:5; 49:29; Ps 31:13 (“Amos 3:11—A Communication,” OTWSA 7–8 [1966], 153–56). Maag opts for this change but adds yaḥrîb (“will lay waste”) to provide a predicate (Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 15).

j. Lit. “bring down” (hôrid hiphil; cf. Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 648–49). Syr., Tg., and Vulg. have a passive, equivalent to the hophal (hûrad); cf. NEB. See Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 77; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 176; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 161; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 15; Osty, Amos–Osée, 33; Amsler, “Amos,” 189.

k. A few translate ʿōz as “glory” or “splendor” (Keil, Minor Prophets, 264; Paul, Amos, 118).

l. MT has nābōzzû (niphal of bzz). Some versions translate in the active to parallel the previous verb (NIV, HCSB). The shift from an active to a passive sense also appears at 3:14.

With these verses, the prophetic text begins to reveal the nature and principal targets of the coming judgment. There is an invitation to come and see the city’s sin (v. 9) followed by a declaration of the core issue behind these transgressions: willful ignorance that is destructive to others and that motivates divine judgment (v. 10), which will result in a devastating attack by an unnamed enemy (v. 11). Verses 9–11 cohere thematically through the movement from summons to pronouncement, but also structurally by the fourfold repetition of the term ʾarmənôt (“royal citadels”).

The divine speech is important to 3:9–11, as it is throughout 3:9–15 and 4:1–3. There are two calls to hear (3:13; 4:1) and a divine oath (4:2). The formula nəʾum-yhwh occurs four times (3:10, 15; 4:3; with an expanded title for God in 3:13), and twice the text declares thus says Yahweh (3:11, 12, with an expanded title for God in 3:11). The variations in the names and titles for Yahweh reinforce the seriousness of what is pronounced over Israel and the centrality of the person of God in the message of the prophet.

In scholarly discussions, this subunit can be considered within the broader analysis of 3:9–15. Differences in literary style and structure in 3:9–15 have led critical scholars to question the authenticity of certain phrases and lines and to postulate redactional work ranging from that by the prophet’s disciples to the postexilic period.95 A literary reading, however, perceives a level of unity with complexity through multiple lexical and thematic interconnections and the movement of thought across 3:9–15. These observations do not negate critical concerns, but they do raise questions about the weight of some of the argumentation. Details on such matters will be treated as they surface in the exposition.

9 The oracle (vv. 9–11) opens with the command to invite two neighboring countries, Philistia and Egypt, to come to the region around Samaria. Form critics label the opening phrase an “instruction to heralds” by which agents are sent to communicate a message to others.96 Similar terminology appears elsewhere in the prophetic literature (e.g., Jer 4:5, 16; cf. Isa 48:20; Jer 31:7; 46:14; 50:2). The imperatives proclaim and say are in the plural. Who is addressed and to be sent? Are the prophets of 2:11 and 3:7 the ones commanded here?97 If so, like in those earlier passages, they are nameless; the message continues to be of more importance than the messengers.

The invitation is to be given upon foreign royal citadels. What is to be observed is the royal citadel or acropolis of Samaria, where the palace, the administrative center, and other important government buildings are located (v. 10).98 The witnesses are to be drawn from the same kind of place, so perhaps this message is directed to the powerful who live and work in such precincts. Nothing specific is said of them, which may not be surprising. Whereas commentators might want to relate the invitation to concrete individuals, that probably was not the text’s intent. This is a rhetorical move to suggest that, if the powerful from elsewhere would come and see what those in control of Israel do, they would be shocked.99 It may be noteworthy that this is a call for two witnesses,100 precisely the minimum number the Law requires in cases of offenses that merit the death penalty (Deut 17:6; cf. Num 35:30). This sets a somber tone for what follows.

The invitees are Ashdod and Egypt.101 Several commentators follow LXX and emend Ashdod to Assyria,102 but the combination of Ashdod and Egypt is the better choice and has rhetorical significance.103 At one level, it is not surprising that Yahweh would beckon—even if only rhetorically—other countries. This summons reinforces the assumption of the OAN that the nations of the world and Israel share some moral sensibilities. In the OAN, this consensus centered on the conduct of war; here, the issue is the treatment of one’s own people. The choice of peoples is interesting. Ashdod, one of the Philistine city-states, was singled out for judgment earlier. Its transgression was trafficking in those captured in war (perhaps Israelites) as slaves to Edom, another foe of Israel (1:6–8). Egypt, of course, was the ultimate symbol of oppression and the one from whom Israel had been redeemed (2:10; 3:1). To invite these two nations that had mistreated the people of God to verify Yahweh’s assessment of Israel and watch his punishment is the height of irony—and an indication of the depth of Yahweh’s disappointment.

These nations are to come to the mountains of Samaria and see the sin of the capital city and its judgment. But what are the mountains of Samaria? Some believe they have to be Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim (Deut 11:29; 27:4, 12), but these are too far away to make sense (about five miles). Many scholars follow LXX and emend to the singular, understanding that the nations are called to come to the “mountain of Samaria” itself (cf. 4:1; 6:1).104 The visitor to Samaria can appreciate, however, that the mound upon which the city was built is surrounded on three sides by hills.105 This is the proper meaning of the reference. Sicre’s comment is apropos:

Samaria, the rich and luxurious capital of Jeroboam II, appears as a giant amphitheater in whose scene is represented the tragedy of terror and oppression—a drama to which is invited an audience versed in the topic: Egyptians and Philistines, traditional oppressors of the people of Israel.106

Ashdod and Egypt are to observe great tumults and oppression.107 The first (məhûmōt) can describe the mayhem caused by God in battle (Deut 7:23; 1 Sam 14:20; Isa 22:5) or in judgment (Deut 28:20; 1 Sam 5:9), but in other passages—as here—it communicates the immense dismay experienced by the disadvantaged in the capital city (cf. Ezek 22:5–6; Prov 15:16).108 The second (ʿăšûqîm) is an abstract plural that is not defined in this verse.109 The abuses of 2:6–8 readily come to mind, but the following verses in this section (3:10, 15; 4:1) as well as the rest of the book also provide particulars of the socioeconomic oppression, its victims, and its perpetrators. The root (ʿšq) occurs again in this section at 4:1.

10 The chiastic scheme presented in the introduction to this section proposes that this verse is its center and climax. Whether or not that is a viable literary conviction,110 it does concentrate attention on this clear statement of the core issue of the sins in Samaria.

The text does not say explicitly who are those who do not know to do right, but vv. 9–10 are clear that it is those of a position to abuse the powerless. The term right (nəkōḥâ) has been connected to the wisdom tradition and utilized as a proof of its influence on the prophet (cf. Prov 8:9; 24:26; Isa 30:10).111 But this point of view is less than convincing.112 The word refers to what is straightforward and thus true and righteous (cf. Isa 59:14).113 These individuals do not know—that is, this uprightness is not a part of who they are and what they do. It is not that they have no understanding of the good; they consciously ignore it (cf. Jer 4:22). Calvin eloquently describes their character: “Here then he accuses the Israelites of willful blindness; for they hardened themselves in every evil, and extinguished all judgment, shame and reason, so that they no longer distinguished between what was just and unjust.”114 Luther is more blunt: “They are so far from being good and devout that they even lack common sense. They became as stupid as unthinking cattle.”115

What this “willful blindness” means in context is expanded upon in the second part of the line (those who hoard violence and ruin). The phrase nəʾum-yhwh divides the line in two as if to set apart that damning description. This is the first of three times that nəʾum plus a form of God’s name appears in 3:9–15. This phrase and the calls to hear in vv. 9 and 13 underscore emphatically that this message of judgment finds its source in Yahweh himself.116 The word pair violence and ruin reveals more about the lack of knowledge and about the oppression in the preceding verse. Worthy of note is that when the OAN condemns the hostility of war among peoples, the first of the paired terms, “violence” (ḥāmās), is never used. In the book of Amos, this word is reserved for Israel’s internal affairs (cf. 6:3). In other words, within Samaria exists another kind of brutality, one that is committed against vulnerable members of Israelite society. The juxtaposed terms violence and ruin (šôd) occur together in four other passages (Jer 6:7; 20:8; Ezek 45:9; Hab 1:3; cf. Isa 60:18; Hab 2:17; Ps 55:9–11 [MT 55:10–12]). Some suggest that there is a distinction between the two and that the juxtaposition communicates the breadth of sin. On this view, ḥāmās refers to the violation of persons (e.g., Judg 9:24; Jer 51:35, 46), while šôd is directed against property (e.g., Hos 10:14; Prov 24:15; cf. Amos 5:9).117 If so, Amos describes the comprehensiveness of Samaria’s oppression; it encompasses both life and goods.

Although appealing and having some validity, this dichotomy is artificial. These terms can overlap in meaning, and it can be difficult to establish clear differences between the two. When ḥāmās is confined primarily to the social sphere, as in this case, it can refer to the greedy exploitation of the weak by the powerful (e.g., Mic 6:12; Hab 1:2–3; Zeph 1:9; Ps 73:6; cf. Jer 22:3). It is also used of spiteful, false allegations against the innocent in legal matters (e.g., Exod 23:1; Deut 19:16; Ps 35:11);118 in the Psalms, these victims cry out for vindication from Yahweh (e.g., 29:11; 140:1, 4, 11 [MT 140:2, 5, 12]). The aggression can be metaphorical or physical, and in the book of Amos, both dimensions apply.

Neither can “ruin” (šôd) be limited to harm against property. For instance, in a military invasion, destruction is obviously accompanied by suffering and death (e.g., Isa 16:4; Jer 6:6–8; 20:8). The association of the oppression of the poor with violence is graphically portrayed in 2:6. Cruel injustices brought affliction of all kinds. It is best, therefore, to view the combination violence and ruin as a hendiadys conveying that some maliciously took advantage of others. Some scholars disagree about whether this phrase depicts behavior characteristic of the dominant class of Samaria or depicts, by metonymy, what those actions gain.119 Either interpretation is possible.

Often, commentators do not specify the violators of the right. Some who envision wrongly acquired material profit identify the perpetrators as the upper (economic) class or merchants.120 The mention of citadels here and in the previous verse, however, probably points to persons either somehow involved in the royal administration or under royal patronage (cf. Ezek 45:9).121 In addition, the participle those who hoard (hāʾôṣərîm) could be an allusion to national storehouses in the capital city (i.e., ʾōṣərôt; cf. 1 Kgs 7:51; 2 Kgs 12:9; 14:14; Joel 1:17; Ps 33:7).122 In sum, 3:9–10 offer a disturbing picture of the injustice in the capital city committed against the vulnerable. Tellingly, this is brutal—a violation of the powerless.

11 The announcement of punishment is introduced by therefore (lākēn) followed by what form criticism calls a “messenger formula” (thus says the Lord Yahweh).123 The particle lākēn prominently prefaces declarations of judgment elsewhere in the book (4:12; 5:11, 13, 16; 6:7; 7:17). The verse announces the coming of an unnamed enemy. The anonymity of the invader is reminiscent of the OAN, where the instrument of God against Israel and the other nations also is not identified (cf. 5:27; 6:14; 7:17). Rhetorically, this omission focuses the reader’s attention on Yahweh, the sovereign executor of judgment, not on the content or means of judgment. The point is further strengthened by the use of the longer epithet ʾădōnāy yhwh (Lord Yahweh).124 This vague prediction would become a reality with the arrival of the Assyrian armies and the fall of Samaria in 722.125 As explained in the introduction, these words are not a prediction with a definite referent. Hindsight would connect them to the Assyrian incursion.

While the general thrust of this verse is clear, the syntax is difficult. Literally, it exclaims “An enemy! And all around the land!” The exceptional form of the noun sābîb (“surroundings”) has led commentators to emend the text. Most opt for a future sense of the verbal root sbb based on the Syriac version (“will surround”), but this is not necessary and weakens the raw emotive force of the line.126 The attacking forces will take (lit. “pull down”) your strength (i.e., the fortifications) from you. Parallel to this clause is another description of the consequences of the siege: Your fortresses will be plundered. This is the fourth and final mention of the term “fortress” in 3:9–11. The divine judgment here is a stellar example of poetic justice. Those structures where the perverse fruit of oppression was hoarded will be ransacked. The capital city’s defenses will be defenseless, its citadels devoid of ill-gotten gains.

d. The Lion’s Attack: Devastating Consequences (3:12)

12Thus says Yahweh:

Just as the shepherd rescues from the mouth of the lion

two legs or a piece of an ear,

so will the people of Israel be saved,

the ones who dwell in Samaria,

witha the corner of a bed and part of the footb of a couch.c

a. The verb yāšab does not use the preposition bēt when referring to sitting on something (Paul, Amos, 120; cf. HALOT, 444). Instead of meaning that these people are sitting “on” the furniture (NJB, NIV, NKJV), the point is that they escape with just pieces of furniture (cf. 6:4).

b. LXX translates dəmešeq as “Damascus” (Damaskō). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 128–29, 134–35, 150–51, 268. I am following Isaac Rabinowitz, who divides and repoints ûbidmešeq as ûbad miššōq (“The Crux at Amos 3:12,” VT 11 [1961]: 228–31; cf. NEB). Note another word division at 6:12. See the exposition.

c. LXX reads “before a tribe and in Damascus as priests” (katenanti phylēs kai en Damaskō hiereis), apparently reading miṭṭâ (bed) as maṭṭeh (“tribe”) and transliterating ʿrś (MT ʿāreś). In 6:4, however, LXX correctly translates the latter term as “couches” (strōmnais). John F. A. Sawyer argues that this is a deliberate change by those who rejected the religious system in Jerusalem and had gone to “Damascus” (“ ‘Those Priests in Damascus’: A Possible Anti-Sectarian Polemic in the Septuagint Version of Amos 3:12,” ASTI 8 [1970–71]: 123–30); cf. Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 111–17; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 74–77, 161–63; Amos, 70. Others suggest that a transposition of letters with an added mem by dittography is behind the LXX’s reading (bptʾm mth for bpʾt mth; see Harper, Amos and Hosea, 80; James A. Arieti, “A Study in the Septuagint of the Book of Amos” [PhD diss., Stanford University, 1972], 62–63). For details of the Greek evidence, some of which omits hiereis or places it in v. 13, see Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 650–51; cf. BHQ, 81*. Tg. has “in the strength of power and who trust in Damascus,” perhaps understanding miṭṭâ as “scepter” and hence rendering it “power.”

12 What many identify as a messenger formula (Thus says Yahweh) initiates this verse. (See the comment in v. 11.) The phrase is reminiscent of the opening phrase of the OAN. This is another word from God.

The imagery is different from v. 11, where the hypothetical scene might be the courtroom, the city gate, or somewhere else in Samaria instead of the country life pictured here.127 On this basis and according to form-critical criteria, some scholars believe that a sharp discontinuity divides vv. 11 and 12. But this surely is too wooden an approach, bound to foreign literary and rhetorical standards. A similar phrase opens both verses (thus says [the Lord] Yahweh), suggesting that they were deliberately juxtaposed to offer a graphic rendering of the effects of the announced invasion. The mention of the lion also recalls the lions in vv. 4, 8 (cf. 1:2). In other words, the combination of differences from and interconnections with earlier verses serves to develop the prophetic message and interrelate its parts.128 This verse also forms a hinge with what follows in vv. 13–15, where the description of destruction continues.

Verse 12 pictures rural realities, where domesticated animals and livestock could be devoured by wild beasts. This threat finds expression in the laws of Israel and the surrounding cultures. Shepherds, who would have had to look after someone else’s sheep, were required to present these tatters as evidence that the animals had been attacked and devoured by predators rather than lost or stolen by the shepherds themselves (Exod 22:10–13 [MT 22:9–12]; cf. Gen 31:39; 1 Sam 17:34–35; Ezek 34:10; the Code of Hammurabi §§244, 266).129 The predator is identified as a lion.130 In context, the lion most likely represents Yahweh, who destroys the nation through the agency of the unnamed enemy of v. 11 (1:2; 3:8; cf. Hos 13:7–8; 5:14).131 This vivid metaphor portrays the comprehensive judgment announced there. Only a remnant will be left over, and it will be a pitiable number (cf. 5:15; 6:6).132

Many suggest that behind this verse lies a confrontational exchange between the prophet and his hearers and therefore label it a disputation speech.133 According to this interpretation, Amos is arguing against those who believed that God would save Israel from its enemies (cf. 3:1–2). Once again, however, as at 3:3–8, the verse may simply be a literary ploy without an actual setting in the life of the prophet. This appeal to a conjectural conflict is an example of the scholarly conviction that genuine material in prophetic books must be traceable back to an oral performance. I do not share that opinion, as the book of Amos appears to be a complex literary creation, not simply a collection of the prophet’s oracles and experiences.

The last line of this verse is an interpretive crux requiring comment on two issues. The first is whether the line continues the rural metaphor of the preceding lines or instead serves as an introduction to 3:13–15, identifying those condemned there. Those who hold the latter view argue that Amos consistently names the perpetrators before announcing their judgment and that those who dwell in Samaria fulfills that function here.134 It is better, however, to understand the line as specifying those who are singled out from among the people of Israel for the wrath of the Divine Lion.135

The second and more disputed issue concerns the meaning of the line.136 The opening words, the ones who dwell in Samaria, are followed by two phrases, the second of which is very problematic and has been handled in different ways. Structurally and linguistically, the two phrases, with a piece of a bed and dəmešeq of a couch, are parallel. The word pair of bed (miṭṭâ) and couch (ʿereś) reappear in 6:4 (although in the plural instead of singular). The most complicating element is the term dəmešeq, a word sometimes translated “Damascus” because a place name seems an appropriate parallel to those who dwell in Samaria. The phrase would then yield “in Damascus on a couch.”137 The possibility that Israel’s influence apparently reached as far as the Syrian capital during the reign of Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:28) is sometimes used to defend this translation. Some render the phrase as simply “a couch of Damascus,”138 but this contradicts basic Hebrew syntax. A construct phrase requires that the city name follow ʿereś (couch), not precede it as it does here. Neither interpretation, however, is viable. The most obvious problem is that the city of Damascus is mentioned in 1:5 and 5:27, where it is spelled and pointed differently (dammāśeq). If that city were meant, it is odd that only this verse has another spelling.139 Still others relate dəmešeq to the modern term dam- ask, a silk fabric that draws its name from its place of origin, Damascus. The reference would then be to an elegant covering on the bed.140 This alternative also will not work, however. Historically, this material was not produced there until much later than the time of the prophet.

One suggested emendation, based on Akkadian terminology, is to bəʾāmešet (“at the footboard [of a bed]”). If this is correct, the allusion here is to the headboard and footboard of a luxurious Assyrian bed upon which the wealthy inhabitants of Samaria would have reclined.141 Another suggestion retains the notion of a bed, reading dəmešeq as dabbešet (“camel’s hump”; cf. Isa 30:6) and seeing this as a reference to a bulky cushion.142 Both options point to archaeological evidence for beds having feet shaped like lion’s feet or the figures of lions set in the legs, some apparently inlaid with ivory (cf. 6:4). The lion was part of the décor and at that time apparently also reflected the belief of some that those lying there could count on divine protection. This imagery drawn from imported beds would serve as an ironic sequel to the earlier part of the verse. No lion was going to protect these oppressors; instead, the Divine Lion was going to devour them!143

This commentary follows another option that requires no changes to the consonantal text. The term bdmšq (b preposition + dəmešeq) is split and repointed as bad miššōq (“a piece of a leg”).144 The resulting line reads, with the corner of a bed and part of the foot of a couch. The šôq is the shank or thigh of an animal (e.g., Lev 7:32–34). This imagery fits nicely with the first part of the verse, which describes the judgment on Israel as the mutilation of an animal. This option, of course, also finds support in the archaeological evidence mentioned in the preceding paragraph. Just as a shepherd can only present tatters of the deceased sheep, so, too, will those who sit in Samaria be left with only bits and pieces of the luxurious items that they had once enjoyed. They will be left with nothing of value. The theme of total loss for the oppressors continues in the next two pericopes (3:13–15; 4:1–3).

Lexical connections also underscore that the object of wrath here is the powerful and well-to-do. The verbal root yāšab (“sit, dwell”) is used in 1:5, 8 to refer to the king, and in 6:4 the same bed–couch combination appears in a diatribe against the rich. All will suffer in the coming war, but these individuals uniquely deserve condemnation—both for their own sin and for the sad state of affairs into which they have led Israel. This literary move from a wider to a narrower target echoes the censure of vv. 9–10 that also moves from the general to the specific.

e. Judgment on Unacceptable Realities (3:13–15)

13Listen and testify against the house of Jacob—a saying of the Lord Yahweh, God of Hosts—

14for on the day I visit the sins of Israel against him,

I will punish the altars of Bethel,a

and the horns of the altar will be cut off, and they will fall to the ground.

15I will also smite the winter house and the summer house;

the houses of ivory will be destroyed, and greatb houses will be swept away.

A saying of Yahweh.

a. Tg. has “the idolatrous altar of Bethel” (cf. 2:8).

b. The ancient versions (LXX, Tg., Vulg.) have “many.” Almost all English versions have great. NJB combines the two options into “many mansions.” See the exposition.

This oracle continues the pattern of beginning with a broad censure before concentrating on certain sectors of the population or certain structures.145 The general accusation against the nation in v. 13 and the first line of v. 14 speak of the nation, but what follows turns to announcements of judgment on the Bethel sanctuary (v. 14b, c) and on the homes of the powerful (v. 15). The framing of these verses with divine speech formulas underscores the finality of this declaration.

13 The call to “hear” (šimʾû) opens the oracle, even as it does 3:1–2 (cf. 4:1; 5:1; the same verb occurs in the hiphil stem [hašmîʾû, “proclaim”] at 3:9), the corresponding passage in the chiasm that spans chapter 3. Note that the verb pqd occurs again in v. 14 (cf. 3:2). The topic of divine judgment on the nation is once more the central theme. The second verb (ʿwd + the preposition bə) means either to “testify/give evidence [against]”146 or “warn.”147 Either option is viable, but the possible parallel in 3:9 may tip the balance in favor of the first. As in 3:9, those who are commanded are not identified. Again, it might be best to take the two directives, listen and testify, as a rhetorical device designed to grab the attention of the hearers or readers of the prophet’s message. The double charge does not appear to address any concrete group in particular. The target of the announcement of judgment is the house of Jacob. The term house (bêt) is prominent in this pericope. In addition to the house of Jacob, the sanctuary Bethel (bêt-ēl, v. 14), the autumn house and the summer house, and the houses of ivory (v. 15) are singled out for punishment. This wordplay ties these verses together.

House of Jacob is a reference to the Northern Kingdom, not to both Israel and Judah.148 The patriarch’s name also occurs at 6:8; 7:2, 5; 8:7; and 9:8,149 perhaps to connect the Northern Kingdom to its history (as in the case of the conquest in 2:9 and the exodus in 2:10; 3:1) and God’s long-standing demands upon his people. The fact that the next verse mentions Bethel, the chief sanctuary of the Northern Kingdom, further confirms that Israel is in view here. The name Jacob is quite appropriate, as he was associated with the theophany at Bethel (Gen 28:18–22). In addition, the preceding lines specifically mention Samaria, Israel’s capital (3:9, 12).

This opening line closes with a declaration that this is a divine word (nəʾum yhwh; cf. 2:16; 3:10, 15). This formula also closes v. 15 and forms an inclusio with it. The seriousness of the announcement is emphasized by the lengthy epithet for God: Lord Yahweh, God of Hosts (cf. 4:13; 6:14). This is the only place that this particular combination occurs in the entire Old Testament. Since the title is one of the longest in the book (a comparable combination appears in 5:16), many critics recommend that the entire phrase be deleted or, at the very least, shortened.150 The ancient versions, however, are unanimous in its inclusion.

This is the first occurrence of the phrase God of Hosts (ʾělohê haṣṣəbāʾôt) in the book, although combinations of divine names with of Hosts (haṣṣəbāʾôt) appear in 4:13; 5:14–16, 27; 6:8, 14; and 9:5. For a discussion of the theology expressed by the epithet of Hosts, see the introduction under “The Person of Yahweh” (p. 85). This title alludes to the forces, whether celestial or earthly, that are at Yahweh’s disposal; the latter is more likely in view here. Recall that an enemy is spoken of in v. 11 and that a conquering army is implicit in the prediction of defeat in 2:14–16 (cf. 6:14). The destruction decreed in vv. 14–15 and assumed in 4:1 will very likely come through war. This epithet is also linked to the Davidic kingdom and the ark of the covenant in the Temple on Mount Zion, the place from which Yahweh roars (1:2), and where the future hope lies with the fallen booth of David (9:11). That connection is apropos here, since the altar at Bethel and its horns are condemned in v. 14. The true God will come against the religious centers of the Northern Kingdom and expose its perverse legitimation of Israel’s social construction of reality. The length of this epithet suggests that this verse and pericope (vv. 13–15) are in some way climactic.151 Rhetorically, they serve to underscore the gravity of the charge that God brings against his people and to graphically introduce the first announcement of the destruction of its religious system.

14 The verb punish (pāqad) reappears from 3:2, forming an inclusio that marks off 3:1–15. As in 3:2, the verb is in the first person. This makes clear that, although v. 11 speaks about “an enemy” attacking the land, Israel must know that ultimately it is Yahweh who is acting against them. On that day of punishment (cf. Hos. 9:7), it is their national deity who will destroy the altars of their religious center (Bethel) and the homes of their leaders (v. 15).152 Some commentators believe that the demise of this religious center and these homes is due to the earthquake (1:1),153 but it is more likely that vv. 14–15 continue the description of the destruction wrought by the invader of v. 11. This coming defeat constitutes a day of Yahweh (cf. 2:16). It is worth noting that the term for “sin” (pešaʿ) is the same used to refer to the transgressions of the nations in the OAN, whose judgments will come through war.

This is the first place in the book that Bethel is mentioned; it occurs again in several other passages (4:4; 5:5; 7:10, 13; cf. 9:1). Bethel was a historic holy place that could trace its prominence back to the patriarchs Abraham and Jacob (Gen 12:8; 28:10–22; 35:1–15). When Jeroboam I established the Northern Kingdom, Bethel and Dan were set up as the primary pilgrimage sites in the nascent country (1 Kgs 12:25–33; 13:1–10, 33–34). Of these two, Bethel, would be the primary center of the religious system that was to serve as the alternative to the religious complex undergirding the Southern Kingdom. In the ancient world, governments needed the theological substantiation and visible symbol of the principal deity. They required a divinely generated and guaranteed ideology as well as a central sanctuary in which that deity would manifest his or her presence and in which the rituals attendant to that ideology could be celebrated (cf. 7:13). In 1 and 2 Kings, the “sin of Jeroboam” is the negative measuring stick of the monarchy in Israel (e.g., 1 Kgs 14:16; 15:30; 16:26, 31; 2 Kgs 10:29, 31; 14:24; 17:22). The sanctuary at Bethel was also criticized by Amos’s contemporary Hosea (4:15; 10:5, 8, 15; cf. 12:4). The demolition of the altars at Bethel would signify the vacuity of the theological claims of the Northern regime. This verse anticipates the vision in 9:1 of Yahweh standing by Bethel’s altar in judgment. Like the other announcements of judgment in this section and the rest of the book, these words do not predict a specific fulfillment but rather herald the kind of destruction that accompanied the sacking of a city in the ancient world.154

The juxtaposition of the plural altars with altar in the same verse has led some commentators to propose changing the first to the singular.155 Some argue that Bethel would have had only one altar.156 The plural, however, probably refers to several altars at the main temple (the Jerusalem Temple had altars for incense and sacrifices),157 or possibly to several other sanctuaries in the city, whether dedicated to Yahweh or to other deities.158 The horns of an altar were the place where one might find immunity from punishment for crimes of violence (Exod 21:12–14). Adonijah and Joab fled to the altar to escape the wrath of Solomon after their attempt to seize the throne (1 Kgs 1:50–53 and 2:28–35 respectively). If the implication here is that the nation might find refuge at the altar, then this announcement dispels any such misplaced belief. Judgment, as earlier passages stress (2:14–16), is inevitable and inescapable.

15 The key word in this verse is house. The term appears four times in two parallel statements: winter house/summer house, ivory houses/great (or “many”) houses. The winter and summer houses probably refer to separate dwellings of the royal family (or perhaps certain of the wealthy) utilized during different seasons of the year.159 Apparently, King Ahab had such an arrangement (1 Kgs 21:1), as did other rulers in other parts of the ancient Near East. The mention of ivory highlights the luxurious lifestyle of the ruling classes. Excavations at Samaria discovered large quantities of this material, probably from Phoenician sources, that would have been used to inlay walls and furniture (6:4; cf. 1 Kgs 10:18; 22:39; Ps 45:8 [MT 45:9]; Song 7:4 [MT 7:5]).160

There is disagreement as to whether bāttîm rabbîm should be translated as “many houses” or great houses.161 Both alternatives are viable. On the one hand, it is contextually possible that the larger group is in view.162 That is, as in 3:9–11, this prophetic oracle could combine a judgment on a particular group with doom upon the entire country. In 6:11, the adjective gadôl (“large”) is used in reference to homes, but those big residences are cited along with “small” houses in another picture of comprehensive destruction. On the other hand, the second option (great) appears more consistent with the announcement in the preceding verses of judgment upon those in power. Here their seasonal (v. 15a) and opulent homes (v. 15b) are singled out for demolition (cf. Isa 5:9).163 The final oracle of this section, 4:1–3, also focuses on the wealthy and powerful.

In any case, while certain sectors are held most responsible by God, the ruin will be widespread. Realistically speaking, it cannot be any other way. War is indiscriminate. The devastation wrought by an attacking army, the suffering due to lack of food and hygiene, the familial disruptions, and the casualties of combat (the wounded or killed would include both soldiers and civilians) ripples throughout an entire population. Theologically, this terrible eventuality that affects everyone further cements the guilt of the nation’s leaders, and it reveals that all Israel is guilty before God who holds both leaders and people responsible for the judgment.

f. Condemnation to Exile (4:1–3)

1Hear this word, O cows of Bashan, who are on the mountain of Samaria,

those who oppress the poor, who crush the needy,

who say to theira husbands, “Bring [us something] to drink.”

2The Lordb Yahweh swears by his holiness: Behold, days are coming upon you,

when he will lift you upc with hooks,d and every last one of you in fish potse;

3you will go out,f each one of you,g through the breaches,

and you will be senth to Harmon.i A saying of Yahweh.

a. BHS suggests changing MT’s third-person masculine plural suffix to the third-person feminine plural (yet see the comment in BHQ, 81*). Vulg. has second-person feminine plural. An unexpected suffix is not uncommon (e.g., Num 27:7; Ruth 1:8–13; cf. GKC §§135o, 144a). Note that the imperative hear (šimʿû) is masculine plural.

b. Absent from LXX. See the exposition.

c. This verbal form can be parsed as either a niphal (passive sense, “will be taken away”; see NIV, NJPS, HCSB) or as a piel (active sense, “will take away”; see NEB, NASB, NRSV, NKJV, NJB, ESV, CEB).

d. The imagery of the line concerns fish, but the particulars are difficult. This translation relates the Hebrew term ṣinnôt to ṣēn (“thorn”; Job 5:5; Prov 22:5), which is the choice of most commentators and almost all the English versions. See the exposition.

e. Heb. sîrôt, plural of sîr (e.g., Exod 27:3; 38:3; Jer 52:18f.); cf. LXX (eis lebētas, “cauldron”); Vulg. (in ollis). With this translation, I am following Paul, Amos, 133–35 (cf. Paul, “Fishing Imagery in Amos 4.2,” JBL 97 [1978]: 183–90). See the exposition.

f. In MT, the first word in the line is breaches (pərāṣîm). LXX misunderstood it as “pests” (loimoi) and connected it with the last clause of 4:2, yielding tous meth’ humōn eis lebētas hypokaiomenous embalousin empuroi loimoi (“and fiery pests will cast those with you into cauldrons heated from underneath”). For possible connections to the context of LXX translators, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 122–37; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 103–5, 163–65, 207–10; Amos, 74–77.

g. LXX adds gymnai (“naked”) and reads, “You shall be carried out naked.” See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 137–39.

h. Instead of MT hiphil, reading the hophal (will be sent) along with ancient and modern versions and most commentators; cf. Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 653–55.

i. Alternative readings abound in ancient versions, commentaries, and modern versions. LXX has to oros to Remman (“Mount Remman”); Syr. and Tg., “Armenia”; Vulg., “Mount Hermon” (Heb. hermōnâ; cf. BHS; but see the comment in BHQ, 81–82*; cf. NJB); BHS has the alternative proposal hammadmēnâ (“to the dung heap”; cf. NEB); another suggestion is “the fortress” (hāʾarmônâ). For LXX, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 139–40; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 245–46; Amos, 77. See the exposition.

As explained in the introduction to this section (p. 203), though these verses lie outside the chiasm of 3:1–15, they are nevertheless intimately linked to that passage. There are the lexical connections of the roots hear (smʿ; 3:1, 9, 13; 4:1) and oppress (ʿšq; 3:9; 4:1). The imagery of the destruction of structures (here the walls) continues the focus on the devastation of 3:9–15, and the closing formula a saying of Yahweh (nəʾum yhwh) connects these lines to earlier verses (3:10, 13, 15). There are no substantive critical issues.164 Attention is concentrated on trying to discover what kinds of scenes are being described. The difficulties are in large measure lexical.165

This passage continues to target those of status in the capital city, even as it pictures a broader destruction. That is, the addressees are identified and their judgment decreed, yet this event occurs in relation to the breaches in the city walls. The callous wealthy are singled out, but it is clear that Samaria has fallen; many would have suffered, died, or been taken away in such an event. Guilt and punishment are both particular and national. This complex view of judgment continues the pattern of 3:1–15.

1 Those who are singled out by the prophet’s call to hear are the cows of Bashan. The most straightforward interpretation of the identity of this group is that these are the wives of the unscrupulous officials of the capital city of Samaria, the perpetrators of the crimes and the objects of Yahweh’s anger who are condemned in 3:9–15. Mays describes these as “the women of quality in Samaria, the pampered darlings of the society in Israel’s royalist culture.”166

While their husbands’ oppression was evident in the abuse of power, in the unjust accumulation of goods (3:9–10), and in the life of luxury in various residences (3:15), the domination by these women is expressed through excess drinking. Jaramillo Rivas calls it their “brindis por la opresión” (“toast to oppression”).167 The practice of drinking wine while others suffer was criticized earlier in 2:8 and will surface again in 6:6. Warnings against the wiles of wine appear elsewhere in eighth-century prophetic literature (e.g., Isa 5:11–12, 22; 22:13; 28:1, 7–8; Hos 4:11; 7:5; Mic 2:11) and also in Proverbs (20:1; 21:17; 23:29–35; 31:4–7).168 Feasting reflects social standing and commitments (cf. 1 Kgs 4:22–23; 10:4–5; 1 Chr 12:38–40), and this intemperance when others are wanting underscores the unjust acquisition and insensitive consumption of available agricultural surplus (cf. Amos 4:6; 6:4–6). The potential for unequal food distribution with such spectacular indifference surely fueled the prophetic anger.169

Bashan was an area in Transjordan, mostly north of the Yarmuk River, known for its good pasture and select cattle (Jer 50:19; Mic 7:14 and Deut 32:14; Pss 22:12 [MT 22:13]; 68:15, 22 [MT 68:16, 23]; Ezek 39:18).170 Perhaps this group of cows were fattened by the injustices of the innocent on the mountain of Samaria. Some suggest that the phrase cows of Bashan is an allusion to these women being large and buxom,171 but the verse does not support such an inference. Rather, the choice of this place name underscores the overindulgence of the powerful. Feminist interpreters point to this metaphor as symptomatic of the distorted view of women in the prophetic literature,172 but to interpret it as an illustration of the patriarchal demeaning of women is to confuse sexism with biting socioeconomic satire.173

Not all commentators agree, however, that these cows of Bashan are the wives of the well-to-do and well-placed. Some contend that the masculine form of the verb hear indicates that the prophet is confronting men, not women—perhaps those denounced in the previous verses.174 Several argue that the reference is to some kind of non-Yahwistic cult and that the designation cows could be one that these female participants used of themselves or that it could be a derisive label leveled against those who were involved in such rituals.175 Barstad offers the most extensive defense of the religious interpretation and relates this verse to a marzēaḥ feast (cf. 6:4–7).176 From his perspective, the message is directed to all of Israel and not to just one particular group. The “cows” would be an allusion to the bovine imagery of Egyptian and Mesopotamian religions (especially the Baal-Anath story), and “lords” would signify other deities in contradistinction to Yahweh, the nation’s true lord (v. 2a). The evidence that might relate the particulars of this verse or Bashan to non-Yahwistic practices is not substantial.177 The socioeconomic interpretation fits the context of the passage well and is the better option.

The women are left nameless. As in 3:9–15, attention is on what they do rather than on who they are (cf. Isa 3:16–4:1; 32:9–13). They oppress (ʿāšaq) and crush (rāṣaṣ) the poor.178 These descriptors are in participial form, which indicates customary activities (cf. 2:7; 3:10, 12). These two verbs also appear together in Deuteronomy 28:33, 1 Samuel 12:3–4, and Hosea 5:11. The second verb has the sense of a physically violent activity (note a literal sense of the term in Judg 9:53; Eccl 12:6). In other words, the coercion not only is unjust, it is cruel. The victims are the poor (dallîm) and the needy (ʾebyônîm), those defenseless groups that were mentioned as casualties of injustice in the Israel oracle at 2:7 and 2:6 respectively. In 2:6–8a and 3:10, the mechanisms of domination, however difficult they are to identify with certainty, were the focus. Although some attempt to define what lies behind the indictment here by connecting the more abstract terms of this verse with possible scenarios of exploitation or with those earlier passages,179 the emphasis, as in 2:8, 3:15, and 6:4–6, is on the attitudes and lifestyles of the oppressors who are not troubled by the ruin of Joseph (6:6) and are the target of divine wrath.

The women persistently demand (note that say is participial in form) drink from their “lords.”180 The term “lord” (ʾādôn) is not the usual term used for a husband, who usually would be called “master” (baʿal) or simply “man” (ʾiš; cf. Hos 2:16 [MT 2:18]). An exception is found in Genesis 18:12, where Sarah refers to Abraham as her “lord” (cf. Ps 45:11 [MT 45:12]). Some suggest that these women are concubines of the men to whom they speak, hence the more honorific address (cf. Judg 19:26–27).181 Others contend that their husbands are the “lords” of the poor and needy who are being exploited (in which case their refers to the oppressed).182

This is the second occasion in the book when someone is quoted (also note 2:12; 5:14; 6:13; 8:5; 9:10). The pattern that is repeated throughout the book is that, whenever others besides the prophet speak, they condemn themselves with words that reinforce the sinfulness of their character and actions. In this case, the women voice their selfishness and cruelty with their plea for beverages. The quotation of direct discourse is a common component of characterization in the Hebrew Bible.183

2 In response to the self-indulgent and uncaring demands of the previous verse comes the divine proclamation of imminent judgment. The satirical contrast between this opening clause and the previous verse should not be missed. In contradistinction to their “lords” (ʾădōnêhem), who are ordered by the wives to satiate their desires and whose status rests on the exploitation of the weak, the sovereign of Israel, the Lord (ʾădōnāy) Yahweh,184 mandates destruction and exile in vv. 2–3. Unlike the corrupt human leaders of Israel, God is at no one’s beck and call. The weightiness of these words is made manifest by the nature of the pronouncement: Yahweh swears by his holiness, by his very character—a powerful speech act indeed.185 A similar phrase is found only in Psalm 89:35 (MT 89:36; cf. Pss 60:8; 108:8). This is the first of three divine oaths in the book (see 6:8; 8:7). Although the basis of his swearing differs in each case, each initiates a word of judgment. This strikingly contrasts comparable Old Testament examples that associate the divine oath with the promises of God (e.g., Gen 24:7; Exod 13:5; Deut 6:10).

The coming catastrophe is introduced by behold, days are coming (cf. 1 Sam 2:31; 2 Kgs 20:17; Jer 7:32), a clause that recurs at 8:11 and 9:13. The first of these two, as here, introduces a judgment oracle, but the second portends a better time beyond the wrath of God. It will be marked by reversal and restoration. The “day” (sg.) of judgment upon Israel has already been mentioned (2:16; 3:14; cf. 1:14), and it reappears at 5:18, 20; 6:3; 8:3, 9–11, 13. These passages announce that this imminent day of Yahweh will bring military defeat and a natural disaster that is due to the sin of the nation.

The second line of this verse is an interpretive crux. The difficulties are of three kinds. The first challenge is the least complicated. It requires a decision concerning the stem of the verbal form of nśʾ (“lift up”). The pointing in the text allows for either a passive (“will be taken away”)186 or an active sense (he will lift up).187 The latter option was the choice of the ancient versions and is the one taken by most English versions. According to this view, which is taken here, the unexpressed subject is assumed to be the enemy that will attack the city (e.g., 2:14–16; 3:6, 11, 12e, 14–15; 6:14) and take the captives into exile.188

A second issue is the discrepancy in the pronominal suffixes, which is not evident in translation because such distinctions are not made in English. The Hebrew text reads, Behold, days are coming upon you [masc. pl.] when he will lift you [masc. pl.] up…, and every last one of you [fem. pl.]… To whom are these words directed? The mixing of masculine and feminine forms is also found in 4:1. While some look to specify distinct referents according to the gender of the suffixes, this variation may not necessarily signal a change in addressees. It is possible that the masculine forms refer to Israel’s leading men and the feminine to their wives, but the combination could be stylistic. This is certainly within the bounds of Hebrew syntax.189 It is simpler to see that the entire oracle is focused on the women of v. 1.

Another set of difficulties is lexical, and here the problems are more knotty.190 The challenges in translation are evident in the ancient versions.191 The first difficult word is ṣinnôt, which earlier scholars rendered as “shields” (sg. ṣinnâ),192 a view suggesting that the corpses of the women will be carried out of the city on some sort of receptacle. A second proposal based on a possible etymological connection to an Akkadian word renders it “rope.”193 In this case, the women will be led out with ropes around their necks or through their noses. Alternatively, Paul appeals to what he believes are Aramaic cognate terms to suggest the translation “baskets.”194 The most common option among commentators and almost all English versions, however, is the translation hook, which is linked to the singular ṣēn (“thorn” and by extension “hook”).195 This option would picture the women being led into captivity like cattle with hooks instead of ropes in their noses. Egyptian and Assyrian reliefs substantiate either possibility in their depictions of how captives were tied together and taken away (cf. 2 Kgs 19:28; Isa 37:29; 2 Chr 33:11).196 On the other hand, if “fishhooks” is the correct translation of the parallel term in the next clause, then the comparison is to fish caught by hooks.197

Another problematic lexical issue concerns the meaning of ʾaḥărîtken in the next clause, a form commonly translated as “your remnant.”198 The usual term for remnant, šəʾērît, appears in 1:8, 5:15, and 9:12. Our rendering, every last one of you, echoes the meaning of ʾaḥărît in 9:1 and here refers to the survivors of the storming of the city. Some commentators understand the word to refer to an animal’s hind parts, but nowhere else does the term have that meaning.199 The meaning of the word sîrôt, which is coupled with dûgâ (“fishing”) in the verse’s last clause, poses an even more challenging lexical problem. Each interpretive option is dependent in some measure on the translation of ṣinnôt in the preceding clause. One view is that sîrôt is the plural of sîrâ, whose meaning is “thorns” or “thornbush.” This would continue the fishing imagery, and thus the word is rendered “hook.”200 A related perspective accepts this definition but reconfigures the instrument as a harpoon or cattle prod to be more in keeping with the description of the women as cows in 4:1.201 A problem with this option of sîrâ is that elsewhere its plural is always the masculine sîrîm (e.g., Isa 34:13; Hos 2:6 [MT Hos 2:8]) not sîrôt (a fem. pl.). Another possibility is that sîrôt is the plural of sîr (“pot”).202 Unlike sîrâ, the plural of sîr is feminine (e.g., Exod 27:3; 38:3; Jer 52:18–19), and this translation would also continue the fishing imagery. In Paul’s words, “The image of the prophet is most likely to be understood in the light of the common practice of catching, packing, and transporting fish in such receptacles.”203 Even though the textual meanings are disputed, the fish imagery seems sure. The combination of fishing metaphors for judgment with predictions of exile appears in other prophetic passages (Ezek 12:13–15; 17:19–21; 19:4, 8–9; Hab 1:14–17) and is a trope in ancient Near Eastern literature.204

In sum, the lexical issues are confusing and defy easy resolution. At times commentators base their preference on the desire to maintain the cow imagery throughout the pericope; others see a switch from the bovine in 4:1 to the maritime in 4:2—that is, from cow imagery to fishing, although within this perspective there are various alternatives.205 What is indisputable is that these women will be taken away in brutal, humiliating fashion.

3 This verse continues the description of deportation. The walls of the city, most likely Samaria, have been breached,206 and the spaces through which the attacking soldiers have broken into the capital will be the very ones through which the victims will be marched out.207 The fortress of Samaria will not prove able to provide protection from the invading army (3:11, 14–15; cf. 2:14–16). As in v. 2, even though the general contours of the judgment are evident, the details of the prophetic announcement are more difficult to identify with confidence.

To begin with, there is disagreement concerning the significance of the verbs in the verse. In the Hebrew text, both verbs have active stems: “You will go out … you shall send out.” Nevertheless, commentators and versions ancient and modern almost universally repoint the second verb as a passive (you will be sent).208 At first glance, this prediction appears similar to that of 8:3, where the bodies of the dead are thrown out of the temple. The difference, however, is that here the living defeated, not the discarded corpses, are in view. The final destiny of the pampered wives of the corrupt and cruel leadership lies somewhere far away. But where exactly? Does haharmônâ, a hapax legomenon, refer to a specific place? Trying to ascertain the location perplexed the ancient versions,209 but among the many proposed locations proposed recently are210 Mt. Hermon, the highest peak in Israel today, which lies north of Samaria in the Bashan range and in the direction of Damascus,211 and Harmon, identified with modern Hermel in northern Syria.212 Other options are based on emendations that yield common nouns rather than proper names, such as “to the stronghold” (hāʾarmônâ)213 and “to the dungheap” (hammadmēnâ; cf. Isa 25:10).214

This commentary prefers those interpretations that understand the term to be the name of a place distant from Samaria over against a more immediate referent related to the city. Along with most commentators, I admit that the identification of this place is no longer possible. Perhaps the most that can be said, in keeping with 5:27, is that the destination of exile is far away. In Amos, exile is applied as judgment on other nations (1:6, 15) as well as Israel (5:5, 27; 6:7; 7:11, 17).

2. Love Can Be Blind (4:4–13)

This section has three parts, with a transitional verse between the last two.215 The first turns the invitation to come into the divine presence on its head by sardonically connecting religious activities with sin (vv. 4–5), while the second rehearses the nation’s repeated refusal to respond to God’s attempts to bring them to repentance (vv. 6–11). After the transitional v. 12, the final verse, a hymn or hymn fragment, describes the incomparability of the God of judgment (v. 13).

Although 4:4–5 start a new section, there are several lexical and conceptual connections to earlier passages. To begin with, the verb bwʾ (hiphil “bring”), which appears twice in v. 4, is used in the command of the women in v. 1. The root pšʿ (“rebel”) in verbal forms appears twice in v. 4 and echoes the noun form in the opening formula of each oracle in the OAN (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6) and 3:14 (cf. 5:12); transgression is now extended into the religious sphere. Finally, a judgment on Bethel had been foretold in 3:14. There is also a syntactical connection between vv. 4–5 and vv. 6–11 at the beginning of v. 6 (but surely I) that establishes a sharp contrast between what these transgressors bring and what God has brought and why.

a. Worship as Sin (4:4–5)

4Goa to Bethel and rebel,b to Gilgal and rebel yet more.

Bring your sacrifices every morning,c your tithes every third day.

5Burnd a thank offering of leavened breade; proclaim,f announce freewill offerings,

for so you love [to do], O children of Israel.g A saying of the Lordh Yahweh.

a. Instead of the initial imperatives, LXX (cf. Tg.) has the aorist indicative, perhaps to avoid the appearance that Yahweh is inviting the people to sin. This activity is also located in the past (Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 196–97; Amos, 77; R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 83).

b. A translation of the verb pšʿ (NEB). Other translations include “commit a crime” (CEB) and the more general “sin” (NJB, NIV) or “transgress” (NASB, NRSV, NJPS, ESV).

c. The preposition lamed on bōqer (morning) and yāmîm (day) is understood as distributive (every) (GKC §§123d, 134q; HALOT, 509; NASB, NIV, NJB, NRSV, ESV, CEB). It can also be taken as referential or temporal (“for” or “in”) (GKC §119u; IBHS §11.2.10c; NEB, NJPS; cf. LXX).

d. MT has inf. abs. Some commentators emend to the impv. to harmonize with the other verbs in the series (e.g., Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 79; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 20; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 220; Amsler, “Amos,” 195; cf. BHS, but note BHQ, 82*). The inf. abs., however, can have an imperatival sense (GKC §§113z, bb), often in divine or prophetic commands (IBHS §35.5.1.). The change in form may be a stylistic change (cf. Freedman, “Deliberate Deviation from an Established Pattern”).

e. The preposition min on ḥāmēṣ (leaven) can be either privative (“without leaven”; GKC §119w; IBHS §11.2.11e [2]; HALOT, 598; DCH 3:339–40) or partitive (“from that which is leavened”; GKC §119w, n. 2; IBHS §11.2.11e [1]; HALOT, 598; DCH 3:341–42). Our translation, like every major English version (except for NEB), opts for the partitive meaning. Tg. read ḥāmās (“violence”) for ḥāmēṣ (leaven). LXX renders the first two verbs as aorist indicatives: “And they read a law outside, and they called for confessions.” Gelston suggests that LXX confuses qṭr (burn) with qrʾ (“proclaim, read”) and tôdâ (thank offering) with tôrâ (“law”) (“Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 494; cf. BHQ, 82*). Glenny says that this could be a critique of the religious leaders of the Samaritan cult (Finding Meaning in the Text, 87–89, 166–67; Amos, 78–80; cf. Theocharous, Lexical Dependence, 205–12).

f. Andersen and Freedman (Amos, 429) assign an object to each verb, so that tôdâ (thank offering) is the object of proclaim instead of being connected with mēḥāmēṣ (of leavened bread).

g. In LXX, the verb is in the aorist indicative (“because the sons of Israel have loved these things”). Once again, this is a description of past activity.

h. Many critical scholars delete ʾădōnāy (e.g., Markert, Struktur und Bezeichnung des Scheltswort, 112–13; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 209; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 65). See the exposition.

The prophet’s words in this passage satirically mimic a summons to worship.216 Form critics label this a parody of a Priestly torah whose constituent elements supposedly would have included exhortations (in the plural) to an assembly to perform religious rituals, as well as sometimes a rationale (cf. Lev 7:22–25; 19:5–8; Deut 14:3–8, 21).217 Some envision that the prophet is at one of the sanctuaries, even as Jeremiah stood in the Temple to denounce Judah’s sin many years later (Jer 7; 26). Of course, there is no way to prove such a conjecture.

The people are called with traditional language to approach these cultic centers and perform rituals—not to please God, but instead to sin and fulfill their own religious impulses. This prophetic word uses a liturgical form and fills it with surprising vocabulary to ridicule the nation’s behavior. Whatever legitimate basis for desired blessing there may have been is turned on its head. Jemielity muses on the potential impact of Amos’s mocking exhortation: “Can that call ever again sound with unequivocal, uncomplicated meaning? Will it not henceforth ever be a summons and a parody of itself at the same time? Who shall now venture to Bethel and Gilgal without some show of embarrassment?”218 One wonders, though, whether the reaction would have instead been indignation at the prophet’s scandalous audacity in ridiculing those sacred sites.

The critique of religion is central to the message of the book, so the authenticity of these verses is rarely doubted.219 One point of discussion is whether this pericope is a fundamental critique of religion, a word targeting pilgrims at a specific event,220 or a feast we can no longer identify.221 Specificity, however, does not negate the general principle, even if it is not possible to reconstruct with certainty whether anything beyond a broad rejection of the character of Israel’s religious practices triggered the prophet’s anger. Other passages in this book (5:4–6, 21–26; 7:9–17), elsewhere in the prophetic literature (e.g., Isa 1:10–17; Hos 6:1–6; Mic 6:6–8; Hag 1–2; Mal 1–3), and in the historical books (e.g., 1 Sam 2:11–36; 1 Kgs 12:25–13:34) attack the cult. These all point to a malaise that spurred the prophet Amos. Andersen and Freedman explain:

It is the use of religion to legitimate militarism, to equate victory with divine blessing, to use such tokens of divine approval as evidence to contradict the argument that oppression of the poor has made them forfeit the favor of heaven. In this way the priesthood is corrupted, the sacrifices defiled, the sanctuaries profaned, so that all become the chief target for judgment and destruction (3:14; 5:6, 21–23; 7:9, 17; 9:1).222

Another question remains. Is the entire nation included in the indictment of the worship at the sanctuaries, or is a more limited group in view? Because of the juxtaposition with 4:1–3, some argue that the guilty are those of the socioeconomic and political stratum of those women or the ruling class. The phrase children of Israel in the last line, however, expands the target of the prophetic censure to include all the people.223 Apparently, self-gratifying and self-serving religion was a shared transgression, irrespective of social station. What were the elements of the national religion that captivated the general populace? Amos 4:4–13 reveals the issues.

4 The people are invited to come to two historic sanctuaries, which suggests that what is censured are sacrifices offered to Yahweh (cf. Hos 4:15).224 Bethel’s significance stretched back to the patriarchal period of Abraham and Jacob (Gen 12:8; 28:10–22; 35:1–15) and extended to the reigns of Jeroboam I (1 Kgs 12:25–33) and Josiah (2 Kgs 23:15–20; see the exposition at 3:14). The site of Gilgal, however, has not been identified with absolute certainty.225 It was associated with Joshua’s conquest (Josh 4–5, 10) and Saul’s anointing (1 Sam 11:14–15) and subsequent denunciation by Samuel (1 Sam 13:4–15; 15:12–33). Both places, therefore, play important roles within the canonical history of the people of God.

In addition to the parody of the Priestly torah form mentioned above, the sarcasm of this verse is communicated in multiple ways. First, to participate in this activity is said to be sin. As mentioned above, the verb (pšʿ) is translated as rebel, and the noun of the same root is the term transgression in the OAN.226 The verb means to violate an agreement or relationship and is used of rebellion by a vassal state against its overlord (e.g., 1 Kgs 12:19; 2 Kgs 1:1). It is also applied to Israel’s disobedience of God (e.g., 1 Kgs 8:50; Isa 1:2; 59:13; Hos 7:13). What the people consider to be the fulfillment of their religious obligations and believe will certainly please Yahweh actually is insubordination. How can worship be rebellion? The suffix your (plural) on sacrifices and tithes could be a clue and is the second component of the prophetic ridicule. While the sense of the suffix could be neutral (these are what you bring to the sanctuaries), there could be a suggestion that these are really to satisfy their religious impulses instead of being genuine gifts for God. The last line of the next verse insinuates as much: For so you love [to do].

The third element of the parody targets what the people are called to bring to the sanctuaries. This verse mentions two cultic items, sacrifices and tithes; the next verse cites two more rituals. What is striking is that no offerings for sin or purification, like the ḥaṭṭāʾt or ʾāšām, are mentioned. This omission is foundational to appreciating the prophetic diatribe. The first term (sacrifices) is zebaḥ.227 This can be a general term for a blood sacrifice, but commonly it refers to rituals like the annual communal sacrifices (cf. 1 Sam 1:3, 7, 21; 2:19; 20:6, 29) and the peace and thank-offerings (Lev 3:1–17; 7:11– 21; cf. Gen 31:54). This more focused interpretation of the term—that is, as voluntary and sometimes spontaneous expressions of thanksgiving to and fellowship with the deity—fits the condemnatory sarcasm. These offerings were a celebration in which those who brought the sacrifice shared the meat of the animal in a meal, symbolically with God and literally among themselves. In addition, part of the peace sacrifice was designated for cult personnel (Lev 7:28–34).228 The priests, in other words, were accomplices in this self-serving religion. They enjoyed its benefits and legitimated the false consciousness of the nation’s faith.

Another target is the presentation of tithes. There is scholarly debate about the nature of the tithes and the relationship between passages that prescribe them (Lev 27:30–33; Num 18:21–32; Deut 14:22–29; 26:12–15).229 The resolution of these technical issues lies beyond the purview of this commentary, but several observations are important at this juncture. To begin with, in the ancient Near East, tithes were important means for supporting the temple system, which in turn was foundational to the ideology of the state. These regular gifts were obligatory, and Old Testament legislation makes it clear that one of their purposes was to support cult personnel. As in the preceding case, the priests and Levites stood to gain from this activity, which perpetuated the theological-ideological conviction that all was well with the nation and society. That the tithe was to be an illustration of the connection between the gift of the land and obedience to divine commands underscores the incongruities between Israel’s character and behavior and its religious life.230

One of the most biting aspects of the scorn is how frequently the people are told to bring these offerings. There is disagreement, however, concerning the line’s meaning. Interpreters differ on the sense of the preposition lāmed on morning and third day. It can be taken either as distributive (every morning … every third day)231 or as referential (“in the morning … on the third day”).232 The first option is a gross exaggeration; the second would mock a regular custom (otherwise unattested in the Old Testament). Although I have chosen the first option in the translation, they serve a similar rhetorical purpose. Irrespective of one’s choice, the line is clearly acerbic.233

5 This verse continues the parody and mentions two additional offerings: the thank offering and the freewill offering. If the term zebaḥ is a broad reference that can include thank (tôdâ)234 and freewill (nədābâ)235 offerings, then their mention here makes explicit what was earlier more general. The interpretive issue in the opening clause is the meaning of mēḥāmēṣ. Is the inseparable preposition min to be understood in a privative (“without leaven”) or partitive sense (i.e., taken from those offerings that have leaven)? Most English versions and commentators choose the latter.236 Leaven was prohibited on the altar with blood sacrifices (e.g., Exod 23:18; 34:25; Lev 2:11) but was allowed to accompany the thank offering (Lev 7:11–14). Its mention specifies the kind of offering that is meant—that is, nothing related to the recognition of sin.237

In this verse, the sarcasm is highlighted in at least four more ways. To begin with, the use of an extra verb, announce as a synonym for proclaim, emphasizes the self-centered and self-promoting tenor of the practice. This activity is to be done in public so that all may see and applaud this religiosity. Second, the text says that this is what the people love. The verb “love” only appears in one other passage in Amos. In 5:15, the nation is exhorted to love good, which is there equated with establishing justice. To truly seek Yahweh is to be committed to justice on behalf of the innocent (5:11–15; cf. 5:4–7). God loves justice (e.g., Pss 11:7; 33:5; 37:28; Isa 61:8), and so should his people. These celebratory rituals that commemorate, in Israel’s view, Yahweh’s support of the regime and the status quo are a joy to participate in; the cult reinforces the social imaginary in which everyone can be assured that all is well. The contrast between the divine demands and the religious impulses of the nation is stark.

Third, the total number of finite verbs in 4:4–5 is seven (plus two infinitives). As pointed out on several occasions, this listing of seven items is a stylistic feature of the book. In this case, it communicates that this is a “perfect” religious farce. Finally, the closing formula adds to the seriousness of the charge. This occurrence has the longer divine epithet Lord Yahweh (cf. 3:13; 8:3, 9, 11). It also marks the end of this passage, which at the same time is syntactically connected with what follows, in part by the continued use of the divine speech formula (4:6, 8, 9, 10, 11).

This celebratory religion contradicts all that vulnerable groups within Israel (2:6–8; 3:9–10; 4:1) and the nation as a whole (1:2–15) are said up to this point to have experienced in war and want. The following section (4:6–13) underscores this incongruity even more. It reveals that theirs was a religion of acclamation, no matter Israel’s sociopolitical and economic difficulties—civil religion at its most self-deceptive.

b. The Refusal to Return (4:6–11)

6But surely Ia gaveb you cleannessc of teeth in all your cities, and scarcity of bread in all your places. Yet you did not return to me.d A saying of Yahweh.

7I also withheld rain from you for three months before the harvest; I caused it to rain on one city, but upon another city I did not allow it to rain. On one field it rained, but [another] field upon which it did not raine dried up.

8Two or three cities stagger to another city to drink water, but they are not sated. Yet you did not return to me. A saying of Yahweh.

9I struck you with smut and rust,f repeatedlyg your gardens and vineyards; and the locust devoured your fig trees and your olive trees. Yet you did not return to me. A saying of Yahweh.

10I sent you the plagueh after the manner of Egypt; I killed your young men with the sword, along with the capturei of your horses; and I caused the stenchj to rise up in your camps, evenk to your nostrils.l Yet you did not return to me. A saying of Yahweh.

11I overthrew some of you, like God’s overthrowing of Sodom and Gomorrahm; and you were like a firebrand that has been saved from burning. Yet you did not return to me. A saying of Yahweh.

a. Gam plus first-person singular pronoun creates an emphatic contrast (and connection) with the preceding oracle (GKC §153; IBHS §§39.3.4c–d). Garrett suggests that the combination here and at v. 7 introduces a concessive clause (“And even though I…”) (Amos, 118–19; cf. GKC §160).

b. LXX has the verb in the future (“and I will give”; kai egō dōsō), considering the following to be a threat of imminent judgment instead of a litany of past disasters.

c. LXX has “grinding of teeth” (gomphiasmon odontōn). See de Waard, “Translation Techniques Used by the Greek Translators of Amos,” 349. Tg. reads “bluntness” (cf. Syr., Vulg.), which might reflect a metaphor for aging, not hunger, perhaps reading qihyôn (the verb qhh, “to become blunt”; Jer 31:29–30; Ezek 18:2) instead of MT niqyôn (cleanness).

d. Tg. has “to my worship,” maybe reflecting the tendency of Tg. to avoid any suggestion of humans physically getting close to God. See Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan, 140–41.

e. MT has a third-person singular feminine hiphil imperfect. Natural phenomena can be expressed in the third-person singular masculine or feminine (GKC §144c). LXX (brexō) and Vulg. have a first-person singular, which is favored by BHS. BHQ suggests that this difference is due to assimilation to previous verbs in the verse (p. 82*).

f. For the translation of these terms, see the exposition. LXX has en pyrōsei kai en ikterō (“with fever and with jaundice”; see Glenny, Amos, 81). Syr. adds a third disaster, “hail” (cf. Hag 2:17).

g. This difficult term is harbôt, hiphil inf. const. of rbh. Here, it is taken as equivalent to the inf. abs. (hārbēh) with an adverbial sense (repeatedly; e.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 170; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 442; Paul, Amos, 147; Garrett, Amos, 121; Eidevall, Amos, 145; NJPS; cf. GKC §113h; IBHS §35.4; DCH 7:401 [7b]). It is also sometimes taken as a noun in construct (“the multitude of your…”; e.g., Lessing, Amos, 265; cf. Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 656–67; GKC 114c; IBHS §36.2.1d; HALOT, 1177 (2.c.i); DCH 7:401 [7c]) or adjectively (“many”), which is the option of ancient (Tg., Vulg.) and many modern versions (NASB, NKJV, NJPS, ESV, HCSB). LXX translates the form as a second-person plural aorist (“you multiplied,” eplēthynate). Following Wellhausen (Die kleinen Propheten, 80), many emend to the hiphil perfect first-person singular of ḥrb (heḥĕrabtî, “I dried up” or “I destroyed”; NEB, NRSV, NIV, CEB; BHS, but note BHQ, 82*). See Harper, Amos and Hosea, 99; Driver, Joel and Amos, 170; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 220; Mays, Amos, 76; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 210; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 159; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 66.

h. As in many other passages (e.g., Exod 5:3; 9:3; Lev 26:25; Deut 28:21), LXX translates this term with “death” (thanaton; see Vulg.).

i. Some emend MT šəbî (“captivity”) to ṣəbî (“beauty”); e.g., Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 220; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 21–22; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 175; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 210; Amsler, “Amos,” 198; cf. BHS, but note BHQ, 82*.

j. MT bəʾōš. LXX translates the clause, “I set on fire” (anēgagon en pyri), which would reflect Heb. bəʾēš (cf. Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 135). Cripps follows this alternative (A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 175; cf. BHS).

k. The conjunction as waw explicativum for emphasis, contra critics who delete it. See GKC §154a (note 1b); IBHS §39.2.1b; cf. Garrett, Amos, 123; Eidevall, Amos, 145.

l. LXX has “in my anger” (en tē orgē mou), equivalent to Heb. bəʾappî. Glenny suggests that this misunderstanding was influenced by the translation of bəʾōš (see n. j above). BHS posits reading “in my anger” and inserting the phrase at the beginning of v. 11, a possibility not mentioned in BHQ.

m. Perhaps to maintain distance between God and humans, Tg. reads, “My Memra loathed you just as the Lord loathed Sodom and Gomorrah.” Cf. Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan, 148–49.

Scholars differ on the authenticity of this passage, although many do take these verses as original.238 Wolff gives five reasons for denying that these verses go back to the prophet:239 (1) the text’s uneven stylistic features, (2) the claim that the connection to the preceding line at v. 6 (vəgam ʾănî) is unique in the book, (3) the correspondence in vocabulary with Leviticus 26 (also Deut 28; 1 Kgs 8:33–37),240 (4) the condemnation’s dissimilarity to the historical concerns of the rest of Amos, and (5) the assertion that v. 12 describes an actual scene now employed as a transition to v. 13. Wolff believes that 4:6–13 is to be read in light of Josiah’s seventh-century destruction of Bethel’s altar, which had been foretold by a prophet from Judah (2 Kgs 23:15–18). These verses were added, he claims, to supplement the religious indictment of 4:4–5 and to redirect its intention to prompt repentance by that later audience. Jeremias cites some of these issues but dates the passage to the exilic or postexilic period.241

The notion that these lines cannot come from the prophet or his time has been critiqued by several scholars, who conceive of the prophet drawing on his rural background and on stereotypical ancient Near Eastern judgment language to shape his message.242 They are not convinced by Wolff’s hypothetical historical reconstruction of 4:12, especially since Bethel is nowhere singled out in these verses (it appears with Gilgal in v. 4). In any case, these calamities were part of everyone’s life experience at that time. The stylistic peculiarities, in spite of the form-critical criteria of neat parallelism and consistent length of lines, actually underscore the intricate rhetorical power of the passage.

Three other issues warrant attention. The first is the matter of content. As in other parts of the book, historical traditions (2:9–10; 3:1) or actions in the present are recalled as the basis of the divine critique. But 4:6–11 rehearses a succession of natural disasters (v. 10 is the exception), a list of calamities more specific than the common prophetic triad of “hunger, sword, and famine” (e.g., Jer 14:12; 21:7, 9; 24:10; 29:17–18; 42:17, 22; Ezek 6:11–12; 14:21). Litanies of obstinacy and judgment appear elsewhere in the Old Testament (e.g., Isa 9:8–10:11; Ezek 20; Ps 78) and represent a “parody of the saving history,” to use von Rad’s phrase.243 The same is true here.

Second, what is the purpose of these verses? Some read this rehearsal of past failures as a call to repentance before Yahweh. For those who connect the passages to Amos’s experience, the idea is that the people are condemned for not responding to a schooling of multiple blows, yet Amos’s objective is that the door to return to God remains open.244 The prophet’s preaching of repentance is thought to have come early in his career, but the people rejected this opportunity.245 Others link this passage to a liturgical setting and see it as a formal invitation to repent. Brueggemann suggests that 4:4–13 envisions a covenant renewal ceremony.246 Crenshaw calls it a “liturgy of wasted opportunity” designed to spur the people of God in the exilic and postexilic periods to not repeat the mistakes Israel had made but instead to respond by embracing the compassion of Yahweh.247 Jeremias locates 4:6–13 in that timeframe and describes it as a “penitential ritual of the exilic community.”248 In other words, those who date this passage to a later redactor read this as a warning passage serving to admonish later audiences.

An alternative approach is to argue that 4:6–13 is an announcement of inescapable judgment delivered to the prophet’s eighth-century audience. Repentance was an option, but since Israel has not responded to those opportunities, its punishment is now set. This declaration of doom is seen as an echo of the covenant curses (Lev 26; Deut 28; and curses in other ancient Near Eastern documents). The covenant is considered the theological substratum of the passage,249 or 4:6–11 is associated with a particular covenant form (the rîb, or covenant lawsuit)250 or ceremony in which curses may have been the central piece.251 Unlike the curses that the law codes threaten, however, these disasters have already taken place; elsewhere, they lie in the future and depend on the decisions not yet made. Fretheim argues that the disasters of 4:6–11 are the natural consequence of sin, woven into the fabric of the cosmic order. This judgment is mediated by God, and now Israel has to live with what it has wrought.252

Another more complex approach considers what the language says (locution) as well as its desired function (illocution) and actual effect (perlocution). In this view, a threat and an announcement of doom are not mutually exclusive but can work simultaneously to produce repentance. Evidently, not all responded in this way to the prophetic word. In the context of the book, the certitude of imminent judgment is clear—both in what has been expressed up to this point and in what will be said in subsequent chapters. There is a consistent message of inescapable national punishment for transgressions at multiple levels and in multiple arenas. Certain individuals are singled out for distinct culpability (such as the oppressors, the king, and the high priest), but everyone suffers what has passed and will experience that awful future—guilty and innocent alike. Natural disasters and war are indiscriminate. The book’s theological message is that Israel’s absolutely sovereign and powerful God is bringing disaster.

This proclamation contradicts the nationalistic religious ideology and would have generated a gamut of reactions. Some suggest that these verses depict an argumentative exchange between the prophet and his audience.253 This is possible, of course, but not demonstrable. Nevertheless, there was angry denial by some (witness Amaziah’s retort in 7:10–17), probably fear or bewilderment in others, and perhaps acceptable seeking of Yahweh by a few. The country as an entity (the children of Israel, v. 5; the cities and fields, vv. 6–9; Israel, v. 12) steadfastly refused to return to Yahweh after a series of calamities. Would a future, more drastic event yield anything different? George Adam Smith’s comment of almost a century ago is characteristically eloquent:

That is to say, they regard Him as a being to be flattered and fed. He regards them as characters to be disciplined, even at the expense of their material welfare. Their views of Him, if religious, are sensuous and gross; His views of them, if austere, are moral and ennobling. All this may be grim, but it is grand.254

The third topic to consider briefly is the salient literary features of 4:6–11. The most striking element is the series of calamities within five strophes, each of which closes with the refrain yet you did not return to me and the formula a saying of Yahweh (vv. 6, 8, 9, 10, 11).255 This last phrase adds emphasis to the seriousness of the charges. Of course, a penchant for pentads is one of the recurring literary characteristics of the book.256 Embedded within this series of five is a series of seven (another recurring feature of the book). There are seven disasters (hunger, v. 6; drought, vv. 7–8; plagues on cereal crops, v. 9a–b; an invasion of locusts, v. 9c; pestilence, v. 10a; war, v. 10b–c; an “overthrow,” perhaps an earthquake, v. 11) with first-person verbs.257 An interesting idiosyncrasy of this series of verses is its mixture of poetry and prose. This awkwardness makes some critics uncomfortable; even Andersen and Freedman are a bit doubtful of attributing the passage to Amos.258 What some may see as inelegance, however, heightens the rhetorical force of the passage.

A final literary feature is that there appears to be a growing intensity through the passage,259 although each disaster is comprehensive in its own right. From lack of food and rain (vv. 6–8), agricultural plagues follow that are a result of the lack of water and that will perpetuate the shortage of food (v. 9), and then there are the horrors of war (v. 10). The final disaster perhaps is an earthquake (v. 11).

6 This section begins with a syntactical connection with the preceding verses that establishes a vigorous contrast between what the people bring to Yahweh to fulfill their religious urges and what he has sent them in discipline.260 The preceding verse declares for thus you love, while this one opens with but surely I. This difference accentuates the rejection of the cult in 4:4–5. This form of the first-person pronoun (ʾănî) appears only here in the book; elsewhere it is always ʾanokî (2:9, 10, 13; 4:7; 5:1; 6:8; 7:14; 9:9). The next verse also begins with waw + emphatic gam, but this is followed by the other form of the pronoun. There is no need, however, to postulate that this minor discrepancy betrays a later hand (see the exposition at 4:7–8).261

Food shortages and even famine occur in the Levant due to an infelicitous combination of geography, topography, soils, and climate, affected by inconsistent levels of rainfall that vary according to region.262 It is helpful to distinguish between what were unavoidable periodic food shortages in that part of the world (which would especially affect the vulnerable sectors of society and could result in chronic malnutrition) and a famine, which is more acute (Gen 12:10; 26:1; Ruth 1:1; 2 Kgs 8:1). The perfect tense suggests a specific instance of famine, one exceptionally severe and far-reaching (cf. 2 Sam 21:1; 1 Kgs 17:1) that is said to have come from the hand of God (cf. Lev 26:26).263 Rather than the common term for famine (rāʿāb), the text invokes the graphic phrases cleanness of teeth264 and scarcity of bread. The broad scope of the disaster is underscored by the twofold all (kôl): all your cities and all your places (cf. the repetition of kôl in 3:2).

This sharp contrast undermines the theology of the civil cult, irrespective of whether the passage was part of an actual ritual (something impossible to prove, unlike 1 Kgs 8:33–40). What is indisputable here is the obvious disconnect between Israel’s celebratory communal worship (4:4–5) and harsh national realities. Theirs was a grateful commemoration of divine benefits and blessing, yet want and sorrow characterized life outside the sanctuaries. At the sanctuaries, people would have believed that they encountered and pleased Yahweh, but 4:6–11 culminates in a more frightful, confrontive meeting with the true God (vv. 12–13). Self-serving misconceptions of a benevolent deity are again exposed as unacceptable.265

This verse contains the first instance of the refrain yet you did not return to me. The verb šûb appears with the preposition ʿad instead of ʾel,266 and some commentators contend that this combination with ʿad is the more forceful. Möller, for instance, states, “The prophet stresses that what was desired was not only a change of direction, a turning toward Yahweh, but a full return to their God.”267 This distinction, though, cannot be pressed too far. While it is true that šûb ʿad does speak of returning to Yahweh (Deut 4:30; 30:2; Isa 9:13; 19:22; Hos 14:2 [MT 14:1]; Joel 2:12; Job 22:23; Lam 3:40), so does šûb ʾel in passages that describe sincere repentance (e.g., 1 Kgs 8:33, 48; 2 Kgs 23:25; Jer 3:7; 4:1). Wolff and Barstad both contend that šûb ʿad refers to turning from other deities to Yahweh yet reach different conclusions.268 For Wolff, Amos does not condemn the worship of other gods, so this phrase is evidence for him that the verse is not original; for Barstad, it demonstrates that the prophet’s intent was to call Israel from following the deities of Bethel and Gilgal. On the one hand, the issue of other gods is latent at 2:8, 5:26, and 8:14, so it is not problematic to relate them to the time of the prophet (contra Wolff ). On the other hand, while šûb ʿad is used with forsaking other deities, that is not always the case (Deut 30:2; Isa 9:13 [MT 9:12]), and there is nothing explicit in the passage that demands that interpretation (contra Barstad). The sequence in 4:6–11 does not specify what “return” was expected. Within the context of the book, perhaps what was sought was a transformation of the socio-ethical world of Israel (cf. 5:4–6, 14–15; 8:4–6) and its religious ideology (7:9–17). A congruence between the trials of life in 4:6–13 and Israel’s understanding of the person of Yahweh would have produced a different cult.

7–8 The opening waw + emphatic gam + first-person pronoun in v. 7 echoes v. 6. This syntactical parallelism with its slight stylistic variation in the pronominal form might suggest that the lack of food and rain is meant to be seen as going hand in hand, perhaps the latter as the cause of the former.269 The Levant does not receive large quantities of rainfall, and the rainfall decreases as one moves from north to south (from the Galilee to the Negev) and from west to east (from the coastal plain to the Shephelah and across the central highlands to the Jordan Valley and Transjordan). Another link between v. 6 and vv. 7-8 is the repetition of city (ʿîr).

The timeframe of the withholding of the (late or spring) rain is specified as three months before the harvest. This is probably a reference to the beginning of the harvest season in April and May with the harvest of barley (the wheat harvest is several weeks later), so the drought would have perhaps begun in February or March. This was an important time in which the grains would be ripening. The lack of rain would ruin the crops, with devastating impact on the entire country. The barley harvest was celebrated with the Feast of First-fruits (or the Feast of the Harvest; Exod 23:16; Lev 23:9–14), and the wheat harvest with the Feast of Weeks (Lev 23:15–22; Num 28:26–31; Deut 16:9–12; cf. Ruth 2).270 Agricultural failure resulting from the interrupted rains would make such offerings difficult and belie the celebratory façade of Israel’s cultic festivals (4:4–5). The townspeople would also feel the effects of a lack of drinking water. Perhaps the wells and cisterns had run dry and the rivers and streams were low. Yahweh, provider of moisture and water (Deut 11:10–17; Job 5:9–10; 36:27–28; 38:25–30, 37; Ps 104:10–18; Joel 2:23), had held back the rain as another disciplinary judgment (Lev 26:19; Deut 28:22–24; cf. Jer 5:23–25). Once again, the people offer no proper response (cf. Jer 14:1–9, 20–22; Joel 1:10–14).271

The breadth of the disaster is communicated literarily in these two verses in different ways than in the previous one. These are the longest lines of the section, so critics are wont to postulate emendations and expansions.272 The length, however, is the vehicle of emphasis. The devastation on the entire country is conveyed by the alteration between field and city:
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The disaster affects rural and urban areas alike. The lack of rain is sovereignly selective of fields and cities, but the impact would have been widespread nonetheless. The structure of the second half of v. 7, which many find cumbersome, is illuminating:




	city:
	verb + (prep. +) object 
	(prep. +) object + verb (chiasm)



	field: 
	subject + verb 
	subject + relative clause + verb (parallel)





The sequence is broken up by the relative clause, which sets up the first result of the lack of rain: the withering and drying up of plots of ground. Verse 8 is also lengthy and very vivid. To describe the second effect of the lack of water, it begins with another example of “number parallelism” (two-three; cf. three-four in the OAN). The seriousness of the people’s experience is expressed in the choice of verbs. Nwʿ can be translated as “wander” (Pss 59:15 [MT 59:16]; 109:10) or as stagger (Isa 24:20; 29:9; Lam 4:14). Either nuance is appropriate here.273 Nevertheless, the dire extremity of the situation, coupled with the hunger of v. 6, suggests the second option as the more powerful image. Another key verb is śbʿ (“be satisfied”). Even if they were to find water, it would not be enough to satiate them or quench their thirst.

9 The literary strategy to underscore thorough judgment is expressed differently yet again. In this verse, the initial first-person singular verb is followed by two of the instruments of “smiting.” Four separate areas are listed as affected by this disaster: their gardens, vineyards, fig trees, and olive trees. Ironically, the people were chided that they multiply sin (the same verb occurs in v. 4); here their gardens repeatedly274 feel divine wrath. The verse closes with a destructive agent other than Yahweh: locusts (cf. 7:1–3). It begins and ends with damaging actions that hit at a wide swath of productive areas, an inclusio of comprehensive disaster. These crop diseases and locusts appear in the curse list of Deuteronomy 28 (vv. 22, 39–42; cf. 1 Kgs 8:37).

The identification of the diseases is a challenge. This pairing appears elsewhere (1 Kgs 8:37 = 2 Chr 6:28; Hag 2:17) and is usually translated “blight and mildew” (šiddāpôn, yērāqôn). The former is related to the phrase šədûpot qādîm (“scorched by the east wind”) in Gen 41:6, in which a hot, violent wind damages the crops.275 Borowski argues in favor of taking the terms as smut and rust respectively.276 If this is correct, these words are particularly frightening, since smut damages the barley especially and rust the wheat—that is, two staples of Israel’s diet and economy. Either interpretation implies devastation.

The term for locust here is gāzām (cf. Joel 1:4; 2:25). This term and gōbay (7:1) are two of the eleven Hebrew words for locusts, so there is discussion about how to specify and differentiate the species.277 Locusts are associated with the plagues of Egypt (Exod 10:3–20) and are instruments of divine judgment upon the people of God for sin (Deut 28:38, 49–52; 1 Kgs 8:37; Joel 1:4–6). Although the swarming destruction of invaders is occasionally described as that wrought by locusts (e.g., Deut 28:49–52; Judg 6:5, 7:12; Jer 46:23; 51:27; Joel 2:25), here the reference is clearly to the terrible devastation that these insects inflicted in the ancient world.

The stripping of the fig and olive trees by locusts would mean the loss of more provisions which, coupled with the impact of the plant diseases, returns the reader to the hunger of v. 6 (cf. 7:1–2). Loss of olives would mean less olive oil for food preparation, the lighting of lamps, and anointing. Wine and olive oil also served cultic purposes (e.g., Num 28:12; Deut 12:17–18; 14:23; 18:4; Joel 1:4–14). As in vv. 7–8, then, not only is there nothing to celebrate but the practice of the cult itself would be affected by the disasters.

10 From extreme want, the text now moves to death. The rhetorical strategy employed to highlight the judgment is different once more. In this verse, there are three first-person verbs with Yahweh as the subject, and the imagery is of the suffering and violence of war. There are five words with the second-person plural masculine suffix, which vividly mark the contrast between God and the people, the sovereign Judge and the stubbornly guilty nation.

Critics have proposed deleting after the manner of (lit. “in the way of”) Egypt and with the capture of your horses as secondary glosses that overload the meter of the lines.278 They also propose that with the sword (baḥereb) arose by dittography with your young men (baḥûrêkem).279 Again, from a literary point of view, the length of lines and the mention of the weapon could very well be purposeful (cf. 1:11; 7:9, 11, 17; 9:1, 4, 10). Literary effect need not be confined by modern demands of uniform clauses and word counts.

The first divine chastisement in this verse is Yahweh’s sending a plague after the manner of Egypt. This phrase is understood in several ways.280 Some commentators connect this plague directly with those experienced by Egypt in relationship to Israel’s exodus. The idea is that Israel had suffered several similar disasters, like pestilence (the fifth plague; Exod 9:1–7)281 and the loss of the firstborn (the tenth plague; Exod 11:4–7; 12:29–30).282 Others interpret it as a reference to the plagues of Egypt at the exodus in totality (Pss 78:42–51; 105:26–36)283 or more generally to pestilence like that experienced in Egypt and elsewhere in the ancient world.284

In the context of the rest of the line, however, it might be best to relate the plague to the horrible conditions of siege and combat,285 where contamination, bad sanitation, and diets of desperation breed disease.286 The combination of plague and sword appear elsewhere as curses (Lev 26:25; Deut 28:21, 60; cf. Num 14:12; 2 Sam 24:15; Ezek 14:19). They also appear in other accounts as wartime scourges, along with hunger (Jer 21:3–10; 32:36; 38:2; 44:13; Ezek 5:12; 6:11–12; 7:15), which could degenerate in the most extreme conditions into cannibalism (2 Kgs 6:24–30; Isa 22:7–13; Jer 14:18; Lam 2:20– 22; 4:8–10; Ezek 4), and thirst. Getting ready for a siege, therefore, required gathering food and securing a water supply (2 Chr 11:11–12; 32:2–5; Isa 22:11). Not surprisingly, several archaeological sites reveal impressive water systems and food storage areas (e.g., Hazor, Megiddo, Gezer, Gibeon, Lachish, and Jerusalem). Hunger and thirst, of course, appear earlier in this litany of obstinacy but are not linked directly to war (vv. 6–8). The reference to Egypt in this verse, therefore, may be comparative—that is, the chastisement had come upon Israel with the severity of what Egypt had endured at the hands of Yahweh. The extent of the carnage is described vividly in the rest of the verse. This is the fourth mention of Egypt in the book (2:10; 3:1, 9). In each case it is part of an indictment against Israel.

The verse next turns to those dying in battle. Those who are killed with the sword are the young men.287 The fallen might be Israel’s elite troops,288 but elsewhere in the book the term refers simply to those of the age of military availability and with strength for the conflict, those whose death spelled doom for the vitality of the nation (2:11; 8:13; cf. Lam 1:15, 18; 2:21; 5:13). The nation that thought itself secure from the sword (9:10) was to suffer death by the sword. One may interpret the phrase that follows (with the capture of your horses)289 as indicating that the horses (those Israel had captured or that the enemy had captured from Israel) were slain along with the soldiers (cf. 2:15).290 On the other hand, it might refer to the capture of Israel’s horses in addition to the loss of its soldiers.291 The horses would have been harnessed to the chariots of Israel’s cavalry, for which its armies were famous.292 Either option communicates the completeness of defeat.

The final piece of this description of military defeat depicts tremendous loss of life. The stench of the dead, who had not been buried, rose from the military camps of Israel (cf. Isa 34:3; Joel 2:20). Emphasis comes in the form of a waw explicativum (“even to your nostrils”), which paints a vivid picture of the aftermath of armed combat. Bodies lay decomposing where they fell (or perhaps where they had been all gathered), a scene to be revisited in 8:3 (cf. 6:9-10; 1 Sam 31:8–13; 2 Sam 21:10; Nah 3:3). They would have been exposed to the elements and to ravaging by vultures and wild animals (cf. Jer 16:4), without proper burial (2:1; cf. Isa 14:19–20; Jer 41:9).

The imagery is harsh and the details vague. To try to specify to what conflict the verse might refer is speculation. Scholars, who do try to identify the historical context, often connect this verse to the engagements with Hazael and Ben-Hadad of Syria (2 Kgs 10:32–33; 13:7).293 Andersen and Freedman suggest that the defeat alluded to must have occurred early in Jeroboam II’s reign, before the assumed successes of 2 Kings 14:25–28.294 According to the historical reconstruction of this commentary, the last years of that king’s rule degenerated into defeat and chaos. Israel was in conflict on various fronts (see the OAN),295 but greater humiliation and sorrow (2:13–16; 5:16–17) and destruction (3:11–4:3; 5:1–3, 27; 6:7–14; 7:17; 8:3; 9:1, 4, 9–10) lay ahead. Costly setbacks, such as those portrayed in this verse, make the prophetic mockery of the nation’s victories even more biting (6:13). Israel’s mighty fortresses are doomed, and its strength is self-deluding (7:7–8). Not only is the God of the national ideology and cult not providing the abundant material benefits that they celebrate in their ceremonies, but Yahweh has refused to grant victory to his people. He is not the champion of Israel; instead, Yahweh is their challenger and chastiser (5:18–20).

11 The choice of comparison for the final portrayal of catastrophe suggests that it is the most devastating. This verse is the only one in the series that does not employ the language for the violation of covenant found in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28.296 The destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19:24–29) was a proverbial benchmark for great judgment in the prophetic literature. It is used for the judgment on other peoples, such as Edom (Jer 49:18), Babylon (Isa 13:19; Jer 50:40; Hos 11:8), and Moab and Ammon (Zeph 2:9), and for Yahweh’s chastisement of Jerusalem of Judah (Isa 1:9; Lam 4:6). Here it is applied to the Northern Kingdom. The verb hpk is used for judgment without this reference elsewhere (Jer 20:16; Jonah 3:4). The syntax—the first-person singular form (I overthrew) coupled with a participle of this same root in construct with the divine person (mahpēkat ʾĕlōhîm; lit. “the overthrowing of God”)—adds emphasis.

Believing that this verb refers to an earthquake, some commentators think that this is an allusion to 1:1, which says that the prophet’s ministry occurred two years before that event. Accordingly, the argument goes, the verse must postdate Amos.297 This interpretation overlooks the literary purpose of the Sodom and Gomorrah reference. It is a comparative that serves to highlight the severity of the ruin brought by Yahweh, not an indication of a literal earthquake.298 Others suggest that the verse refers to the disaster wrought by the Syrians, which may be the referent of v. 10.299 Yet it is odd that the connection to those conflicts would not be more explicit if the two verses did speak of the same incident, especially in light of the use of syntactical and lexical features to ground the conceptual link between v. 6 and vv. 7–8. This disaster could be a separate incident not specified here, or perhaps the image serves to portray the cumulative effect of the preceding catastrophes. The next clause also employs an analogy (like a firebrand). Again, this does not necessarily denote that the image is literal, that the judgment included fire (although fire is a prominent feature of judgment in the OAN).300

A major difference between this verse and the preceding verses of the section is that the push to communicate wide-ranging, terrible judgment is counterbalanced by wording that conveys that it is not absolutely comprehensive (like a firebrand that has been saved from burning; cf. Zech 3:2). The verb “saved” (nṣl) appears in 3:12, where there is something left after mauling by a lion, and the same sense exists here. Judgment has been severe, but bits and pieces remain (cf. 5:3; 9:8). This is an instance of the theme of the remnant. Some of the nation will survive amid the ruins of national catastrophes and war, and with them Yahweh will raise up a future of renewal and reconstruction (9:11–15).


c. A True Encounter with God (4:12)

12Therefore, thus I will doa to you, O Israel; because I will do this to you, prepare to meetb your God, O Israel.

a. Andersen and Freedman parse the verb as a preterite, referring to the preceding judgments (Amos, 450–52). For the Tg. rendering (“Adorn yourself to receive the teaching of the law of your God”), see Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan, 28; R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 84.

b. LXX translates “to call upon” (epikaleisthai), reflecting liqrōʾ ʾet (qrʾ I) instead of MT liqraʾt (qrʾ II). See the exposition.

This verse is connected syntactically to 4:6–11 by therefore, thus (lākēn kōh). As elsewhere (3:11; 5:16; 7:17), the phrase initiates an announcement of judgment. Here, it brings the series of disasters to a close and transitions to the climax in v. 13, which is the encounter with Yahweh. Your God (ʾĕlōheykā)301 echoes ʾĕlōhîm in the preceding verse, even as it makes the indictment more personal. Most important, the comparison to God’s overthrowing in v. 11 here shifts to a face-to-face meeting. The name Israel appears twice in v. 12 for greater effect.

The structure is cumbersome, and critics have gone to great lengths to explain the unwieldy syntax and the ambiguity of the referents for thus and this.302 A few argue that the repetitive wording of the verse reflects the conflation of two separate readings of identical sense or the insertion of a marginal gloss into the text by a redactor.303 Some emend the clause thus I will do to you to “because you do this to me.”304 Some scholars propose that an announcement of judgment (to which this refers) has dropped out.305 Still others believe that this refers to a symbolic act performed when the oracle was given, such as the breaking of a pot as a sign of Yahweh’s anger.306 Wolff envisions a scene before the altar at Bethel in which a preacher is physically pointing to the sanctuary of Bethel, which had been destroyed by Josiah, as an object lesson for his own day (2 Kgs 23:15–20).307

A literary reading appreciates the effect of the complexity and repetition. As we have seen, each of the disasters in 4:6–11 is presented in a different fashion. Critics are often uncomfortable with this variety and wordiness and try to streamline those verses. What is missed is the literary art of emphasis.308 Here, the vagueness does not mean that something has fallen out or that the text needs to be emended. Instead, the repeated use of personal pronouns, first-person verbs, and the twice-mentioned Israel focus attention on Yahweh and the nation. The language forces concentration on these two characters whom the “I” and “you” of vv. 6–11 name. The ambiguity of the referents for thus and this builds suspense by postponing a description of what is in the offing, so that attention is on the person of Yahweh. Thus probably points back to vv. 6–11: “I will do to you things similar to what I already have done, O Israel.” This refers to what is coming. The lack of definition makes abundantly clear that it is not with forcasted events but with the person of Yahweh that Israel must deal.

The next clause, prepare to meet your God, has generated three interpretations. Some propose that the line is a challenge to the nation to call on “your gods” (ʾĕlōhîm translated as a plural), who are powerless in the face of the all-powerful Yahweh.309 This view has not garnered much support. ʾĔlōhîm can be translated as a plural in 5:26, and perhaps at 2:8 and 8:14. Though lexically possible here, this view is not sustainable, at the very least because ʾĕlōhîm in the preceding verse refers to the God of Israel and because the same form in 9:15 (ʾĕlōhêkā) refers to Yahweh. Another option is to understand the line as an invitation to covenant renewal within a cultic framework.310 Brueggemann argues that this verse should be interpreted in light of the Sinai covenant traditions of Exodus 19, 34.311 He bases his interpretation on the combination of the verbs “prepare” (kûn) and “meet” (qārāʾ II), verbs that can be used in reference to the worship of God (Exod 19:11, 15, 17; 34:2).

Another alternative is to understand the line as a reference to war preparations. Prepare most often appears in such contexts (e.g., Josh 8:4; Ps 7:13 [MT 7:14]; Jer 51:12; Ezek 7:14; 38:7), as does meet (e.g., Num 21:23; Josh 8:14; Judg 20:31; 1 Sam 17:2, 48, 55; 2 Sam 10:17). This God is the one of the Sodom and Gomorrah-like devastation of v. 11 and the one who announced terrible judgment in warfare earlier in the book (2:14–16; 3:6, 12, 14–15; 4:2–3; cf. 5:27; 6:8, 13–14; 7:9, 17; 9:4; maybe 6:9–11; 8:3). The following passage, 5:1–3, is clearly about war, so in context the implication is that the encounter—or, better, confrontation—is one in battle.

Nevertheless, the verse is perhaps intentionally uncertain. This section began with a cultic critique in 4:4–5, and once more the text could be turning expectations of worship on their head. Whereas the popular belief was that Yahweh was met at the sanctuaries in their religious activities, the text calls for the people to get ready for an authentic rendezvous with their God. Verses 6–11 rehearse mediated experiences through what Yahweh had sent; now the engagement will be direct—and in battle! The following verse portrays the One whom Israel awaits. This will yield a reversal of the nationalistic social imaginary: Yahweh comes against—not for—the nation as the exceedingly powerful God. If this is meant to be the section’s climax, then what awaits the nation will be worse than anything they have previously experienced.312

EXCURSUS: THE “DOXOLOGIES” OF THE BOOK OF AMOS

Amos 4:13 is the first of the three “doxologies” of the book, all of which are characterized by creation themes (cf. 5:8–9; 9:5–6; and possibly 1:2). Scholars have debated four primary issues related to these passages.313 The first concerns identifying their genre and possible Sitz im Leben. The difficulty in specifying what these passages should be labeled is the reason that “doxologies” appears in quotation marks. Some, for example, relate them to a cultic context as part of a liturgy (whether it involved the prophet himself or was simply the original setting from which he drew them), although there is disagreement as to which ceremony it may have been connected.314 Because this hymnic material extols the power, sovereignty, and grandeur of Yahweh, these passages are classified as doxologies. But their praise undergirds God’s punishment of his people, so they are actually “doxologies of judgment.”315 What may have been taken from the vocabulary of praise is now turned ironically against the nation, as the book does elsewhere with Israel’s traditions and forms.

The second issue is the date. Several scholars allow for Amos to be the author of these lines or to have utilized hymnic material at his disposal.316 Others do not assign the material to the prophet but do date these passages before the exile.317 Wolff believes these verses reflect a polemic against the cult at Bethel in the era of Josiah’s reforms (2 Kgs 23:15–20; cf. 17:13–14). The destruction of that altar meant that Amos’s oracles of judgment had been fulfilled through that pious king, so the people should praise the only true God and turn away from other deities.318 A number of critics date these passages to the exilic or postexilic periods.319 The reasons for that dating are: (1) the texts’ supposed intrusiveness in their literary contexts, (2) the conviction that creation theology and vocabulary are a later phenomenon connected, for instance, with Job (5:9–16; 9:5–10) and Isaiah 40–66 (e.g., 40:26, 28; 42:5; 43:1, 7; 45:7–9; 65:17–18), (3) the claim that this cosmic eschatology is a step toward apocalyptic literature, and (4) the contention that the formula Yahweh is his name in combination with creation themes and judgment (and sometimes idolatry and oath-taking) reflects a later time.

The exposition below will address the objection to dating this hymnlike material to the time of the prophet (or earlier) by highlighting its contextual appropriateness. As to the lateness of creation theology and terminology, Paas demonstrates that there was substantive reflection on creation earlier in the history of Israel (and in the ancient world). In addition, the formula Yahweh is his name is found in pre-prophetic texts (e.g., Exod 15:3; Ps 68:4 [MT 68:5]), and its connection to yhwh ṣəbāʾôt (Yahweh of Hosts) is prominent in the prophetic literature.320 In addition, a form of the epithet in 4:13 appears several other times in the book (3:13; 5:14–16, 27; 6:8, 14; 9:5). It should also be noted that the language of Micah (1:3–4), another eighth-century prophet, echoes the wording in 4:13.

Third, did these three passages originate as part of a single hymn, or are they separate constructions of traditional material elaborated specifically for each literary context? Unfortunately, scholars that argue for a preexisting composition from which these verses are drawn are sometimes forced to offer emendations to fit their scheme of what the original hymn might have looked like.321 Also, the level of speculation required to make the many proposed interconnections with the hymns’ respective contexts commends a better option: namely, that available theological and liturgical expressions were tailored to fit each instance. Of course, there is no way to make a decision without some degree of speculation,322 but certainly the vocabulary in each instance is linked to other parts of the book (see the exposition).323 Some suggest that they serve as major structural markers for the book as well, but that is not convincing beyond the first two of the three passages.324

Finally, what is the theological purpose of the three passages?325 To begin with, each closes with the declaration Yahweh is his name (4:13 has a longer expression). Some scholars contend that this signals a polemic against other deities, underscoring that Yahweh alone is the creator and controller of nature.326 In the ancient context, to make claims for a god necessarily differentiated that deity from others. The question is not whether such ideas might lie in the background but whether they are the doxologies’ primary intent. Each extols the incomparable power and sovereignty of Yahweh—the God of Israel is both Creator and divine Judge. This is not to deny that nowhere are other gods the text’s concern (note 5:26; perhaps 2:8; 7:9; 8:14). These hymnic passages reveal that Israel’s is an idolatry of a false Yahweh, whom it has shaped according to its own will and pleasure and celebrated at Bethel, Gilgal, Dan, and other sanctuaries; but these centers and their erroneous religion are doomed (3:14; 4:4–5; 5:4–6; 8:3; 9:1). This one whom Israel praises as its champion and benefactor now turns his hand in incomparable power against the nation. There is an increasing portrayal of the power of Yahweh that develops across the series. The second doxology (5:8–9) picks up the concept of changing light into darkness from the first (4:13) and expresses it in more forceful language; the third (9:5–6) quotes a line of the second hymn and places it within a cosmic context beyond the horizon of 5:8–9. There is a conscious heightening of the praise of Yahweh as creator of all the earth and judge of Israel and the nations. Surely there were doxologies sung at Israel’s sanctuaries that legitimated the status quo and praised the deity of the national ideology. These prophetic words stand as a counter-testimony, as rival proclamations and praise to the domesticated liturgies of those condemned places of worship.
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d. Behold the Creator (4:13)

13For behold: The one who shapes the mountainsa and creates the wind, who reveals to humanity what is his complaint,b who makes dawn into darkness, and who treads upon the high places of the earth.c Yahweh God of Hosts is his name.

a. LXX continues the first-person sense of the preceding verse and translates, “[It is] I who make the thunder strong” (egō stereōn brontēn). See the exposition.

b. LXX has “his anointed one” or “his messiah” (ton christon autou), for which see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 154–56; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 236–40; Amos, 85–86. Syr. reads “how great is his glory”; Tg. reads “what his works are.” A few scholars emend to maʿăsehû (“his works”); cf. Tg. See Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 186; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 220, 225; Mays, Amos, 77. NEB translates, “who showers abundant rain on the earth.”

c. Connecting this line to the final blessing of the righteous and the judgment on the wicked, Tg. has “to prepare light for the righteous ones like the light of the morning that gets ever stronger, and to bring darkness upon the wicked of the earth.” See Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan, 170–75; R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 84.

This is the first of the hymnic passages in the book of Amos. Almost every component of the verse is disputed.327 The opening For behold (kî hinnēh) follows dramatically on the invitation for Israel to prepare to meet its God in v. 12. These two words appear in 4:2; 6:11, 14; and 9:9 to preface an announcement of judgment.328 Here, five participles, organized into two sets of parallel strophes, introduce Yahweh in all of his transcendent power.329 The five are a counterpart to the fivefold indictment of vv. 6–11. Elsewhere in the book, participial descriptors offer negative portrayals of the characteristic behavior of those who oppress others (e.g., 2:7; 3:12; 4:1; 5:7, 18; 6:1, 3–6, 13; 8:4, 14; 9:10).330 In the doxologies, they depict the activities of the mighty Creator who comes to judge and do battle against the nation.

The first two participles speak of the power of Yahweh. He is the one who fashions the mountains and creates331 the rûaḥ. Mountains appear elsewhere in the book (3:9; 4:1; 6:1; 9:13; cf. 1:2), but scholars debate whether rûaḥ refers to the wind, the human spirit (cf. Zech 12:1),332 or even God’s Spirit. The context of natural disasters in 4:6–11 and the mention of mountains suggest that the first option (wind) is the best. Mountains and wind serve as a merism to express Yahweh’s creation of everything from an imposing material reality to the ephemeral, from the most stable to the most fleeting. There also might be the assumption that the wind, as a powerful force in nature, marks another manifestation of Yahweh’s strength.

The meaning of the next clause, the central piece of the five-participle sequence, has also been debated. What is being revealed to humanity and to whom does his refer? The term śēaḥ (“thought”), a hapax legomenon, is a biform of śîaḥ. Even though it is taken in this verse to mean thoughts or counsel (e.g., Ps 104:34), elsewhere it often has a negative sense, such as lament, worry, or moaning (e.g., 1 Sam 1:16; Job 7:13; 10:1; 21:4; 23:2; Pss 55:2 [MT 55:3]; 64:1 [MT 64:2]; 142:2 [MT 142:3]; Prov 23:29). Since the term is never used of God, it is not surprising that some commentators take the clause to refer to God’s ability to lay bare a person’s thoughts as another expression of divine sovereignty (cf. Ps 139:2; Jer 11:20; 17:10; Dan 2:27–28).333 Nevertheless, its combination with reveals suggests that this speaks of God communicating his thoughts to his people or his complaint at their rebellion (cf. Mic 6:8).334 In 3:7–8, the prophet is said to be the channel of revelation, and the speech formulas throughout the book reinforce this idea of divine disclosure of the basis and consequences of his displeasure. The placement of this clause at the middle part of the verse could imply that this is the focus, or most important, point of the five. Yahweh has made known to the people his word; they are without excuse.

The third clause returns to the arena of the natural world. It declares literally, “makes dawn darkness.” The two nouns (šaḥar, ʿêpâ) are juxtaposed. The second is probably an accusative of the product, yielding who makes dawn into darkness.335 The syntax is awkward, so not a few scholars opt for the LXX rendering (see below). In addition, the statement apparently contradicts what is said in the second doxology (5:8), so some suggest that a better reading is that Yahweh turns darkness into morning.336 This is not a problem, however, if one appreciates that the doxologies make significant, though different, theological points. In this verse, the terrible power of the Creator is emphasized by the assertion that Yahweh is able to reverse the fundamental processes of nature. Yahweh cannot be manipulated by cultic fare, nor is he bound to the ideological commitments of the sanctuaries. He has established a natural order of things in the cosmos of which his moral demands are a part; God is able to intervene in accordance with his will (e.g., Jer 31:35–37).337 These words are close to what is said at 8:9 and anticipate the darkness of the day of Yahweh (5:18, 20).338

The last description is that Yahweh treads upon the high places of the earth. The phrase treads upon clearly communicates God’s power. The question as to the import of Yahweh’s actions on the high places of the earth, however, is a matter of discussion. What are these high places? The term itself can have various meanings.339 Older commentators understood this phrase in 4:13 phenomenologically: a picture of thunder and lightning with the shaking of the ground that would accompany God as he approached in judgment.340 Others see in the term “high place” an allusion to religious centers, whether dedicated to Yahweh or to other deities (cf. 7:9), and indeed this is its sense in many passages in the Old Testament. From this perspective, Yahweh, the One who has manifested himself in nature and in the nation’s experience (vv. 6–11), will crush the unacceptable cultic sites and their rituals, including Bethel and Gilgal.341 Yet the term does not always refer to worship centers (e.g., Hab 3:19). A third option, then, is to appreciate the clause as a literary expression of supremacy and victory, here of the warrior god Yahweh (Deut 32:13; Isa 14:14; 58:14; Mic 1:3–4; cf. Job 9:8; Hab 3:12).342 This more militaristic nuance would fit the language of 4:12 and the epithet with which this verse closes, yhwh ʾĕlōhê ṣəbāʾôt. The second and third options can go hand in hand, although one may have the priority. The choice for the military emphasis, which is the option taken here, is also an ideological (and hence theological) statement about Yahweh. The Divine Warrior will expose the fallacies of the false, nationalistic, benevolent god that Israel worships. They call him Yahweh, but now they will encounter this God as he truly is. Either of the last two options can also claim that this clause appeals to the theophanic language of ancient Near Eastern creation or storm god myths, even as they disagree on its meaning.343

The verse closes, and climaxes, with Yahweh God of Hosts is his name. This epithet describes the divine person in this context: Yahweh is the God of the armies, an ominous assertion. This is the second place in the book that a long title appears (cf. 3:13; 5:14–16, 27; 6:8; 9:5). Each of these instances describes the comprehensive devastation that is coming. Indeed, chapter 5 begins with a lament for great loss in battle. The descriptions of this verse are the final flourish of the forceful rhetoric in 4:4–13. From the ironic condemnation of 4:4–5 to the well-structured but varied means of expressing emphasis in 4:6–11 to the transitional 4:12 to this doxology, the text has communicated that Israel is entrapped in its self-destructive delusions and stubborn disobedience. Terrible judgment awaits. The incomparable, sovereign God, who had the power to cause the natural disasters in 4:4–11, will bring disaster to the nation’s history.

Lastly, mention should be made of three significant differences from the MT in the Septuagint. While there may have been errors in reading or a gap in the translators’ knowledge of Hebrew, at least two of these changes suggest theological purposes at work. First, mountains is rendered “thunder” (brontēn), which might indicate an anti-Baal or anti-Zeus polemic (cf. LXX Hos 13:4).344 The second and most important difference is “his anointed” (ton christon autou) for his complaint. In addition to the possible ignorance of the hapax legomenon śēaḥ, the translators’ intent may have been to couple God’s revelation to humanity of his plan here with David’s tent in 9:11 and humanity’s seeking God in LXX 9:12.345 Note, too, that “Gog,” the future enemy of God and his people (Ezek 38), appears in LXX 7:1. This would be yet another connection to this eschatological program. The Greek Fathers appealed to LXX 4:13 to clarify issues related to the Trinity: to substantiate God the Father as Creator, to point to Old Testament revelation about the appearance of the Christos, and to argue whether pneuma refers to the wind or to the Spirit of God (if so, is the Spirit a created being?).346 The third change is the addition of the conjunction to darkness so that God makes both the dawn and the darkness, instead of his turning the dawn into darkness. On this point, LXX is followed by several commentators.347

B. PROPHETIC LAMENT FOR THE DEATH OF ISRAEL (5:1–6:14)

1. What’s in a Name? (5:1–17)

The opening exhortation of chapter 5 signals the beginning of a new part of the book. This section begins with a lament over the defeated nation and closes with howls of grief in every place. It is a picture of terrible judgment and its aftermath. This literary setting determines the mood and movement of the next two sections, 5:18–27 and 6:1–14. Both are introduced by woes and reinforce the tone set here. They also push the descriptions of judgment to new vistas: the exile of the nation and its leaders (5:26–27; 6:7), the destruction of the capital city (6:8–11), and the oppressive presence of a foreign power in the land (6:14). Although two passages, 5:4–6 and 5:14–15, suggest that doom is avoidable with repentance, these will need to be interpreted within this broader context of death. This contradicts Andersen and Freedman, who take the woes of 5:1–6:14 (their “Book of Woes”) not as announcements of final ruin but as warnings given early in Amos’s career before all hope had passed.348

Several decades ago, de Waard recognized a chiasm in 5:1–17,349 and his proposal has found wide acceptance.350 It reads (captions mine):

A Lament for Israel (vv. 1–3)

B Seek Yahweh and live (vv. 4–6)

C Warning to Israel (v. 7)

D The power of Yahweh to create (v. 8a, b, c)

E “Yahweh is his name” (v. 8d)

D′ The power of Yahweh to destroy (v. 9)

C′ Warning to the powerful (vv. 10–13)

B′ Seek Yahweh and live (vv. 14–15)

A′ Lament for Israel (vv. 16–17)

Earlier critical commentators emphasized the apparent lack of order in 5:1–17, but recently, several have acknowledged the existence of this chiastic pattern that provides the proper framework for appreciating the organization of the section. They deem this a secondary construction, however, and attribute it to a later redactor who brought together the diverse passages.351 A few even consider the chiasm of 5:1–17, with its center at 5:8, to be the centerpiece of a longer recursion pattern352 or even of the entire work.353

There are primarily two passages whose genuineness some scholars have questioned: the hymnic piece or doxology (vv. 8–9) and vv. 11 and 13. Both are considered intrusive to the context and to have vocabulary foreign to Amos (see the exposition below). Some suggest moving vv. 8–9 to after 5:6. The presence of the chiasm, though, disarms much of the unease of critics. The movement through the passage is not linear but inverted so that what appears to be an abrupt interruption of vv. 7 and 10 by a doxology makes literary sense. Each line has a role to play in its present location.354

Amos 5:1–17 is framed by death and dying. Losses on the battlefield (vv. 1–3) are echoed by the ubiquitous sound of wailing (vv. 16–17). In the midst of this harsh national demise, there are exhortations to seek Yahweh and justice (vv. 4–6, 14–15). The reality of a poisonous and self-destructive society, however, undermines any true hope of change (vv. 7, 10–13) and will define how these lines of repentance should be understood. In the end, as in 4:13, Israel must face the wrath of the all-powerful cosmic God (vv. 8–9).

a. Lament for Israel (5:1–3)

1Hear this word,a which I am bringing against you, a lament, O house of Israel.b

2She has fallen, never to rise again—the virgin Israel;c

she is forsaken upon her ground; there is no one to pick her up.

3For thus says the Lordd Yahweh:

The city going out with a thousand will sparee a hundred, and the one going out with a hundred will spare ten for the house of Israel.

a. LXX reads “this word of the Lord” (ton logon kyriou touton).

b. Some manuscripts of LXX (cf. Vulg.) take house of Israel as the subject of the next verse. See Glenny, Amos, 88.

c. For the virgin Israel, Tg. has “one of the daughters from the congregation.” Wolff thinks that this paraphrase was to limit the severity of judgment (Joel and Amos, 227). Stuart proposes that the Vorlage may have had “young daughter” (bat yalat) instead of MT bətûlat (Hosea–Jonah, 343).

d. This does not appear in LXX, so it is deleted by some commentators as an expansion of the messenger formula (e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 227; Jeremias, Amos, 81; cf. BHS; BHQ, 79*).

e. The verb appears twice in this verse in the hiphil. Elsewhere the meaning “left over” is expressed in the niphal. (HALOT, 1375–77). Sellin emends both forms to the niphal (Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 226). For this translation, see John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 156–57; Carroll R., Contexts for Amos, 224.

The previous section, 4:4–13, closes with the challenge for Israel to prepare to meet its God. Yahweh sent the litany of disasters in 4:6–11 to cause his people to return, but they consistently refused. The expectation, then, is that the nation will fare worse in the face-to-face meeting. The language of 4:12–13 is ominous and hints at as much. That suspicion is confirmed in 5:1–17, whose opening pericope announces a lament (qînâ, v. 1; cf. 8:10).355

Laments are a response to loss of a loved one or friend (2 Sam 1:17–27; 3:31–35). The Old Testament contains various terms for mourning356 and offers glimpses of customs associated with grief in ancient Israel, such as tearing garments, wearing sackcloth, shaving the head (8:10; 2 Sam 3:31; cf. Gen 37:34–35; 2 Sam 1:11–12; Mic 1:16), chanting or singing (8:10; 2 Chr 35:25), and the wailing of professional mourners (5:16–17; Jer 9:17, 20 [MT 9:16, 19]). Prophetic literature, however, often uses the qînâ to anticipate destruction and death instead of to mourn what has already occurred. So, too, in Amos.357 Though Israel has already experienced loss (see the OAN; 4:6–11), this lament concerns the effects of a major judgment yet to come.

On the other hand, prophetic laments are not always expressions of sadness at an unfortunate demise. They can be a satirical song (full of emotion, to be sure) over the ruin of someone (Israel’s leaders, Ezek 19; the king of Tyre, Ezek 28:11–19; Pharaoh, Ezek 32:2–10; cf. Isa 14:4–23; Jer 22:18–23) or a people deserving of judgment (Tyre, Ezek 26:17; 27:2, 32; cf. Isa 23:1–16; Jer 16:5–7; Lam). These laments do not bemoan injustice in the hope that God might vindicate the innocent and restore them;358 rather, they mock an oppressor’s fall and the fact that they will now experience what they have done to others. Some link 5:1–17 to Mesopotamian city laments.359 On occasion, ancient Near Eastern laments served to legitimate the government that was replacing prior rulers who had supposedly been a cause of the disaster. This book, however, is not a propagandistic tract for the Southern monarchy that justifies the fall of Israel. Judah is critiqued in the few places it is mentioned; there are no illusions of its innocence or superiority (2:4–5; 6:1).

What is the tone of this lament? Is it ironic and condemnatory—a warning of the horror that awaits the nation because of its sinful stubbornness?360 Or is this an expression of sadness at the suffering that is coming? The latter may be the better option. This perspective resonates with the intercessions in the first two visions that seek God’s mercy because Israel is small (7:2, 5). In Lamentations, the stellar example of the lament genre, there is a recognition that Jerusalem’s suffering is ultimately at God’s hand and is merited, yet the moaning over the disaster and its ongoing impact is heartfelt—even if it is a journey to painful self-evaluation. Similarly, 5:1–3, 16–17 express regret at the tragic consequences of Israel’s transgressions. Was this sorrow designed to move the nation to repentance? Perhaps, but the character displayed throughout its history and in the silencing of God’s representatives (2:11–12; 7:10–13) suggests that lament will not lead to a change in behavior. After all, the people and its leaders could not fathom that Yahweh would not be on their side (5:14, 18–20; 7:10–13).

The book of Amos has additional notes of grief over the end of the Northern Kingdom, using the root ʾbl (“to mourn”; 1:2; 5:16; 8:8, 10; 9:5).361 Some suggest that the lament of this passage may have been expressed through a ritual at a sanctuary, such as Bethel (cf. Jer 41:4–5; Joel 1:13–16; 2:15–17).362 This possibility is attractive, but speculative. Another possibility is that the opening lament is Yahweh’s.

1 This chapter and section begin with a call to attention to the house of Israel—that is, the Northern Kingdom (cf. 5:2, 4, 25; 6:1, 14; 7:10; 9:9).363 This identification is consistent with the oracles of 3:1–4:3, which have Israel’s capital city in their sights, and 4:4–13, which names the Northern sanctuaries and condemns that nation’s stubbornness. This oracle follows on 4:12–13 literarily as the description of the consequence of the nation’s encounter with Yahweh. Bethel and Gilgal reappear in vv. 5–6 (cf. 4:4) and confirm the connection with Israel, as do the designations “house of Joseph” in v. 6 and “remnant of Joseph” in v. 15 (cf. 6:6). The dirge is for the whole nation, as all will suffer (cf. 4:4–13) and grieve (5:16–17), even if in this and the following sections the leadership (economic, political, military, religious) is singled out for special condemnation. Israel is to hear the lament of its coming funeral.

The qînâ, or dirge, has a distinct meter. It is usually of two lines with a combination of three and two elements. The Hebrew of vv. 2–3 literally reads:




	Fallen not-to-again rise (3) 
	virgin Israel (2) 



	Forsaken on her-soil (3) 
	there-is-no one-to-raise-her (2)



	The-city goes-out a-thousand (3)
	she-spares a-hundred (2) 



	[the city] goes-out a-hundred (2)
	she-spares ten (2)





The vocative hear364 is modified by a relative clause, as in 3:1. This distinguishes 3:1 and 5:1 as major structural breaks (in contrast to 4:1).365 The relative clause in 3:1 announces that this word of Yahweh’s condemnation is spoken against the nation, but here this word is a lament that is raised over Israel.366 It is expressed in the first person, but what is the identity of the one who gives this dirge? Most commentators believe that it is the prophet, whose words are followed by God’s declaration beginning in v. 3 (cf. 4:1–2).367 These opening lines, then, would voice Amos’s frustrated sorrow over the fate of his people. Another possibility is that it is simply a rhetorical device to get the attention of the reader.

A third option is that the one who raises the lament is Yahweh himself.368 The first-person pronoun ʾānōkî appeared earlier in 4:7 to refer to his direct intervention, and every other occurrence of this first-person pronoun (except for 7:14) refers to Yahweh (2:9–10, 13; 6:8; 9:9; cf. ʾănî, 4:6). Other calls to hear are clearly from him as well (3:1, 9, 13; 4:1; 8:4). In this case, 5:3 would mark the second part of the lament, not a separate saying of God. Yahweh has come to the encounter announced in 4:12 and laments over his people. Repeatedly, God has tried to stir Israel to walk in his ways and restore their relationship with him (4:6–11). Their refusal has led to judgment, but he takes no joy in this. Yahweh’s pain is matched in vv. 16–17 by the weeping of those who will suffer loss.369 This is chastisement with pathos, not punishment in cruel anger.370

2 The nation has fallen. This past-time framework suggests that Israel’s demise, which elsewhere is described as imminent (2:14–16; 3:11–4:3; etc.), is understood as an accomplished fact.371 This is what prompted the lament in the previous line. This language is repeated in 8:14 (cf. Ps 36:12 [MT 36:13]; Isa 24:20; Ezek 29:5).372

Several stylistic features make the description of Israel’s demise emphatic. First, the root “arise” (qûm) is repeated: She is not able to arise, and there is no one to lift her up. This verb appears several times in the book. God raised up prophets (2:11), and in the future he will raise up an enemy (6:14), a sword against the house of Jeroboam (7:9), and the fallen booth of David (9:11). In context, each of these is an indictment. In chapter 7, the nation is said to be small, and so the prophet asks, How can Jacob stand [in the judgment]? (7:2, 5; cf. 8:14). The assumed answer is that Israel is weak and without help. Though the gracious lifting up of the vulnerable is what characterizes the commitment of Yahweh to his people (e.g., 1 Sam 2:8), the deserved punishment of the nation cancels out that hope. The nation’s ideology is confident of divine protection and blessing, but this belief proves misplaced and delusional (cf. Hos 6:2).

Second, the choice of the verb “fall” (npl) can remind the reader of other passages that connect falling to loss at war, whether of persons (Lev 26:36; 2 Sam 1:19, 25, 27; 3:34; Jer 9:22 [MT 9:21]; Lam 2:21) or of a nation (Isa 21:9; Jer 51:8). This lexical connection to battle anticipates v. 3, where a military setting is clear. Third, the verb nṭš adds a graphic image. The English versions try to capture its sense: “forsaken” (NRSV, NKJV, ESV), “deserted” (NIV, CEB), “abandoned” (NJPS), “prostrate” (NEB), “neglected” (NASB). If the one who has fallen is dead, is this a picture of a carcass left to animals of prey, without proper burial or the minimal respect (cf. 2:1; Deut 28:26)?373 This scene reinforces the notion of no one being available or willing to lift up the nation in its trouble. Fourth, the nation lies on her ground (ʾadmātāh), which might allude to national territory (cf. 3:2, 5; 7:11, 17; 9:15) in contrast to the more general “earth” (ʾereṣ). The combination of “fall,” “be forsaken,” and “ground” may allude to an invasion in which Israel will suffer many casualties within its boundaries (cf. 2:14–16; 3:11–4:3; 6:8–11, 14; 7:9; 9:1, 8, 10).

Finally, virgin Israel is a startling metaphor that here appears for the first time in the Old Testament. This same phrase also occurs in Jer 14:17; 18:13; 31:4, 21 (cf. 14:17; 46:11), and similar combinations are used of Zion (2 Kgs 19:21; Isa 37:22; Lam 2:13), Judah (Lam 1:15), Sidon (Isa 23:12), Babylon (Isa 47:1), and Egypt (Jer 46:11). Its grammatical form is a construct, although “virgin” and Israel can be taken in apposition—that is, “the virgin that is Israel.”374 This is a reference to the Northern Kingdom, although some argue that the capital city of Samaria is in view.375 In passages like Jer 31:4, 21, however, the reference is clearly to more than a city. The rest of the chiasm of 5:1–17, as well as many descriptions of the rest of the book, have the entire nation in view.

What does virgin connotate in this context? While some relate the context of war in these verses to the idea that this young woman (Israel) has been violated,376 most commentators interpret this as a reference to a maiden being cut down before reaching full maturity as a fruitful mother and wife (cf. Judg 11:37–40).377 The image of the discarded body of a dead maiden may have evoked a sense of horror and sadness. If she lies dead with no one to carry her away for burial, one wonders if the scene might suggest that neither are there any comforters to console whoever might mourn her loss (vv. 16–17). To face the death of a loved one without a comforter would make a terrible situation even more tragic (e.g., Gen 37:35; Job 2:11–13; Lam 1:2, 9, 16–17, 21). If this continues the expression of God’s own sorrow, the verse is even more impactful.

3 This verse begins with a messenger formula announcing the words of the Lord Yahweh (cf. vv. 4, 16). The book consistently uses the messenger formula to announce judgment (1:3, 6, 13; 2:1, 6; 3:11, 12; 7:17), and that is the case here. The description moves from the metaphorical in v. 2 to this more concrete image that further explains that tragedy. Is this verse part of the lament of v. 2? It would seem so, as it continues the qînâ rhythm in the second line. For some commentators, the opening formula introduces Yahweh’s words in contradistinction to the previous lines that stem from the prophet. If, however, 5:1–2 also come from Yahweh, then it is not a structural marker to differentiate God’s words from the prophet’s. Instead, the formula, along with a longer epithet for the deity, serves to underscore the seriousness of the message.

The city (ʿîr), a generic reference to any of Israel’s cities, goes out with a certain number, but only a few return. In the ancient world, what often distinguished a city from a village was the presence of protective walls (Deut 3:5; 1 Sam 6:18). In this scene, a fortified city sends out its contingent of men to contribute to a larger armed effort. The military sense of the verse is clear. The decimal numbers suggest military units (cf. Deut 1:15; 1 Sam 10:19; 22:7; 2 Sam 18:1, 4), and the verb “go out” (yṣʾ) can signify going out to war (e.g., Num 1:3, 20–46; Deut 20:1; 1 Sam 8:20; 18:30; 2 Sam 18:2–4, 6; Isa 37:9). The level of destruction is devastating. If two cities are in view, the loss is ninety percent. Since the term city is used only once, however, it is possible that only one is meant. In the first sortie, only a hundred survive. The city can now only spare these few, but when they go out to renew the battle, just ten are left for the house of Israel. Attrition is 99 percent (cf. Isa 6:13).378 This is a remnant (also at 5:15), but as elsewhere, the remnant theme does not engender strong hope. The focus is on the paucity of survivors, damage reminiscent of 3:12 (cf. 2:14–16; 4:10; 9:8).379 This terrible defeat is a direct contradiction of the nation’s imaginary’s conviction of divinely guaranteed victory. The unmasking of self-deluding confidence will later ignite Amaziah’s anger (7:9–13). The phrase house of Israel marks the close of this pericope and forms an inclusio with the matching phrase in v. 1.380

b. Seek Yahweh and Live (5:4–6)

4For thus says Yahweh to the house of Israel:

Seek mea so that you may live.

5Do not seek Bethel, do not go to Gilgal,

and do not cross over to Beersheba;b

for Gilgal will surely go into exile, and Bethel will become trouble.c

6Seek Yahweh so that you may live,

lest he rush upon the house of Joseph as a fire;d

it will devour, and there will be no one to quench [it] for Bethel.e

a. To avoid the possible impression that God was localized, Tg. has “the fear of me.”

b. LXX reads “the well of the oath” (to phrear tou horkou) but has “Beersheba” at 8:14.

c. LXX reads hōs ouch hyparchousa (“as not existing”), perhaps reading ayin or interpreting MT ʾaven in that manner (see Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 64). Vulg. has inutilis (“useless”). Tg. makes the target of judgment explicit as “those who worship idols.” Also note at v. 6.

d. The verb ṣlḥ usually uses ʾel or ʿal (e.g., 1 Sam 16:13; Judg 14:6, 19), but house of Joseph is a simple accusative. This exception has led to alternative readings, such as: “send fire on” (emending the verb to yəšallaḥ, attaching the preposition to “house,” and changing kaph to bet; e.g., Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 81; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 110; Mays, Amos, 86; Amsler, “Amos,” 205); “a flame of fire will burst on the house” (adding lahab, “flame,” in construct with “fire” and attaching bet to “house”; e.g. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 189). For these and other options, see BHS and Paul, Amos, 165 (none are mentioned in BHQ). LXX has house of Joseph as the subject (cf. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 228; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 159).

e. LXX reads “for the house of Israel” (tō oikō Israēl) and is followed by Cripps (A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 183), Snaith (Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 84–85), Rinaldi (Introduzione Generale, Amos, 166), and Gordis (“Studies in the Book of Amos,” 229); cf. BHS. Tg. expands to read “with no protection on account of [your] sins, you who were worshipping idols in Bethel.”

Several features connect this pericope to 5:1–3.381 To begin with, the particle kî (“for”) at the start of v. 4 suggests that these verses are an explanation or expansion of the preceding ones. Second, that the opening speech formula in this verse is virtually identical to that of v. 3 signals that these lines continue that divine word. However, whereas 5:1–3 describe the precarious condition of the nation and its future military decimation, these verses contain a set of imperatives related to that coming disaster. Third, the phrase house of Israel reoccurs in v. 4 (cf. vv. 1, 3), so that target—the entire nation—continues in view. Lastly, the idea of no one coming to the aid of Israel is repeated. In v. 2, there was none to lift the stricken maiden (ʾên məqîmah); in v. 6, there is no one to quench the fire (ʾên məkabbeh). These elements suggest an interlocking of the military language of 5:1–3 with the cultic emphasis of 5:4–6. The possible impact of this combination on the national ideology is explored below.382

Like the larger section (5:1–17), these three verses can be appreciated as a chiasm.383 The chiasm does not include the last two clauses of v. 6, which contain the threat of the result of not seeking Yahweh properly. The chiasm is configured thus:

A Seek me and live (v. 4b)

B Bethel (v. 5a)

C Gilgal (v. 5bα)

D Beersheba (v. 5bβ)

C′ Gilgal (v. 5cα)

B′ Bethel (v. 5cβ)

A′ Seek Yahweh and live (v. 6aα)

This structure undermines critical views that do not accept parts of this pericope as genuine.384 For example, some delete the clause containing Beersheba in v. 5 because it seems odd that a sanctuary in Judah is included in this diatribe against the Northern Kingdom.385 What makes this view problematic is that Beersheba is the apex of the chiasm. It is structurally important and has relevant theological implications. Another example is the elimination of Bethel in v. 6 as a superfluous gloss.386 Once again, its placement in the chiasm reveals its significance, and literarily, redundancy is significant.

These three verses, along with vv. 14–15, are key in the debate about whether the message of the prophet was designed to elicit repentance from the audience (the original hearers or readers in Israel) or was fundamentally an announcement of irrevocable judgment on the nation. The various points of view, along with bibliographic references, are surveyed in the introduction under “Preacher of Repentance and Hope or Prophet of Utter Doom?” (pp. 90–94). To summarize the position taken in this commentary: The doom proclaimed by the prophet was imminent and would be thorough, yet a remnant would survive. The exhortation to seek Yahweh in order to live—that is, endure the judgment—was urgent and genuine, and the expectation was that some would survive and be the foundation of the subsequent restoration (9:11–15). Nevertheless, in the end there were no guarantees that those who responded to the prophetic call would escape death. All that could be said was that perhaps Yahweh God of Hosts would be gracious to the remnant of Joseph (v. 15). In warfare (or an earthquake), casualties are indiscriminate (cf. 2:14–16; 3:11–4:3; 5:1–3; 6:8–11). The call to seek Yahweh stands as an unconditional demand, whatever one’s ultimate fate.

4 This word of Yahweh is addressed to the nation of Israel.387 The admonition in this verse is short (only two words in Hebrew): seek me so that you may live. The juxtaposition of two imperatives connected by the conjunction waw can express purpose or result, and that is how it is taken here. Israel is to seek Yahweh in order to live. Each of these two terms, however, requires an explanation.

The verb seek (drš) in reference to the things of Yahweh is employed for several ways of engaging God.388 First, it can mean to approach him at a sanctuary (e.g., Deut 12:5; 2 Chr 1:5; Hos 5:6), and undoubtedly the holy places of Israel are a major concern of Amos (3:14; 4:4–5; 5:21–24; 8:3–6; 9:1). As the next two verses make apparent, the point could be to exhort the people not to seek Yahweh at the pilgrimage sites of Bethel, Gilgal, and Beersheba (Samaria and Dan are mentioned later, 8:14). The implicit reason could be that the legitimate cult is to be found at the Temple in Jerusalem. That Temple is not explicitly mentioned, but the lion’s roar from Jerusalem surely presupposes it (1:2). There is no doubt in several passages that the prophet rejects Israel’s holy places. Seeking can also refer to consulting Yahweh through a prophet (e.g., Exod 18:15; 1 Sam 9:9; 2 Kgs 3:11; 8:8; 22:13, 18; Jer 37:7; Ezek 14:3; 20:1, 3). This option could fit, too, as Amos is the one who has access to the heavenly council (3:7), receives the divine word (7:14–15; etc.), and intercedes for Israel (7:1–6). In the book, however, what is important is the message, not the messenger. Third, “seek” can mean to try to please God in obedience and moral rectitude (e.g., Pss 9:10 [MT 9:11]; 34:10 [MT 34:11]; Isa 9:13; 55:6; 58:2; Jer 10:21; Hos 10:12; Zeph 1:6). This broader sense is probably the best choice in this context, as it coheres with the parallel pericope of vv. 14–15, which defines what this seeking entails. In sum, all three options are pertinent to the book, but the last has greater significance.

The hope encapsulated in the verb live is hard to define. What exactly is the prophet offering to individuals if they seek God—that is, if they repent, follow his commands, and reflect his values? There are occasions when the choice for life is the choice for a quality of life, when obedience is rewarded with prosperity and the presence of God.389 This appreciation of the choice for life is found frequently in the wisdom literature (e.g., Prov 9:6; cf. 4:4; 15:27; 21:21) and several Priestly texts (e.g., Lev 18:5; Ezek 37:12–14; cf. Deut 30:6, 16–18). The life that results from seeking Yahweh properly can also mean not dying by the hand of God or by the actions of another person, of the authorities, or of an enemy (e.g., Gen 42:18; 2 Kgs 7:4, 12; Jer 27:17; Ezek 18:3–32; cf. Deut 20:16; 32:29). In this context, the latter alternative may be the better of the two. The nation will soon be invaded and hit by an earthquake. Those who come to God may yet live through those horrors, although ultimately the survival of those who respond to this sharp challenge will depend on the sovereignty of God (cf. 3:12; 5:14–15; 6:9–10; 7:1–6).390 This is further developed in the matching passage of 5:14–15 that says that a remnant will perhaps make it through the disaster forming on the horizon. This interpretation is a fitting contrast to the scent of pervasive physical death in vv. 1–3 (see further at v. 6). The unconditional call to seek Yahweh coupled with the announcement of comprehensive judgment, while hard to grasp, is not a contradiction in the prophetic mind (cf. Zeph 1:2–3, 18; 2:3). Israel is to seek him irrespective of its potential fate.

5 Three negative demands,391 each a different verb, follow the positive command of v. 4. The first is the same as the preceding one (“seek”, drš), which connects the two verses by way of contrast. This command makes clear what seeking Yahweh is not: going to these sanctuaries and performing rituals. Three sanctuaries are listed and, consistent with elsewhere in the book, they are evaluated disapprovingly. Bethel, as Israel’s most important religious center (see the exposition at 3:14; cf. 7:10, 13), has pride of place in this list of cult-site proscriptions, being mentioned three times in vv. 5–6. As at 4:4, Gilgal is cited along with Bethel and appears twice in this verse. The verb used in 4:4, bwʾ (“go”) reoccurs here as a literary connection to that ironic condemnation. Whereas there the nation is goaded to travel to these two holy sites, here it is told to avoid them.

The third sanctuary is Beersheba.392 Appropriately, Israel is told to not cross over (ʿbr) there. Beersheba is located in the Negev in southern Judah, so pilgrims would have had to cross the boundary with Judah to make their way there. Beersheba’s importance, like Bethel’s, can be traced back to the patriarchs Abraham (Gen 21:31–33; 22:19), Isaac (26:23–25, 31–33), and Jacob (28:10; 46:1). There, Samuel’s sons were judges (1 Sam 8:2) and the prophet Elijah rested when he fled from Queen Jezebel (1 Kgs 19:3–5). That a Judean sanctuary is listed in words directed at Israel has bothered commentators. Some believe the clause is a later addition,393 but the fact that this sanctuary is at the center of the chiasm in vv. 4–6 strongly implies its genuineness. As mentioned in the introduction under “The Religious Context” (p. 71), the Kuntillet ‘Ajrud evidence in the eastern Sinai desert testifies to Israelite religious presence and interest in the south in this time period. A (reconstructed) horned altar of ashlar stones found at Beersheba proves its role as a religious center (cf. 3:14). The travel to Beersheba reveals that the popular religion of the Northern (and Southern) Kingdom was complex and not circumscribed strictly to the civil or official religion of Israel’s ruling regime. It extended beyond national boundaries to include elements much farther afield. Whatever the precise makeup of that popular religion, it was rejected by Yahweh and his prophet. The site reappears in 8:14.

The second part of the verse foretells the terrible destiny of the sanctuaries as reasons to avoid them. The force of Gilgal’s censure is heightened syntactically (will surely go into exile) with the combination of the infinitive absolute and the imperfect of the same root (glh).394 The syntax also exemplifies the literary artistry in these decrees—for example, a play on words concerning Gilgal’s judgment that Cripps wonderfully calls an “intentional jingle of sounds”395: haggilgāl gālōh yigleh. Attempts to reflect this alliteration in translation include “Gilgal shall weep gall,” “Gilgal will go to the gallows,” “Gilgal shall taste the gall of exile,” and “Gilgal shall go into a galling exile.”396 Exile is mentioned as the judgment in other passages (4:2, 3; 5:27; 7:11, 17; 9:9).

What lies ahead for Bethel is not expressed with a clever pun. Instead, the point is made with a conceptual irony. Bethel will become ʾāven, a term most English versions translate as “nothing” (cf. Isa 41:29; LXX).397 It can also mean “misfortune” (e.g., Job 5:6; Num 23:21), “wickedness” (e.g., 1 Sam 15:23; Hab 1:3), or the “trouble” that iniquity brings (e.g., Jer 4:15; Hab 3:7).398 Taking these two possibilities in turn, this key sanctuary, of which the nation was so proud (cf. 7:13), will be reduced to something of no importance399 or will suffer the disaster that its wrongheaded worship deserves (cf. 3:14; 7:10–13; 8:3; 9:1).400 Either meaning is apropos, but the latter reflects more common use. Linking Bethel with this word must have been popular, as it is used for that sanctuary in Hos 4:15; 5:8; 10:5.401

There is no corresponding judgment for Beersheba. Perhaps the prophet does not predict its destruction because his focus is the Northern Kingdom. Although the Judean sanctuary is part of the indictment, its fate is not his concern.

6 The first clause of the verse closes the chiasm of 5:4–6 by repeating the initial call in v. 4 to seek Yahweh in order to be able to endure the catastrophe that is coming. It adds an extended warning that begins with lest.402 The last clause, that there will be no one to quench the fire (cf. Isa 1:31; Jer 4:4; 21:12), echoes the idea of v. 2, where there is no one to lift stricken Israel. Judgment is coming, and there is no one to whom Israel can turn. Not to seek Yahweh is to incur inescapable disaster.403 These features link vv. 1–3 with vv. 4–6. House of Joseph (cf. Obad 18; Zech 10:6) is a reference to the Northern Kingdom. Joseph was the father of Ephraim, from whom would arise the largest and most powerful northern tribe (Gen 41:50–52; 48:12–20), and so this patronym was used to refer to Israel (Ps 78:67; Ezek 37:16). Joseph reoccurs at 5:15 (cf. 6:6), which, in the chiasm that stretches across 5:1–17 (see p. 290), corresponds to this pericope.

The biggest interpretive challenge of the verse is to ascertain the significance of the verb in the warning of the second clause. The Hebrew root is ṣlḥ. It is used of the Spirit’s rushing upon Samson (Judg 14:6, 19; 15:14), Saul (1 Sam 10:6; 11:6), and David (1 Sam 16:13) and of men rushing into battle (2 Sam 19:18). An intransitive meaning is “to succeed” or “to be successful” (e.g., 1 Kgs 22:12; Ps 1:3; Isa 53:10; Jer 12:1).404 The first option makes sense in this context. Yahweh will come swiftly as a fire upon Israel (cf. Sir 8:10). In the OAN, Yahweh is going to send fire upon the nations (1:4, 7, 10, 12, 14; 2:2, 5), but the judgment upon Israel in chapter 2 did not include this action. But here, Yahweh does not send fire against the nation; he is the fire (Deut 4:24; Isa 10:17; cf. Ps 78:21; Jer 4:4). As in the OAN, the fire will consume. The verse adds that no one will be able to put it out, an expression of judgment more forceful than that against the nations (cf. Amos 7:4).405 Some critical scholars have not been comfortable with these meanings and have put forward emendations.406 Jeremias makes the interesting literary observation that the ultimatum of v. 6 is similar to 4:12, and that it, too, is followed by a doxology in vv. 8–9.407

c. Warning to Israel (5:7)

7The ones who turna justice into bitternessb and righteousness they cast to the earth.c

a. Many contend that an original interjection hôy has been lost by haplography (BHS; JB, NRSV, NJPS; yet note BHQ, 83*). See the exposition. For some, the article on the participle functions as a second-person vocative, so no emendation is required. Note, e.g., Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 543; Niehaus, “Amos,” 418; NEB, NKJV, ESV, CEB; cf. GKC §126d (e).

b. Instead of “bitterness,” LXX has eis hypsos (“on high”; perhaps from Heb. ləmaʿălâ) and is followed by Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 30; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 543; NEB; cf. Judg 7:13. Interestingly, LXX has a correct translation of the term at 6:12.

c. LXX adds kyrios and makes God the subject of the verse (kyrios ho poiōn eis hypsos krima kai dikaiosynēn eis gēn ethēken; “The Lord, who makes judgment on high and established justice on earth”), thereby introducing the hymnic passage of 5:8–9. Note Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 80; Amos, 92–93. John D. W. Watts follows LXX (“Note on the Text of Amos v 7,” VT 4 [1954]: 215–16).

This verse is literarily rich.408 To begin with, it is in the form of a chiasm. In Hebrew, it reads: “The-ones-who-turn to-wormwood justice/and-righteousness to-the-earth they-throw.” At the center of the chiastic line, which is its emphasis, is the combination “justice” and “righteousness.” The verse speaks in abstractions, but its partner pericope (vv. 10–13) in the larger inverted structure of 5:1–17 cites the perversion of legal matters and commerce that here is described metaphorically. The language connects the line to 5:2, where the virgin Israel lies forsaken on the ground, and to 4:11, in which the verb hpk (“turn, overturn”) also occurs. In 4:11, God describes having overturned Israel like the overturning of Sodom and Gomorrah. God’s overturning was in judgment (cf. 8:10); Israel’s is an overturning of fundamental divine social demands (cf. 6:12). His was an overturning through incomparable power (cf. 5:8), theirs of deep rebellion against Yahweh at the expense of the vulnerable. The contrast is an indictment of the nation’s character.

Critics sense an abrupt shift from the imperatives of vv. 4–6 to the participial opening of this line and deem v. 7 to be an awkward intrusion into the flow of the passage. Two emendations have been proposed. The first transposes the line—usually to after the hymnic passage of vv. 8–9—in order to connect v. 7 directly to the list of abuses in vv. 10–13.409 This change, however, reflects a linear logic that misses the chiastic structure of 5:1–17. A second proposed emendation modifies the participial construction at the beginning of the verse. It asserts that an original hôy (“woe”) has been lost to haplography, making 5:7 the book’s first woe.410 The others are at 5:18 and 6:1, and they, too, are followed by participles. This slight change in spelling is appealing but unnecessary; it is also unattested in the ancient versions. A similar construction with an opening participle also occurs, for instance, at 2:7 and in the last line of 3:12.

To whom are these words addressed? Many believe that the target of this indictment must be the elites.411 The link with vv. 10–13 suggests to some that the target is those involved in the administration of justice.412 At this point in the passage, however, a literary reading casts the net wider to include the unjust in every sphere (even if judicial proceedings are paramount) and perhaps the entire nation.413 The most natural connection, or referent, is the house of Joseph in the preceding verse. The nation has not responded to the divine overtures (4:6–13), does not seek Yahweh (5:4–6), and, therefore, must suffer loss (5:1–3). The parallel passage in the chiasm (5:10–13) narrows the indictment, but this verse reveals that this disposition typified the nation as a whole. There were demands for justice and righteousness expected of all Israelites, and these demands went beyond the courts (e.g., Jer 22:2–3; Ezek 18:1–18). In 5:1–17, as elsewhere in the book, there is movement from a broad accusation to more specific denunciation.

This is the first time in the book that justice (mišpāt) and righteousness (ṣədāqâ) appear. They are paired again at 5:24 and 6:12, as they are over fifty times in the Old Testament.414 Justice occurs by itself in 5:15. Scholars have tried to distinguish “justice”415 from “righteousness,”416 but differences are not always clear. Some contend that the terms are synonymous (e.g., Gen 18:19; Prov 1:3), but most see “righteousness” as the more abstract concept that should be the basis for “justice,” which can refer to the judicial process, proper laws, or appropriate judgments. In 6:12, justice is parallel to the fruit of righteousness, which could substantiate this view. Both notions are wrapped up in Yahweh’s character and moral order (Pss 89:14 [MT 89:15]; 97:2; Isa 30:18; Mic 7:9; Zeph 3:5), which were to be the foundations for the relational ethos, the social behavior, and the political, legal, and socioeconomic structures of the community (e.g., Isa 1:21). The leaders—in particular the king (cf. 2 Sam 8:15; Ps 72:1–2; Isa 9:7 [MT 9:6]; Jer 22:15–16)—were to embody these qualities and habits. This is why they are singled out for special judgment in Amos and throughout the prophetic literature.

Israel is accused of twisting justice.417 What was to be beneficial and constructive for the community (cf. Pss 19:7–11 [MT 19:8–12]; 119:97–104; Prov 24:14)—sweet, as it were—has been transformed418 into a bitter herb (wormwood, the plant Artemisia absinthium419). The good has been turned on its head (cf. Isa 5:7, 20). What is more, righteousness is cast to the earth (cf. Isa 28:2), perhaps symbolizing little or no respect for it. Actions deserving this description are listed in 5:10–13. The juxtaposition of cultic practices (vv. 4–6) and social justice (in this verse) also occurs at 5:21–24 (cf. 8:4–6).

d. The Power of Yahweh to Create and Destroy (5:8–9)

8The one who makes the Pleiades and Oriona

and who turns the deep darknessb into morning and darkens day into night,

who calls to the waters of the seac and pours them out upon the face of the earth—

Yahwehd is his name—

9who flashese violencef upon the strongg so that violence comesh upon the fortress.

a. LXX has poiōn panta kai metaskeuazōn (“the one who makes everything and transforms them”), apparently not knowing these references to constellations (yet see LXX Job 38:31; Isa 13:10). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 49–50, 95–96. Tg. begins the line with, “They forgot to fear him who… ,” thereby establishing a link to v. 7.

b. Some believe that ṣalmāvet is a compound term meaning “shadow of death” (e.g., Keil, Minor Prophets, 281; Lessing, Amos, 310; cf. LXX).

c. Tg. reads “who commanded to assemble armies as numerous as the waters of the sea.”

d. LXX adds ho theos ho pantokratōr (“God of hosts”), as do a few Heb. MSS.

e. LXX (ho diairōn, “the one who dispenses”) may reflect ignorance of the Heb. and be an attempt to offer something analogous to the parallel clause. See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 96, and Amos, 94; contra Gelston, “Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 495. Suggested emendations for MT hammablîg include: (1) hammaplîg (“he who divides”; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 227–28; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 25; BHS); (2) hammappîl (“he who casts down”; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 191; Mays, Amos, 95; BHS); (3) hammabdîl (“he who appoints”; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 229–30). For surveys, see J. J. Glück, “Three Notes on the Book of Amos,” OTWSA 7–8 (1966): 230–31; Paul, Amos, 169; Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 661–63. See the exposition.

f. Some propose emendations of šōd (“violence”), ʿaz (“strong”), and mibṣār (“fortress”) to render these terms as astral references; cf. NEB. See the exposition.

g. LXX has “destruction against strength” (syntrimmon epʼ ischyn), which would be the equivalent of šeber ʿal-ʿōz. Scholars who follow one or both changes include George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 170; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 114; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 25; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 187; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 168; Mays, Amos, 95; Amsler, “Amos,” 210; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 170. The differences in LXX may be stylistic and not represent another Vorlage (Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 58–59). Tg. reads “he who makes the weak prevail against the mighty.”

h. The second clause expresses the result of a prior action (cf. 3:11b, 14). Those arguing for the hiphil (“he brings”; cf. LXX, epagōn; BHS; NIV) in place of MT qal (comes) include Harper, Amos and Hosea, 114, 116; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 191; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 25; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 197; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 230; Amsler, “Amos,” 210; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 170; Paul, Amos, 170; Jeremias, Amos, 82. Andersen and Freedman suggest that Yahweh is the subject but maintain the qal: “and destruction upon the fortress when he comes” (Amos, 486, 493–94; cf. Story, “Amos—Prophet of Praise,” 73–74). Tg. renders “he who makes the weak prevail against the mighty and grants to the plunderers to rule over their strong cities”; cf. Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan, 134; R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 85.

Many commentators have difficulty perceiving a literary unity for 5:1–17, in part because the doxology in these two verses appears to sit inelegantly between vv. 7 and vv. 10–13. This sentiment is true even for those who defend the text’s integrity.420 The statement Yahweh is his name also seems like an intrusion, again even to some who argue for the canonical form.421 The chiastic structure of 5:1–17, however, explains the logic of the passage.422 The shift in v. 9 from the cosmic imagery of v. 8 to historical judgments has also created unease. This change makes this doxology unlike 4:13 and 9:5–6, which limit their descriptions to God’s power in nature. For some, this difference signals that v. 9 was not part of the original hymnic piece.423 A literary appreciation of the verse, however, highlights the impact of the juxtaposition of Yahweh’s unchallengeable power in creation and over history as a means to underscore his comprehensive sovereignty in judgment (cf. Isa 40:21–24). The declaration that Yahweh is his name separates these two dimensions and stands at the center of the chiasm.

The literariness of these two hymnic lines is also evident in their use of seven verbs, which reflects the book’s penchant for heptads. As in 4:13, five verbal forms appear in v. 8 (groupings of five are also one of the book’s features) and two more appear in v. 9. This combination of a pentad with an added pair to total seven also occurs elsewhere (3:3–6).

8 This verse sharply contrasts the character of the nation, which is condemned in the previous verse for overturning the natural moral order, with a portrayal of the power of the Creator God, who can overturn nature’s set rhythms. The repetition of the verb hpk (“turn”) from v. 7 and the use of participles in both verses to depict character traits demonstrate that the distinction here between Israel and Yahweh is intentional. The language is more forceful and grander than the statements in 4:6–9, which list Yahweh’s local interventions in nature even as they reinforce the reality of his power to bring those disasters.

The first clause says that Yahweh makes (ʿōśēh), the same participle used in the first doxology (4:13). This link could point to some level of continuity between the two hymnic passages, even as vv. 8–9 expand the description of Yahweh’s sovereign power. He has fashioned two prominent constellations, the Pleiades (kîmâ) and Orion (kəsîl), known from antiquity and visible from both the Northern and Southern Hemispheres.424 They are mentioned here and in Job 9:5–9 and 38:31–32, always together. The point is that Yahweh is the heavenly king who rules over the celestial bodies (1 Kgs 22:19; Isa 40:26). What is the significance of the choice of these two constellations? This line may be a muted polemic against the widespread belief in the ancient world that stars were deities who could affect human life.425 Astral deities appear in 5:26, which provides evidence of the existence of such ideas in Israel, even if astrology never developed there to the extent and with the sophistication that it did in Mesopotamia. The Pleiades and Orion have also been linked to seasons of the year—the first to the winter and rain, the latter to the summer and heat.426 This possible connection would tie into the next two lines, which present Yahweh’s control over natural processes.

Two pairs of verbal forms follow the declaration about the constellations. The second line, which is structured chiastically,427 employs two participles that state Yahweh’s control over day and night. He turns (hpk) deep, chaotic darkness (e.g., Job 12:22; 24:17; 28:3; 34:22; Isa 60:2) into light and darkens (ḥšk hiphil) day into night (cf. Ps 139:12). Although this line echoes 4:13 (cf. 8:9), it is more extensive and anticipates what is later said of the day of Yahweh (5:18–20). The implication is not simply that God is in control of the cycle of a twenty-four-hour period, which comes with the rising and setting of the sun. His turning stands in sharp contrast to the sinful turning of the people in 5:7. Some even link this darkness to the separation of light and darkness at creation (Gen 1:2–5).428

The next pair of verbs declares that God directs the waters of the sea and pours them out over the earth. Yahweh calls (qrʾ) to the waters of the sea, who presumably recognize the voice of their sovereign and obey it. Unlike the previous clauses, however, here the second verb (špk) is a finite form that might indicate a particular event. The context suggests that something more transcendent is in view than the normal cycles of rain (Job 36:27–28; cf. Amos 4:7–8). The reference could be to unleashing the waters that had been separated at creation (Gen 1:6–10)429 or to inundating the earth again with a deluge (Gen 6–8).430 Either way, the created order is undone. In addition, the verb pours out (špk) is unexpected. In the prophetic literature, when God is the subject, this verb is used in relationship to dispensing his spirit (Isa 32:15; 44:3; Ezek 39:29) and, especially, his wrath (e.g., Jer 6:11; 42:18; 44:6; Ezek 7:8; Hos 5:10: Zeph 3:8).431 Is its employ here consciously designed to connect creation and judgment? This line is repeated verbatim in 9:6.

These are ominous words.432 Not unlike 4:12–13, this verse presents an incomparably powerful deity who comes in judgment. All the more reason to seek him as he should be sought (vv. 4–6)!433 The final line is the centerpiece of 5:1–17, and some say of the entire book. The stress is on Yahweh and his name, his person. He is misrepresented in the official cult and in popular religious expressions. The nation has crafted its own theologies, and these have led it astray and ultimately to its doom. The prophetic word demands a clear vision of the deity.

9 This is one of the most difficult verses in the book. Years ago, Snaith stated, “As verse 9 stands it is untranslatable.”434 Wolff opines that the verse “is so badly damaged and difficult to interpret that v 9 can be regarded for that reason alone as a later addition which subsequent copyists found difficult to decipher.”435 To begin with, the first word of the line, a participle of the verb blg, poses a lexical challenge. In the few other passages where it occurs, this verb has a positive connotation, meaning “to smile” or “to be cheerful” (Ps 39:13 [MT 39:14]; Job 9:27; 10:20), which does not fit the context. Some scholars have offered emendations that might make a clearer sense.436 Most, however, cite an Arabic cognate to substantiate the translation “flash,” the option of most English versions.437

One of the more creative suggestions for interpreting this verse has been to emend several terms in order to continue the astral references of v. 8 with three other constellations: Taurus, Capella, and Vindemiator (a star in the Virgo constellation).438 This proposal, however, has found few adherents. A more straightforward reading appreciates that the line shifts attention from the stars and weather to the human sphere. The one who is all-powerful in those arenas sends destruction upon the strong and upon the fortress. Those who consider themselves to be a force to be reckoned with militarily, socially, and politically cannot stand before Yahweh (2:14–16; 3:9–4:3; 4:10; 5:1–3; 6:3–7, 14), and their defenses are no match for his judgment (3:11; 4:3; 6:8–11; 7:7–11). The impact of this declaration is highlighted by the twofold repetition of violence (šōd, “destruction”).

The point of v. 9 is nicely put by Mays: “Let none imagine himself invulnerable to Yahweh. To live in his universe is to be his dependent. To exist in history is to be subject to his power.”439 This hymnic fragment of vv. 8–9, the hinge passage and focus of the chiasm, leaves no doubt as to the one with whom the nation must reckon for their actions and attitudes. Whereas 5:1–7 announces the judgment and called for sinful Israel to seek Yahweh, 5:10–17 provides more details about its unacceptable behavior, along with a renewed invitation to them to seek their God.

e. A Warning to the Powerful (5:10–13)

10They hate the one who reproves in the gate, and the one who speaks truthfully they abhor.

11Therefore, because you tramplea upon the weak and take a portion of grainb from him:

you have built houses of hewn stone, but you will not dwell in them;

you have planted delightful vineyards, but you will not drink their wine.

12Surelyc I know your transgressions are many and your sins numerousd—

attackers of the righteous, takers of bribes, [who] turn away the poor at the gate.e

13Therefore, the prudent one at this time is silentf because it is an evil time.

a. Following the common view that this hapax legomenon is either a poel infinitive construct of bûs (“trample”) or should be emended to bûsəkem, a qal infinitive construct of the same verb; cf. GKC §61e; BHS; NRSV, NLT, ESV, CEB. Others contend that this is a metathesized form of an Akkadian cognate and should be repointed as bošsəkem (“you levy a grain tax”); cf. HALOT, 165; DCH 2:281; NASB, NEB, NIV, NJPS, HCSB. LXX katekondylizete (“strike with a fist”) is an intensive form of kondylizō, used in 2:7. See the comments by Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 79–80. Tg. and Vulg. translate “rob.” See the exposition.

b. LXX dōra eklekta (“choice gifts”). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 83; Amos, 96.

c. Rendering kî as an assertative particle (GKC §159ee; IBHS §39.3.4e).

d. So NEB, CEB, HCSB. Many versions translate “mighty” (NASB, NRSV, NIV, NKJV, ESV). Some emend the feminine plural haṭṭōʾtêkem (“sins”) to the masculine haṭṭêkem (“your sinners”) to harmonize with the masculine adjective ʿăṣumîm; e.g., Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 82; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 122; Amsler, “Amos,” 208; cf. BHS. But note Wolff, Joel and Amos, 230; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 89–90; Paul (Amos, 174); cf. GKC §145o.

e. Here and in v. 15, Tg. has “in your synagogues” instead of “at the gate.” For a historical explanation for the change, see Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan, 106; R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 86.

f. Or “wail” or “grieve” (dmm II, HALOT, 226; dmm III, DCH 2:451). See the exposition. Instead of the prudent, Tg. has “you teachers.” For a possible historical setting, see Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan, 102; R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 86.

As the matching pericope to v. 7 within the chiasm of 5:1–17, these four verses provide concrete illustrations of that general ethical indictment. The repetition of several words (lāqaḥ, “take”; šaʿar, “gate”; terms for the poor) provides lexical coherence to the indictment.440 The words for the poor also mark an inclusio of condemnation with a declaration of judgment appearing at its center—the second half of v. 11, regarding Israel’s residences and vineyards. The interrelationships within this pericope suggest that each element is part of a larger reality of injustice. Some commentators believe that v. 13 is incongruous in context and deem it secondary,441 but properly understood, it flows with the thrust of the passage.

10 The two ends of this verse are bracketed by verbs, forming a chiasm with the one who reproves and the one speaking truthfully at the center (cf. 5:7, 9). The setting is the gate (cf. 5:12, 15), the key place in a town or city where elders or other officials administered justice (Deut 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; 2 Sam 15:1–4; Job 29:7; Prov 22:22) or transacted business (Gen 23:10–11; Ruth 4:1–12; 2 Kgs 7:1, 8) and where the local populace assembled (Neh 8:1; Jer 17:19).442

The interpretive challenge is to discern the identity of the individuals in this verse—both the subjects and objects of the verbs. To begin with, there is a group that shows deep antipathy (hate) toward those who challenge their unethical behavior. Apparently, these people control what goes on at the gate. They may represent multiple roles, such as elders, merchants, propertied men of standing in the community, or government officials, such as formally appointed judges. In other words, interrelated unscrupulous decisions and transactions—legal, commercial, and administrative—are at work as multiple unfair means and ends serve each other in an unequal distribution of social and economic power (cf. 2:6–8; 3:9–10; 8:4–6).443 Injustice permeates every sphere of the community and nation.444 Denouncing corruption at the gate is a recurring Old Testament theme (e.g., Prov 22:22; Isa 29:20–21; Zech 8:16–17), as is the hostility of the unprincipled toward those who correct them (Prov 12:1; 15:10; 29:10). The emotions of this rejection of critical voices are strong: hate and abhor.445 What would cause such rancor? Social class and clout? Economic gain? Irregular land acquisition? Political power? A combination of these factors? The text does not say, but the language underscores the strong dislike for anyone who might get in the way of those in control achieving their goals.

Like those who loathe, the targets of this vitriol are described with verbal forms (in this case, participles). Are these specific individuals or groups or is this a general reference to certain character types? Do the two clauses refer to the same or to different sets of people? The first is the one who reproves (môkîaḥ). In addition to the idea of “reprove,” the verbal root ykḥ can also mean to “mediate or arbitrate justice.” Humans (e.g., Gen 31:37, 42; Lev 19:17; Ps 141:5; Isa 11:3–4) as well as God (Gen 24:14, 44; 2 Sam 7:14; Ps 6:1 [MT 6:2]) can be the subjects of this verb, but the participle is used only of persons. In this verse, perhaps the innocent defendant is meant, most likely from among the poor,446 but the wording is unlike other passages in the book that specify the poor who suffer the imposition of the powerful (2:6–8; 8:4–6). More likely, a third party is in view. Most commentators believe this to be a reference to an elder who speaks up at the gate or adjudicates cases or to a judge.447 Others contend that the prophets (2:11–12) or that Amos is meant (7:10–13; cf. 2:12).448 The imprecision, however, suggests that the indictment could be broader: the powerful attack anyone who speaks up (Job 9:33; 32:12; esp. Isa 29:21).449 Whereas righteous reproof should be rewarded (Prov 19:25; 25:12; 28:23), here it is silenced (Prov 9:7).

The second clause mentions the honest person (the one who speaks truthfully). The term tāmîm can be taken as an adverb, such that this individual speaks truthfully.450 A few commentators and most English versions translate it as the noun “truth” (e.g., Josh 24:14; Ps 84:11).451 Again, there is disagreement as to the referent. Proposals include judges452 or witnesses,453 but the general wording could very well point to anyone who advocates for the innocent.454 This verse is testimony to the manipulation of legal proceedings, maybe in a variety of spheres (cf. 1 Kgs 21:10), where the prohibitions of false witnesses and of partiality in judgments are violated (Exod 20:16; 23:1, 7; Deut 19:15–21). The wisdom and poetic literature repeatedly call for honest speech (e.g., Pss 5:4–6 [MT 5:5–7]; 15:2; Prov 12:17; 17:20; 19:5, 9).

11 Therefore introduces the punishment to be brought on the violators of v. 10, but another indictment is inserted (because) before the text states what that judgment will be.455 The transgression is not easily specified. The first challenge is lexical. The verb in the initial clause (bšs) is a hapax legomenon. The two primary solutions have been to relate the word to the root bws (trample), which is the choice of many English versions, or to find its source in an Akkadian cognate meaning “to levy a tax.”456 The former conveys a general description followed by a specification of the oppression in the next clause. The emotive, yet vague, idea of trampling on the poor also occurs at 2:7a (howbeit with different vocabulary). The second option parallels the next clause. Either choice makes good sense in context.

The second matter is to identify the transgression against the poor (dāl; cf. 2:7b; 4:1; 8:6). If the initial clause refers to a tax, then it could point to government taxes. The second clause cites a tax of grain. The word for tax (maśʾēt) comes from the root nśʾ (“to lift up, carry”). A few commentators take the phrase literally. Calvin waxes eloquent: “When judges take money, or any other gift, it is less odious than when the poor are compelled to carry corn to them on their shoulders…. When judges constrained loads of corn to be brought to them, it was as though they strangled the poor, or drew blood from their veins, inasmuch as they robbed them of their food and support.”457 There is no need, however, to take such a literalist view. The term refers to a gift, which can be freely given (e.g., Gen 43:34; 2 Sam 11:8) or required (e.g., Ezek 20:40), as it is here in the form of a tax (cf. 2 Chr 24:6, 9). The Hebrew term bar refers to clean grain—that is, that which is left after the completion of the winnowing (cf. 8:6).458

Some interpreters believe that this verse depicts the plight of poor farmers who have lost their land to elites and are now day laborers or tenants on the latifundia of their overlords. These peasants must pay rent from their agricultural surplus in order to use the land that they work, land that may originally have been theirs.459 Lexically, however, it is better to see a reference to unfair taxation here, whether to its amount or to the means of collection (cf. 1 Sam 8:15; Neh 5:4).460 These taxes on harvests and cultivated land were destined for the crown and would have been collected by local government officials or other local leaders, a situation that would have allowed for corruption and abuse (cf. 7:1).461 Archaeological evidence for taxation includes the ləmelek jar handles.462

Clearly, some profited from this injustice. The next clause perhaps refers to the fruit of the violence against the weak for personal gain cited in 2:6–8, 3:9–4:1, and 8:4–6. The houses of hewn stone (Isa 9:10 [MT 9:9]; cf. 3:15) and pleasant vineyards did not belong to the general populace.463 The houses of common folk would have been built with brick and rough stone. One wonders if, or how, these vineyards escaped the plagues of 4:9. The wine from these special vineyards surely fueled the excessive drinking cited in 4:1 and 6:6, even as others suffered. The juxtaposition of these properties with the taxes suggests that they may have been financed by that injustice. Were the owners the ones collecting the tax, or were they local officials, elders, or the well-to-do, working independently or cooperatively, each for their own benefit?464

The third element of the verse is the announcement of judgment. What has been acquired through exploitation will be removed (you will not…). As in other prophetic passages, punishment is the reversal of present realities and thus a fitting sentence (cf. Zeph 1:13; Mic 2:1–4; 6:14–15). Some classify this a “futility curse” (Lev 26:16, 20; Deut 28:20, 29–31, 33, 38–41).465 Recent studies coordinate the language of this sort of curse to Assyrian siege warfare in the eighth and seventh centuries, in which agricultural support systems were destroyed after the taking of a city.466 This decimation was often accompanied by exile. This imagery would coincide with the context of warfare of the rest of the chapter (5:1–3, 16–17, 26–27), although the targets in this verse are the powerful (cf. 3:15–4:3; 6:7). Status and lifestyles were at stake for local and national elites, which helps explain the anger directed at anyone who might threaten the status quo (5:10). This judgment language is reversed in the restoration described in 9:11–15 (cf. Isa 65:21–22).

12 The transgressions (pəšāʿîm; cf. 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6) occur at the gate, forming an inclusio with its mention in v. 10. The recounting of rebelliousness continues. Transgressions is paired with your sins (ḥaṭṭōʾtêkem; cf. Isa 59:12) in the next clause, and many (rabbîm) with ʿăṣumîm. This last term can refer to quantity or to might based on numbers, but the parallelism suggests that numerous is the better choice in this line.467 The combination of many and numerous is common (e.g., Deut 7:1; 26:5; Ps 135:10; Prov 7:26; Isa 53:12; Mic 4:3). Another interpretive issue is the identity of the subject of the first-person verb I know. One option is the prophet, who would be continuing his personal response to the people’s opposition begun in 5:1.468 The more probable alternative is that Yahweh is speaking (as in 5:1). He is aware of all that the guilty parties do and, therefore, will pronounce judgment. The translation of the opening kî as an assertive (surely) reinforces the divine declaration.

The first two of the three transgressors are described with active participles, probably indicating that these many sins are characteristic behavior; the third clause utilizes a finite verb (nṭh).469 This line makes it clear that these crimes are committed, as in 5:10, within the realm of judicial practice at the gate. The text again combines the metaphorical with the literal. To begin with, there are those who attack the innocent. The participle used here (ṣrr) is usually translated as “enemy,” whether national or personal (e.g., Exod 23:22; Pss 7:4–6 [MT 7:5–7]; 10:5; 69:19 [MT 69:20]; Esther 3:10). Though vague, this word suggests contrary attitudes and even violent actions against the victims of injustice (cf. Ps 10:2–11).

The next phrases illustrate this violence. The elders or appointed officials who act as judges accept kōfer. This is usually interpreted as bribes, yet the more common term for a bribe is šōhar (Isa 1:23; 5:23). Nevertheless, the verb “take” (lqḥ) is used for accepting bribes (e.g., 1 Sam 8:3; Ps 15:5), and kōfer and šōhar appear in parallel in Prov 6:35, suggesting that the translation bribes is appropriate in this setting (cf. 1 Sam 12:3). At the same time, kōfer could add a nuance to the accusation. In a technical sense, kōfer refers to reparation paid to an offended party or a ransom paid by a violator in exchange for someone’s death (Exod 21:30; Prov 6:35; 13:8).470 If these meanings were to be applied here, to what might the kōfer refer? Is it that the reparations paid by the innocent poor have been highjacked for personal gain? If a capital case is in view, are those at the gate wrongly letting the guilty party go free in exchange for a tidy sum (even if pardon should be denied; cf. Num 35:31–32)?471 In other words, there might be more than mere bribery occurring at the gates. Whatever the actual scene, this treachery is a violation of the demand for impartial justice (Exod 23:1–3, 6–8; Deut 16:18–20). Motyer captures well the abuse of the judge: “He weighs the bribe in his hand, but he does not weigh moral values in his head, heart, and conscience.”472 The language of this verse echoes the abuses of 2:6b–7a. The same victims of 2:6 appear (the righteous, or innocent, and the poor)473 and, once again, the context is the legal system, where the vulnerable are cast aside (e.g., Exod 23:6–8; Deut 16:18–20; 24:17a; Prov 18:5; Isa 10:1–2; Mic 3:1–3).

13 There are two related lexical challenges in this verse.474 The term hammaśkîl is usually translated as the prudent (Ps 14:2; Prov 10:19; Dan 1:4; 12:3), but some contend that “the prosperous” is a better rendering. If the latter is the case, these are well-to-do individuals who violate the vulnerable and will be silenced by God’s judgment.475 This view could make sense in a context in which those in power control the legal proceedings. It is better, though, to go with the more common understanding (the prudent one). Who might be the wise one who is muzzled? One option is to see this as an allusion to Amos,476 but the more likely interpretation is that this is a general reference to those who reflect Yahweh’s moral stance.

The second difficult term is the verb dmm. The position of this commentary, following the English versions, is to translate it as is silent. The idea is that the prudent recognize that to protest injustice is futile or dangerous;477 or they are left speechless and stunned before such systemic wrong;478 or perhaps they have been forcefully silenced.479 The statements in 5:10 could substantiate any of these options. It will not do to criticize these individuals for lack of courage or faith.480 Those with an ethical compass who have lived in impossible settings of intimidating injustice can appreciate the difficulties of saying anything that goes counter to unjust authorities or elites. Amaziah threatens the prophet (7:10–13; cf. 2:11–12), perhaps an indication of the modus operandi of the day. His status as a foreigner—and from Israel’s kinship rival!—would have made his message particularly galling.

Another possibility is that, in continuity with the mournful tone of the chiasm (vv. 1–3, 16–17), a homonym of dmm offers the sense of “moan” (cf. Isa 23:2; Ps 4:4 [MT 4:5]).481 Interestingly, the verb “to be silent” can also refer to times of grief (Lam 2:18; 3:28; Ezek 24:17). This interpretation would eliminate the moral ground for criticizing the wise, as it reinforces their deeply felt reaction to the appalling conditions in Israel. Either interpretation (silence or moaning) fits the context. In such a corrupt environment, the wise fall into silence (cf. 2:12) or they grieve the degenerated state of justice in the land. But no such silence or incapacitating sadness characterizes the prophet Amos! He has been chosen and sent by God to speak out, and he does so boldly (7:14–17; cf. 3:7–8). Clearly, whatever the interpretive possibilities, Amos is not one of the prudent.

A third interpretive issue concerns the referent for the evil time. Some commentators take it to signify not the corrupt situation in Israel at that moment but the time of the coming judgment (cf. Mic 2:3; Jer 2:27–28; 15:11). In this view, the prudent read the future very differently than their countrymen (cf. 5:18–20). They are mute because they are confident in (or dumbfounded by) the sovereign actions of Yahweh or because they do not want to question what God will do.482 Many critical scholars take this view, too, but consider this verse to be a secondary interpolation from a later time; some label the verse apocalyptic.483 Elsewhere in the book of Amos, the approaching divine punishment is called a “day,” not a “time” (note the combination evil day in 6:3), but the term evil is related to judgment in 3:6; 9:4, 10. Both options—the contemporary setting that the prophet is confronting (5:10–12; cf. Ps 37:19; Eccl 9:12)484 or a future orientation—are possible in the context of chapter 5.

f. Seek Yahweh and Live (5:14–15)

14Seek good and not evil so that you might live,

and thus Yahweh God of Hosts will be with you, even as you say.a

15Hate evil and love the good,b and establish justice in the gate;c

perhaps Yahweh God of Hosts will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.

a. Tg. adds “to do” before “good” and “evil,” thereby focusing on behavior. To avoid the suggestion of too much proximity between God and humans, it reads, “so the Memra of the Lord God of hosts will be your help.”

b. LXX presents this verse as a continuation of v. 14 (that is, as a quotation) and accordingly renders the verbs in the first-person plural.

c. Tg. has “in your synagogues.” For this change, see Smolar and Aberbach, Studies in Targum Jonathan to the Prophets, 106; R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 85.

These two verses are the matching pericope to 5:4–6.485 The verb seek is repeated and, in the same fashion that 5:10–13 gave concrete examples of the metaphorical statement of 5:7, these lines explain what it means to seek Yahweh. For Andersen and Freedman, these two verses are the center of the book thematically and according to word count. The matters of justice, good and evil, and the exhortation to seek are foundational to its message.486 As in its corresponding passage, this pericope’s call to pursue the things of God is couched within a severe warning.

Several critical scholars contend that these verses are secondary. Wolff, for instance, believes that they are a later interpretation of 5:4 and that the antithetical construction of warnings, sometimes in combination with a purpose clause (e.g., Prov 9:8; 12:1; 24:21–22; 25:9–10), and the vocabulary of pursuing the good and avoiding evil (Prov 11:27) come from wisdom circles.487 In the past, some commentators transposed these two verses to after 5:4–6, believing it made more sense for them to follow those verses because of the lexical and thematic links,488 but that connection is represented in the chiastic structure of 5:1–17 without the need to move the verses.

14 Once again, the verb seek (drš) appears (cf. 5:4–6). This term, as explained in the exposition on 5:4, can refer to going to encounter God at a sanctuary, to consulting one of his spokespersons, such as a priest or prophet, or to responding to Yahweh in righteous obedience. The last option is the most viable here, as this seeking is connected to moral categories (good, vv. 14, 15) and right behavior (establish justice, v. 15). Importantly, 5:14–15, along with its matching pericope in vv. 4–6, reinforces the fact that seeking God entails more than participating in the cult. It is related to, and is evaluated by, actions of justice in the public square (cf. Zeph 2:3). A second “seek” is implied in the next clause: and [do] not [seek] evil. Does this suggest that the active pursuit of evil was evident in Israel?489 If so, this tendency demonstrates how deeply embedded injustice was in certain sectors of Israel’s society and leadership. If not, the rhetorical point is made that not to seek Yahweh as he should be sought is tantamount to pursuing evil ends.

The verse begins with the summons to pursue good. This is a vague term (cf. the right, 3:10) that most commentators rightly relate to obedience to the ethical demands of Yahweh.490 Its fuller significance can perhaps be appreciated with help from virtue ethics, even though the original setting of virtue ethics in Aristotle’s ethics cannot be equated simplistically with the world of ancient Israel.491 In virtue ethics, the “good” is community specific. It is defined according to the community’s traditions, which set forth the standards and expectations of individual and social life. They are to be inculcated through a set of practices (in the virtue ethics sense492) and modeled by exemplars. The echoes with the Old Testament are clear. For instance, Israel had a historical-ethical religious tradition of faith in Yahweh that set out the divine demands for the nation; the worship activities were to be the setting for participating in communal religious practices that would rehearse God’s will and educate and shape the people in the virtues of justice, righteousness, and compassion; and the nation’s leaders—especially the religious leaders—had been called to be paradigms of those virtues before Israel. The book of Amos makes clear that this construct of the good, with its particular meaning within that sociocultural context, was being violated in all of these dimensions. In 5:15, the good focuses specifically on commercial and legal justice. A comparable notion of the good occurs in other eighth-century prophetic books (Isa 1:16–17; 5:20; 7:15–16; Hos 8:3; Mic 3:2; 6:8; cf. Deut 30:15–20).

In contrast to the good, the evil that is to be avoided is explained neither here nor in the following verse.493 Within the contours of the chiasm of 5:1–17, however, it is likely that the term should be understood in light of 5:7 and its parallel passage, 5:10–13. In 5:7, the ideals and the virtues that Yahweh demands—justice and righteousness—are disregarded; in 5:10–13, this disposition finds tangible expression at the gate, where discrimination and bullying are the order of the day. This summons, as in 5:4, 6, is unconditional regardless of the hearers’ fate, even though there might be the possibility of survival (that you may live). Although elsewhere to do good brings prosperity (e.g., Pss 34:12–14 [MT 34:13–15]; 37:3–4, 27–29), the hope here is more limited: to be counted among those who remain, as v. 15 makes clear.

The second part of this verse purports to quote the popular belief (even as you say) that Yahweh would be with the nation, most likely in their armed conflicts. Apparently, the people had a triumphalist confidence in divine protection (note the term hosts has military connotations). The promise of God’s presence is found in the patriarchal narratives (Gen 26:3, 24; 28:15; 31:3) but was also connected to times of war throughout the Old Testament period, from before the establishment of the monarchy (Num 23:21; Deut 20:4; 31:8; Judg 6:12) to the formulation of the conviction of Yahweh’s protection of Zion (e.g., Ps 46:7, 11 [MT 46:8, 12]; Isa 7:14; 8:8, 10). In Judah, this was certainty misplaced; it was grounded in a belief in the inviolability of God’s chosen city and its Temple, irrespective of national conduct—a miscalculation that the prophets denounced (Mic 3:11; Jer 7:4–11; 23:16–22; Ezek 13:10–16).494

Amos exposes this same sort of misplaced conviction in Israel (cf. 5:18–20; 9:10; cf. 7:9–13). Election as the people of God was no guarantee of avoiding disaster or judgment; rather, the responsibilities that came with that privilege were the basis for it (3:1–2; cf. 9:7)! Some commentators envision that these lines reflect an actual debate between the prophet and his audience.495 This is possible, but this line may also be simply for rhetorical effect within a broader critique (and mockery) of this ill-conceived social imaginary and its cult. Elsewhere, the prophet does cite the words of transgressors to reveal their obstinate, rebellious spirit (4:1; 8:5).

The use of the divine epithet Yahweh God of Hosts is telling.496 It occurs again in the next verse in an ironic juxtaposition: In reality, this core trust in the unshakeable presence and protection of God did not rest on anything more than a shaky “perhaps,” which was dependent on his sovereign will. In addition to 5:14–15, this name-title combination appears at 4:13; 5:16; 6:8, 14 (cf. 3:13; 5:27; 9:5), all of which announce judgment.

15 This verse repeats the thrust of the previous verse, but with special literary skill and theological expansion. The opening phrases stand in chiastic relationship with those that open 5:14: love the good corresponds to seek good, and hate evil to [do] not [seek] evil. Literarily, this creative use of the antonyms love and hate strengthens the words’ emotive force (cf. Pss 34:14 [MT 34:15]; 37:27; 97:10; 119:113). Micah, another eighth-century prophet, condemns the opposite tendency that he sees in Judah, where the leaders love evil and hate good (Mic 3:2; cf. Ps 52:3 [MT 52:5]). These two verbs reverse their earlier application in the book of Amos, where the nation is said to love to participate in celebratory ritual that Yahweh will not countenance (4:5) and the powerful to hate those who speak the truth in legal matters (5:10). Later, Yahweh declares that he hates their festivals (5:21) and Israel’s arrogant confidence in its fortresses (6:8).

Just as the metaphorical rejection of justice and righteousness of 5:7 finds concrete expression in the legal and financial abuses in the matching pericope of 5:10–13, so seeking Yahweh in 5:4–6 is related to seeking good in 5:14–15, where this good is associated explicitly with justice in the gate. To truly follow Yahweh is to be committed individually and corporately to justice in legal affairs.

The potential result of obeying this mandate is that Yahweh God of Hosts might spare some of the people. The repetition of the divine epithet from v. 14 is another feature that links the two verses, reinforcing that v. 15 develops the ideas of v. 14. The conditional nature of this assurance is important (perhaps). To begin with, the interconnection of 5:4–6 and 5:14–15 within the chiasm of 5:1–17 means that the earlier promise of life in that first pericope is explicated here even as seeking Yahweh is. Commentators who say that the offer of life in 5:4–6 (whether understood as quality of existence or as outlasting the imminent disaster) is incompatible with the prophet’s persistent message of inescapable doom have wrongly taken the words of 5:4–6 in isolation and have missed the significance of the literary structure of the passage. Together, 5:4–6 and 5:14–15 truly are an exhortation to seek God, but without any guarantee that the proper response can secure survival from the coming judgment. This is an appeal to choose obedience and the possibility of life over against living in ways that Yahweh condemns and that will bring judgment. It is a religious-moral imperative to come to God irrespective of the consequences, not a firm assurance of blessing or escape. The urgency of repentance is not negated but is made more urgent in 5:15 (cf. 5:3; Zeph 1:2–3, 18; 2:3).497 Survival of what is coming depends solely on the mercy of Yahweh God of Hosts, the one in whom the nation’s ideology has placed its trust (v. 14; cf. 5:18–20; 6:13; 7:10–13). Because of the broader scope of the significance of these issues, it is better to take the addressees as the entire nation and not limit them to the transgressors of 5:10–12.

That there might be a remnant (šəʾērît) is conceivable, nothing more.498 This concept appears at 3:12 in the metaphor of the remains of an animal that had been devoured by a lion and in other passages that suggest that few will survive Yahweh’s wrath (e.g., 2:14–16; 4:11; 5:3; 6:9–10; 8:3; cf. 6:6).499 The statement here underlines the inevitability and unavoidability of the devastating catastrophe. Appeals for divine mercy are especially evident in psalms of lament (e.g., Pss 4:1; 25:16; 30:10 [MT 30:11]; 57:1 [MT 57:2]; 86:3, 16). Unlike these psalms, however, which include a statement of confidence that Yahweh will hear and act on this plea, at this juncture Israel can only cling to a perhaps that depends on the freedom of God (Jonah 3:9; Zeph 2:3; Joel 2:14). The prophet recognizes this perilous reality in his two intercessory entreaties for the nation at 7:1–6. In both cases, Yahweh relents, but by the third vision, intercession ceases. Destruction is decreed; nothing more can be done (7:7–9). Amos 5:15 effectively communicates the same message that Israel will suffer loss.

Some commentators argue that the remnant of Joseph refers to Israel’s situation during the ministry of the prophet and the reign of Jeroboam II because of the nation’s recent losses (e.g., the OAN; 4:6–11).500 Nevertheless, the country at the time was strong enough to enjoy some victories, however small (6:13; cf. 2 Kgs 14:25) and prided itself in its fortresses (6:8). This is why the prophetic announcement of total defeat and the exposé of the folly of the national ideology were so shocking. Recognizing the future orientation of the passage and this phrase, some connect the remnant of Joseph to what remained of the national territory after the Assyrian incursion of 733 under the Assyrian Tiglath-pileser III, who at that time established the provinces of Dor, Megiddo, and Gilead in the zone that he had taken. Others contend that what is in view is post-722 and the fall of the Northern Kingdom.501 The vagueness of the phrase, though, like the other descriptions of the coming disaster in the book, suggests that this is simply another general statement of the impact of the imminent future judgment.

g. Lament for Israel (5:16–17)

16Therefore, thus says Yahweh God of Hosts, the Lorda:

In all the city squaresb [there will be] wailing, and in all the streets they will say, “Woe, woe!”c

And they will call the plowman to mourning and to wailingd the ones knowing lamentation,

17and in all the vineyardse [there will be] wailing, because I will pass in your midst, says Yahweh.

a. LXX and Syr. omit, as do most critics. Note the comment on the divine names in LXX Amos under “The Text,” p. 111.

b. David J. A. Clines argues that the plural of this term should be translated “streets” in “Squares and Streets: The Distinction of rəḥôb ‘Square’ and rəḥōbôt ‘Streets,’” in On the Way to the Postmodern: Old Testament Essays, 1967–1998, vol. 2, JSOTSup 293 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 631–36; cf. DCH 7:464–65; NEB, NKJV, NIV. See the exposition.

c. This exclamation (hô) elsewhere appears as hôy (5:18; 6:1; cf. 1 Kgs 13:30; Jer 22:18; 34:5; Ezek 2:10; 30:2).

d. Following most commentators in transposing the preposition ʾel from before yôdəʿê to before mispēr (yet note LXX and, e.g., Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 664–65; see BHQ, 83*). Rabbinic commentators also struggled with the syntax (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 165–67; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 142–43, 249). Tromp suggests an apostrophe for the second colon: “And call: ‘Wailing’ to those skilled in lamentation” (“Amos V 1–17: Toward a Stylistic and Rhetorical Analysis,” 79–80).

e. To parallel the preceding line, several repoint vineyards (kərāmîm) as “vinedressers” (kōrəmîm) to read “among all the vinedressers.” See, e.g., Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 229, 232; Mays, Amos, 96; Gese, “Kleine Beiträge zum Verständnis des Amosbuches,” 432–34. Farmers and vinedressers appear together in 2 Chr 26:10; Isa 61:5; Joel 1:11.

This last pericope of the section matches the first passage of the chiasm (5:1–3).502 Those opening verses spoke of extensive defeat and death; this passage presents the impact of that imminent punishment in vivid fashion with its depiction of widespread mourning. The chiasm is introduced by divine speech (v. 1) and framed by the phrase says Yahweh (vv. 3a, 17). This literary feature makes clear God’s involvement in the coming judgment. The theme of lament in these lines echoes the opening pericope, while the vocabulary establishes a connection to vv. 14–15: Mourning for the dead follows the announcement of a remnant.

16 Elsewhere, therefore introduces a description of punishment (3:11; 4:12; 6:7; 7:17), but here it prefaces a description of the terrible consequences of judgment (cf. v. 13): acute suffering everywhere. The name and title combination for God in vv. 14–15 (Yahweh God of Hosts) is repeated and expanded with the Lord (ʾădōnāy), suggesting a link back to that call to Israel to change its ways and hope in divine mercy as well as a climactic revelation of what is in store at God’s hand. This, with 3:13, is the longest epithet for God in the entire book.

The preponderance of the language of lament in this verse is striking, and several literary features accent the impact. To begin with, there are four terms referring to lament: wailing (mispēd; cf. Mic 1:8), woes or cries of grief (hô), mourning (ʾēbel), and lamentation (nehî). Only here is the exclamation woe spelled hô instead of the more common hôy (1 Kgs 13:30; Jer 22:18; 34:5; Ezek 2:10; 30:2). Hôy can also be a sarcastic or ominous introduction to oracles of judgment (cf. 5:18; 6:1). The word mourning (’ēbel) harkens back to the verbal root in the summary oracle of 1:2 (ʾābal; cf. 8:8; 9:5), which sets the ominous tone of the prophetic message of judgment that brings death. The term occurs again at 8:10.

In addition to this lexicon of grief, this verse mentions the ones knowing lamentation, possibly a reference to professional mourners.503 These individuals could be either women or men—apparently the former were more prominent—who were hired to compose and sing dirges for the dead (2 Chr 35:25; Jer 9:17–20 [MT 9:16–19]; cf. 2 Sam 1:24). These persons may have functioned as a guild. The existence of such mourners may reflect the strong cultural mores in place for mourning and honoring the dead in ancient cultures. Interestingly, farmers (the plowman) are called to mourn, too.504 Some scholars believe that, in the midst of such great loss, farmers are summoned because there are not enough available mourners to handle all the burials.505 Others envision a socioeconomic backdrop—that is, that some farmers are so poor that they hire themselves out for mourning or, ironically, that the exploited are burying their oppressors.506 The best option might be to understand the mention of the farmers as a component of the literary techniques of this pericope—yet another means of emphasizing the nation’s losses.

Literarily, the scope of the catastrophe is communicated first by the urban-rural connection: The mourners of the open squares and streets of the cities and towns are joined by farmers in the vineyards of the countryside (v. 17). In other words, the farmers are referenced not for socioeconomic reasons but because of their location. It is not just that there are not enough mourners but also that lament is ubiquitous. A second literary feature that communicates comprehensiveness is the threefold repetition of all in vv. 16–17.

This passage does not reveal the length of time of the mourning or who convokes the people to lament.507 In other instances, the task of assembling everyone likely fell to the priests (e.g., Joel 1:13–14; 2:15–17). However, within a cultic system of celebration (4:4–5) centered on Israel’s national ideology supervised by the high priest (7:10–13), that scenario is implausible. On other occasions, widespread mourning without official religious sponsorship is a spontaneous outburst after a terrible calamity (note the book of Lamentations and the lament psalms). In light of the judgment that is coming, such a situation is probable here.

17 Although vineyards can be characterized as places of joy (Judg 9:27; 21:19–21; Isa 16:10; Jer 48:33; Job 24:18), no such occasion is in view in this context. Lament encompasses town and countryside alike. The first part of this verse repeats the term wailing (mispēd) and extends the lament into the rural areas, thereby adding to the emphasis on mourning and death. That death and weeping are everywhere reflects the large-scale losses described in the matching pericope of 5:1–3.

In the second half of the line, God announces in the first person that he will pass through the people. These words reveal that Yahweh is somehow engaged directly in the judgment, even if the instrument will be an unnamed foreign army (3:11; 6:14).508 Similar divine first-person verbs occur in other passages that announce inescapable far-reaching judgment (7:8; 8:2; 9:1–4). The phrase pass in your midst echoes the exodus tradition, according to which Yahweh struck the firstborn of Egypt (Exod 12:12; cf. Exod 11:4). The difference is that now this harrowing word is spoken against his own people, “for Israel,” says Keil, “is no longer the nation of the covenant … but has become an Egypt.”509 There and then, Egypt experienced great loss (Exod 12:29–30); here and now, Israel will live its own terrible tragedy. In several other places in the book of Amos, the exodus is used in reverse fashion (2:9–10; 3:1; 9:7), in each case counteracting the misplaced national confidence in Israel’s election.

2. The Delusion of Religion (5:18–27)

Scholars divide 5:18–27 into either two parts (5:18–20, 21–27)510 or three (5:18–20, 21–24, 25–27).511 While syntactical and conceptual arguments can be made for each option, I propose that a thematic chiasm spans the entire ten verses. This is a heuristic suggestion that can be helpful in following the flow of the passage.512

A The day of Yahweh: unfounded longing (vv. 18–20)

B The despised cult: unacceptable rituals (vv. 21–23)

C The divine demand for justice (v. 24)

B′ The despised cult: unlike the past (v. 25)

A′ The future reality: exile (vv. 26–27)

The last two verses of this passage (vv. 26–27) correspond by way of contrast to the opening indictment against Israel’s misplaced confidence in what it believes will be the time of Yahweh achieving victory over Israel’s foes (vv. 18–20). Instead, their inevitable fate will be God’s sending the nation into exile. The second pair of pericopes also function as a contrast. The people’s current unacceptable religious practices (vv. 21–23) contrast with what they did in the wilderness wanderings long ago (v. 25). The center of the chiasm is the well-known demand for justice in v. 24. This focus on justice continues and develops the theme of justice of 5:17 and its connection to religious life. Jeremias suggests that 5:18–27 and 6:1–14 are structured in parallel fashion. He constructs the sequence as follows: a cry of woe against the self-assured (5:18–20; 6:1–7), a strongly worded rejection by God (5:21; 6:8), a rhetorical question (5:25; 6:13), and a declaration of military disaster (5:27; 6:14).513

Critics doubt the authenticity of several parts of this section. First, some argue that the question about why Israel desires the day of Yahweh is an explanatory interpolation in the woe cry.514 Nevertheless, it serves nicely to underscore the prophet’s criticism, so there is no need to consider it an addition, especially as there is no external evidence of its absence in the ancient versions. Several contend that the final clause in v. 18 (It will be darkness and not light) is an addition—a secondary clause anticipating the same thought with similar wording in v. 20.515 Literarily, however, the clause establishes an inclusio with v. 20 to great rhetorical effect, emphasizing the prophetic reversal of the misdirected hope of Israel.

The awkward structure of v. 22a has also generated much speculation and many proposed emendations. One suggestion is to reject the first colon as a later addition,516 but a second and more common one is to argue that an original second colon, the apodosis of the initial clause, has dropped out.517 There is no evidence in the ancient versions for either option. It is best to take the opening clause together with your grain offerings as what is brought before Yahweh and rejected.518 Although the syntax of this tricola may appear inelegant, literarily it arrests attention in the move from the feasts of v. 21 to the sacrifices of v. 22. With the solitary colon in v. 22a, the total number of divinely rejected rituals in vv. 21–23 is seven, which fits the book’s pattern of lists of five or seven.

Finally, it is not uncommon for critics to claim that vv. 25–27, in whole or in part, are a late addition.519 This is argued on several grounds, including the switch from the poetry of vv. 21–24 to the more prosaic style of vv. 25–27, the supposed provenance of some of the vocabulary, questions about the worship of other gods in the message of Amos, and the awkward syntax of v. 26. As to the first point, the impact of the change to prose is softened when read within the chiasm of the section. The topic of v. 25 is different from v. 24 and, while the style varies from the poetry of its matching passage (vv. 21–23), it is connected lexically with those three verses even as it serves as a transition to what follows. Some discount the authenticity of v. 25 (or vv. 25–26) by saying that v. 24, as the crowning point of the critique of vv. 21–23, does not need historical or theological buttressing. The fact, however, that this section is a chiasm with v. 24 as its center eliminates that argument; v. 25 and vv. 26–27 parallel vv. 21–23 and vv. 18–20 respectively. Other matters are dealt with in the exposition.

EXCURSUS: THE WOE CRY

The woe cry appears almost exclusively in the prophetic literature (1 Kgs 13:30 is the exception). The form has several components. After the initial exclamation (hôy), usually one or more plural active participles or a substantive follows and describes a negative behavior pattern in an impersonal way (“woe to those who…”). On occasion, this format may continue on with other features, like a threat, an announcement of judgment, or rhetorical questions. Woe cries can also appear in series (e.g., six in Isa 5:8–23; five in Hab 2:6–19). While woe cries are predominately addressed to groups within Israel and Judah or to those two nations more generally, they can also be directed against other nations (e.g., Isa 10:5; 18:1; Jer 48:1; Nah 3:1). Woe cries appear in the book of Amos at 5:18 and 6:1 (with some believing that they are implicit in or original to 5:7 and 6:13).

While all scholars agree on the basic shape of the woe cry, disagreement arises over its possible Sitz im Leben. Not surprisingly, hypotheses about the form’s origins parallel the discussions on the predominant theological traditions that might lie behind the message of Amos.520 In an important article that influenced Wolff and others, Gerstenberger argued that, in their indictments, the prophets appropriated a speech pattern that had arisen within clan wisdom circles and was designed to reinforce a proper social order. Woe cry themes, like drunkenness, are prominent in the wisdom tradition (e.g., Prov 20:1; 23:20–21; 23:29–35), as is the counterpart of blessing for a just life (e.g., Prov 8:34; 28:14; cf. Pss 32:1–2; 119:1–2; 128:1–2)—evidence that Gerstenberger contends points to a wisdom provenance.521

A second option connects the woe cry to the covenant curses.522 These do contain the participial component and voice similar social concerns, but the opening particle is different in Deuteronomy 27:15–26 (ʾārûr, “cursed is/be …”). A third possibility is that the hôy sayings come from mourning contexts (e.g., 1 Kgs 13:30; Jer 22:18; 34:5) and that this funerary thrust establishes the primary tone for their use in prophetic denunciations.523 The judgments that the prophets announce will bring death and destruction, a foreboding reality that they deeply lament. A final alternative focuses on the syntactical function of the woe cry as a vocative to get the attention of the hearers (or readers).524 The second-person addresses that accompany hôy point in this direction and allow for flexibility, as the woe cry could be used in various settings, such as a funeral lament or an indictment. For the book of Amos, a combination of the last two options offers the best perspective.

[image: Image]

a. The Day of Yahweh: Unfounded Longing (5:18–20)

18Woe to the ones who crave the day of Yahweh.

Whya do you [want] the day of Yahweh? It will be darkness and not light.

19[It will be] as when one flees from a lion and a bear falls upon him;

and [then] he goes home and leans his hand on the wall, and a serpent bites him.

20Will not the day of Yahweh be darkness and not light? Gloom with no brightness in it?b

a. The phrase lāmmâ-zzeh is usually taken as questioning the reason for Israel’s stance (Why? or “What use is it to you?”; cf. Gen 18:13; 25:22). NJB (“what”) understands it to be a reference to Israel’s understanding of the meaning of the Day of Yahweh (cf. Gen 25:32; Job 30:2; Isa 1:11). Either option works in context. The addition of the demonstrative pronoun to the interrogative communicates emphasis (GKC §136c).

b. LXX punctuates this second clause as declarative instead of continuing the interrogative sense of the opening clause (cf. NEB). Those agreeing with this change include Wolff, Joel and Amos, 253–54; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 94; Paul, Amos, 186; Eidevall, Amos, 163–64, 166.

These verses continue the tone of the previous section (5:1–17), which began and ended with lament (5:1–3, 15–16).525 A paronomastic play on words between the wailing (hô-hô) in 5:16 and the woe (hôy) in 5:18 creatively connects these two sections. In light of this literary juxtaposition, the woe cry can serve at once as a call to attention to the nation (note the second-person plural suffix) and a response of sadness to the judgment announced in the matching lines in this chiasm (vv. 26–27; cf. 5:1; Mic 1:8–16). This pericope critiques the belief that the day of Yahweh will be a time of victory for Israel over its enemies. The extent of the passage is marked by an inclusio: the repetition of the phrase day of Yahweh and of darkness and light in vv. 18 and 20. The extension of light and darkness by other terms in v. 20 signals a sharper bite to the prophetic critique. Some commentators envision that these lines reflect an actual dispute between the prophet and his audience.

18 The day of Yahweh is connected to a divine theophany, a powerful personal appearance of the God of Israel.526 It seems that in Amos’s time, the popular understanding of such an event was that Yahweh would come to defeat the nation’s enemies. Israel was reveling in victories, which would have reinforced that nationalistic sentiment (6:13; cf. 9:10). Recent defeats that contradicted this belief were apparently ignored or minimized (1:3–15; 4:10). The prophet directly confronts this national ideology of a victorious Day of Yahweh. Other passages repeatedly warn Israel of an imminent defeat “on that day” (or with the phrase “days are coming”) that will surpass anything experienced thus far (cf. 2:16; 3:14; 4:2; 6:3; 8:3, 9–11, 13). God’s appearing will not be joyous (cf. 4:12; 5:17); it will involve defeat, destruction, and displacement. This announcement explains the incredulous rhetorical question: Why do you [want] the day of Yahweh? It is something to be dreaded, not celebrated (cf. 5:14–15). The repetition of the phrase the day of Yahweh adds weight to the query. The closing verses of the book disclose that after Israel’s judgment there will be another day, a time of restoration (9:11, 13), but that hope lies beyond the coming disaster.

The verb crave (ʾāwâ hithpael) expresses a powerful emotion that arises from within. The term can refer to desiring something natural (water, 2 Sam 23:15; beauty, Ps 45:11 [MT 45:12]) or, in a negative sense, to lusting after something inappropriately (e.g., Num 11:4, 34; Deut 5:21; Prov 21:26). The connotation here is clearly the latter (contrast this with Jer 17:16). The sharp difference of perception between this misconstrued belief and a realistic understanding of the future is highlighted by the contrast between darkness and light. Darkness is connected to the judgments of the day of Yahweh in other prophetic books (e.g., Isa 13:10; Ezek 30:2; Joel 2:2; 3:14–15 [MT 4:14–15]; Zeph 1:15), which might reflect the ancient idea of relating darkness to chaos, evil, and death. The ominous theme of darkness occurs, too, in the first two hymnic passages (4:13; 5:8), which stress the power of Yahweh in judgment, and in the announcement of judgment in 8:9. Verse 20 reiterates the idea of darkness more forcefully, while v. 19 uses vivid imagery to underscore the nation’s fateful miscalculation. Elsewhere, light is related to deliverance (Isa 8:22–9:2 [MT 8:22–9:1]; cf. Hab 3:4, 11), a hope that is here denied.

Who might have held so tenaciously to this conviction? A few commentators trace it back to the teaching of false nationalistic prophets (cf. Mic 3:6),527 but that suggestion fails to explain why such characters do not appear in the book as Amos’s rivals.528 Others hold that these words are directed at the religious leaders or at Jeroboam II and his court,529 while still others contend that only the sinners and oppressors within the population are the target (cf. 9:10).530 However, the wilderness allusion, the label house of Israel (v. 25), the generalized judgment of exile (v. 27), and the connection with 5:1–17 and its wider vision of doom suggest that the entire nation is in view. Nationalistic ideologies are not limited to certain socioeconomic and political groups. Such a negation of Israel’s official ideology triggers Amaziah’s accusation of Amos at the sanctuary of Bethel (7:10–12; cf. 2:11–12). Bethel would have been the principal center for the commemoration of the nationalistic credo. It is not surprising that the high priest characterizes Amos’s words as a conspiracy against the king and orders the prophet return to Judah.

19 The day that is coming is inescapable. That it will be disastrous is expressed by the powerful image of a man fleeing a series of dangerous animals to no avail. Scenes of animal attacks are found throughout the Old Testament, and many deal with the creatures listed in this verse: lions (Judg 14:5–9; 2 Sam 23:20; 1 Kgs 13:24–28), bears (2 Kgs 2:24), snakes (Exod 4:3–4; 7:8– 15; Num 21:6–9; Eccl 10:8, 11; Jer 8:17), and lions and bears together (1 Sam 17:34–37; Prov 28:15; Hos 13:8). Lions are mentioned earlier in Amos 1:2; 3:4, 8, 12 in relationship to Yahweh’s roar and judgment; the mention of that animal at this juncture could suggest an association with that Divine Lion (cf. Lam 3:10; Hos 13:7–8).531 The idea of the snake reappears in 9:3, once more in connection with the impossibility of escape from judgment. These three animals were not found in large numbers in this region, but they were feared, and their mention could have had significant rhetorical effect.532

The futility of trying to get away from what God has decreed against Israel arises twice elsewhere in the book, and with the verb employed here (nûs, 2:16; 9:1; cf. Isa 24:17–18; Jer 48:43–44). Although many interpret this line as two parallel sets of events (the action in the field and what transpires in the man’s house),533 it makes more sense grammatically and conceptually to take this as a continuous sequence. There is no place to run or hide, not even within the confines of a home as the final hope of sanctuary.534

20 This verse forms an inclusio with verse 18 by repeating day of Yahweh and the combination darkness and not light. As in that earlier verse, the effect is heightened by a rhetorical question, although the introductory particles differ.535 Surely the people would shout “No!” at the prophet’s query, but to do so would make manifest their obtuseness and self-deception, willful or otherwise. The emphatic nature of the critique in vv. 18–20 is underscored by extending the contrast between darkness and light further with another pair of descriptors: gloom536 and no brightness.537 The four descriptors in this verse appear in Isa 59:9. Darkness and gloom occur together prominently in the ninth plague in Egypt (Exod 10:22) and also in Joel 2:2 and Zeph 1:15—all contexts announcing disaster from the hand of God. In contrast, light and brightness can describe the powerful presence of God, often in connection with his actions in defense or restoration of his people (e.g., nōgah in Ps 18:12 [MT 18:13]; Isa 4:5; Hab 3:4, 11; cf. Isa 9:2 [MT 9:1]).538 The nation has chosen poorly by believing a lie (Isa 50:10).

b. The Despised Cult: Unacceptable Rituals (5:21–23)

21I hate, I despise your festivals. I will not approvea of your sacred assemblies.

22Surely ifb you bring me burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not accept [them].

I will not look at the peace offeringc of your fattened calves.d

23Take awaye from me the noise of yourf songs. I will not listen to the melody of your lyres.

a. Lit. “smell.” Tg. avoids the anthropomorphisms in vv. 21–22 by using the verb “accept” here and in the next verse for look at. For I will not savor in v. 22, Tg. has, “they will not be pleasing.”

b. John H. Hayes (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 173) argues that the combination kî ʾim introduces a divine oath (cf. 2 Sam 3:35; 1 Kgs 17:12).

c. BHS proposes a plural instead of the singular construct (“peace offerings”). BHQ does not mention this suggestion.

d. LXX misread this word (mərîʾêkem), probably as a form of marʾeh from the root rʾh (“see”), and translated it as “appearance.”

e. MT has the hiphil infinitive absolute with an imperatival sense (cf. GKC §113bb; IBHS §35.5.1; cf. 4:5). BHS proposes the masculine plural of the imperative (hāsîrû), which would harmonize with the plural suffixes of vv. 21–22, but this is not followed by BHQ.

f. The change in v. 23 from the second-person masculine plural suffixes of the preceding two verses to the second-person masculine singular suffix is lost in English translation. BHS (but not BHQ) and some commentators harmonize the suffixes to the plural for both songs and lyres (i.e., šîrêkem and niblêkem). Some argue that the preceding infinitive absolute was misunderstood as a singular imperative, which led to the original plural suffixes being changed to the singular (e.g., Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 235; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 176; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 206; Amsler, “Amos,” 213).

While there is no formal syntactical link between vv. 21–23 and vv. 18–20, there is a conceptual connection. These lines contain a harsh critique of the Yahweh cult, where Israel’s civil religion would have celebrated that misconstrued day of Yahweh. The public nature of the rituals that are listed in these verses make clear that all strata and parts of the populace are involved. The following verse (v. 24) connects the absence of ethics to the condemnation of the cult. As in several other passages of religious critique in the book (4:4–5; 5:4–6; 7:10–17; 9:1), the target is not the worship of other deities but ceremonies that celebrate the God of Israel.539

Some commentators believe that these verses reflect a confrontation (hypothetical or actual) between the prophet and his opponents during a major festival at a sanctuary. Amos mocks what would have been standard priestly language to communicate Yahweh’s acceptance of the people’s offerings (cf. 4:4–5).540 Amos 7:10–17 is the clearest example of such a conflict. In regard to a form-critical classification, Wolff proposes that 5:21–27 (except vv. 25–26, which he believes are a later addition) is a creative reworking of the messenger speech, which includes a “cultic decision” (vv. 21–22) coupled with a wisdom admonition (vv. 23–24) and an announcement of punishment (v. 27).541

The comprehensive nature of the prophetic condemnation is communicated literarily in several ways.542 To start with, vv. 21–23 contain a “heptad of negation”—that is, seven verbs of repudiation and seven objects of disdain.543 This passage mentions more religious activities than 4:4–5 does. A similarly lengthy, biting catalog appears Isa 1:11–15.544 These verses reinforce the censure of Israel’s worship as sin (4:4–5) and add weight to the warnings about the fate of the sanctuaries (3:14; 5:4–6; 7:9; 8:3). The various references to Yahweh’s senses make the critique personal and visceral.

21 The depth of Yahweh’s repugnance at Israel’s worship is expressed starkly at the beginning of v. 21 by the asyndetic juxtaposition of the two first-person verbs hate and despise.545 This is the only occasion in the Old Testament when these verbs appear side by side. The first (śnʾ) marks a strong contrast to how it is used earlier in this chapter. In 5:10, those in power hate those who would speak out for justice at the gate; in 5:15, Yahweh calls the nation to hate evil. Here, Yahweh abhors what is intended to glorify him. That emotion that elsewhere is directed at the veneration of other deities now describes his reaction to Israel’s worship (Deut 12:31; 16:22; Jer 44:4; cf. Prov 15:8; 21:27). Chapter 6 says that God hates Israel’s fortresses (6:8), those symbols of national power and protection that would have been connected to the religious ideology that is loathed so vehemently in 5:21–27. The second verb (mʾs) breaks with the pattern of rejection by God characteristically following human rejection of his ways (1 Sam 15:23, 26; 2 Kgs 17:15, 20; Hos 4:6; Jer 6:19, 30). Yahweh refuses those who, in their minds, actively seek him at the sanctuaries (5:4–6; 8:11–12; cf. Hos 5:6; Mic 3:4).

What is not tolerable to Yahweh is specified as festivals and sacred assemblies. The first term (sg. ḥag) is used for the three annual national pilgrimage feasts (Exod 23:14–17; 34:22–25; Lev 23:4–8, 15–22, 33–43; Deut 16:1–17): the Passover and Unleavened Bread, which are related to the exodus from Egypt; the Harvest Festival or Feast of Weeks, which in time would be related to the events at Sinai; and the Feast of Booths or Tabernacles, which commemorated the sojourn in the wilderness and coincided with the harvest of grapes, figs, and olives. These three festivals were the largest and most joyous communal religious celebrations of the year. In the coming judgment, these feasts will be turned into times for mourning (8:10). The second term (ʿăṣārâ) can refer to gatherings more generally (2 Kgs 10:20; Isa 1:13; Joel 1:14) or sometimes to specific occasions (Lev 23:36; Num 29:35; Deut 16:8; Neh 8:18). Employing these two terms together conveys that all convocations are abominable.

The verb rwḥ, which is used in reference to Israel’s sacred assemblies, is usually translated as approve of or “delight in.” These renderings reflect the thrust of the term, which literally means “smell.”546 Mentioning the sense of smell could specifically allude to the sacrifices offered at those festivals, although the verb can also mean approval in a broad sense. In the context of sacrifice, the idea is that the aromatic smoke rises up to God in a satisfying way so that he receives the offerings with favor (Gen 8:20–21; Lev 1:9; 6:15; Num 15:3). Here, however, Yahweh refuses to give them any attention (cf. Exod 30:38; Lev 26:31). This is the first of three verbs related to the senses in this pericope; there is one in each verse.

The consistent use of the first person and the personal nature of the verbs convey just how offensive the cult is to Yahweh. In addition, there is the marked distinction between I and the second-person plural suffixes. God and his people are clearly at odds.547

22 After announcing that he will not countenance Israel’s religious ceremonies, Yahweh turns to the nation’s sacrifices. Three are listed.548 The first are the burnt offerings (ʿōlâ; Lev 1:8–13), a sacrifice sometimes connected to other sacrifices (Lev 9:7; 14:20; 16:24; Num 28), feasts (Lev 23:12, 18), and petitions (Judg 20:26; 2 Sam 24:21–24). It is mentioned in other prophetic passages that critique worship (Isa 1:11; Jer 6:20; 14:12). The second term, minḥâ, can refer to sacrifices in general (Gen 4:3–5; Isa 1:13), but it also has a more defined meaning, the grain offering (Lev 2; 6:18–23; 23:37; Num 29:16; Josh 22:23). The divine response to these two sacrifices is that Yahweh does not accept them. This term (rṣʾ) is often used in the context of cultic ritual (e.g., Lev 1:3–4; Ezek 20:40–41), and it carries the emotional connotation of receiving with pleasure. Ideally, Yahweh would take with approval the offerings that his people bring, but they are warned that worship should be done properly, with both suitable procedure and suitable intent (Lev 7:18; 19:7; 22:25; Ps 51:16 [MT 51:18]; Hos 8:13; Mal 1:10, 13).

The third sacrifice that Yahweh eschews is the fellowship or peace offering (šelem mərîʾîm, Exod 20:24; 24:5; Lev 3; 7:11–18, 28–36). These were presented in gratitude for divine benevolence or to commemorate the fulfillment of a vow. The extravagance of Israel’s festivities is clear, with the explicit mention of fattened calves (2 Sam 6:13; 1 Kgs 1:9, 19, 25; Isa 1:11).549 This was a ritual in which priests and worshippers enjoyed parts of the offering as a meal before Yahweh. What they thought was a time of sharing with God was actually distasteful to him. Harper’s comment that this sacrifice “is distinctly superfluous and anti-climactic” misses the literary and theological purpose of this verse.550 Citing three kinds of offerings conveys the completeness of Yahweh’s dismissal of Israel’s rituals, even as the preceding verse denounced Israel’s religious gatherings. It may be significant that in this verse, no sacrifices for sin appear (ḥaṭṭāʾt, ʾāšām), although the aforementioned rituals had a variety of functions. If the omission is deliberate, then it reinforces the self-serving nature of the nation’s worship (cf. 4:4–5).

The line closes with the verb look at (nbṭ), the second of the three references to God’s senses. Individually and corporately, the people want him to see them in a favorable light (Pss 13:3 [MT 13:4]; 84:9 [MT 84:10]; Isa 66:2), but he has no disposition to grant their rituals a second glance.

23 In this verse, the target of God’s displeasure moves to the topic of singing. Two changes are striking. First, whereas vv. 21–22 highlight first-person verbs with Yahweh as the subject, v. 23 begins with a prohibition directed at the people, a command likely born out of divine frustration. Andersen and Freedman call this directive “an earnest plea for repentance,”551 and it clearly continues Yahweh’s negative reaction to Israel’s religious life. Second, the second-person plural suffixes of vv. 21–22 shift to singular suffixes here. The question is whether this modification signals a different referent. Does the singular indicate that a particular person is in view, such as King Jeroboam II or an individual priest (cf. 7:10–17)? Does it point to a limited group within Israel, such as the priestly guild or the musicians of the cult? Or is God addressing each Israelite individually?552 Most commentators understand that the nation is being spoken of in a corporate sense. That vv. 25–27 return to the second-person plural confirms that interpretation. The variation may be stylistic, a means by which to focus the accusation.

The term songs (sg. šîr) appears in the superscriptions of many psalms (Pss 45–46, 120–34) and in calls to praise (Pss 96:1; 98:1, 5; 149:1). Herein lies the irony. What to the people would have been festive songs of worship sung in the sanctuaries and on pilgrimages are but inarticulate noise (hāmôn) to Yahweh (cf. Ezek 26:13). In the not-too-distant future, judgment would turn the songs into weeping and wailing (8:3, 10; cf. 5:16–17). The well-to-do enjoy their singing at the marzēaḥ feasts (6:5), but that revelry is to end soon (6:7). Melody (zimrâ) is music or songs of celebration accompanied by instruments, in this case the lyre (e.g., Pss 33:2–3; 71:22; 81:2 [MT 81:3]; 144:9; 150:3).553 God’s reaction is not to listen. The tunes of praise fall on deaf ears. This is the third verb of rejection connected to the senses (after “smell” in v. 21 and look at in v. 22).


c. The Divine Demand for Justice (5:24)

24But let justice roll downa as the waters, and righteousness like a never-endingb stream.

a. LXX has an indicative form (“will roll”) without the adversative conjunction. See the exposition. Vulg., Syr., and Tg. have “will be revealed,” likely based on the verb glh instead of MT gll.

b. LXX renders “unfordable” (abatos) for theological reasons, perhaps influenced by Ezek 47:1–12 (Theocharous, Lexical Dependence, 212–18). Tg. has “mighty.” Eidevall argues for “flowing strongly” (Amos, 167).

This line is connected to the preceding verse by the conjunction waw, which is usually taken as an adversative, marking a contrast. The attached verb (gālal) has been understood in one of two ways. Several commentators parse it as an imperfect with a future sense.554 The coming justice and righteousness are associated with the person of Yahweh, either as divine judgment merited by the nation’s sin or as God’s establishment of a proper social order.555 While this interpretation of these terms finds support in the prophetic literature (e.g., Isa 1:27; 5:16; 10:22; 28:17; 59:17), the context argues against it. This same combination occurs at 5:7 and 6:12 (and justice by itself at 5:15). In both cases, the referent is human justice and righteousness, not God’s.556 Accordingly, most commentators take the verb as a jussive (let justice roll down) that communicates Yahweh’s exhortation for Israel to examine its understanding of what actually defines a proper relationship with him instead of believing that it could be reduced to or controlled by the performance of religious rituals. The fact that the terms do not have the second-person pronominal suffixes of vv. 21–23 underscores that Israel does not manifest these realities. This correlation of cultic critique and ethical demand is prominent in other prophetic books (Isa 1:10–17; 56:4–8; 58:1–14; Jer 7:1–11, 21–24; Hos 6:6; Mic 6:6–8; Zech 7:1–10; Mal 3:2–5; cf. Isa 33:13–16; Ezek 18:5–9; cf. 1 Sam 15:22–23) and in the Psalms (e.g., Pss 15; 24:3–5; cf. Prov 15:8; 21:3). Paul aptly says, “Ritual per se, with all of its paraphernalia and panoply, simply cannot substitute for the basic moral and ethical actions of humans. With these lacking, religious life, with all of its accoutrements, is a sham.”557

This verse is the center of the thematic chiasm of 5:18–27 and thus its focal point. If the center of the previous chiasm (5:1–17) drew attention to the incomparable person of Israel’s God and his power to judge (Yahweh is his name, 5:8d), here the emphasis lies with Yahweh’s uncompromising moral exigencies that should be the foundation of Israel’s life. Literarily, this line is also a chiasm, with “justice and righteousness” at its center—perhaps a literary reinforcement of the verse’s placement within the larger structure (cf. 5:7).558 In addition, the imagery is evocative, most notably in regard to the water.559

The second colon of the verse intensifies the opening clause. From the initial verb that depicts a large amount of water rolling down in waves (gālal),560 the scene moves to a never-ending torrent of a stream (naḥal, Deut 21:4; Ps 74:15). The latter word refers to a wadi, the kind of arid riverbed of the region that only briefly channels water after downpours during the rainy season (cf. Job 6:15–20). The notion of a continually flowing and reliable source of water in that geographical setting, which struggles with an inconsistent and limited water supply, is astounding! The contrast would have been startling. Moreover, water was life-giving. Yahweh’s mandate, then, that justice and righteousness constantly characterize Israel has the added connotation of their indispensability for the nation’s survival and prosperity.

There may also be a play on words with surrounding verses. The verb gālal is connected etymologically to Gilgal (Josh 5:9) and sounds similar to gālâ (“to go into exile”).561 The second colon of 5:5 reads, and Gilgal will surely go into exile (wəhaggilgāl gālōh yigleh); in 5:27, Yahweh announces, I will send you into exile (wəhiglêtî ʾetkem). This paronomasia connects the themes of worship and judgment that dominate the two sections of chapter 5.

d. The Despised Cult: Unlike the Past (5:25)

25Did you draw near to me with sacrifices and grain offerings in the deserta for forty years, O house of Israel?b

a. The phrase in the desert does not appear in LXX. See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 181; BHQ, 83*.

b. Almost all versions and commentators interpret the initial particle hă as an interrogative (an exception is Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 178–79).

Usually it is assumed that rhetorical questions expect a negative answer. The book has several rhetorical questions (2:11; 3:3–8; 5:18; 6:2, 12; 8:8; 9:7), but the expected response is context-specific. In 2:11, for example, the answer must be “yes.” Some questions apparently do expect a negative reply (3:3–8; 6:12), but others may well have garnered mixed (or at least hesitant) reactions depending on whether the audience shared the prophet’s point of view (5:18; 6:2; 8:8; 9:7). In response to 5:18, those committed to the national ideology would have given Amos reasons for believing in a victorious day of Yahweh and for rejecting his doom-laced interpretation. How a rebellious people might have reacted to the question in this verse is explored below.

The pair sacrifices and grain offerings could be a reference to the sacrificial system as a whole.562 That these two items appear at the beginning of the line, contrary to usual Hebrew word order, adds emphasis. The allusion to the wilderness experience and the phrase house of Israel suggest that the entire nation is in view.563 Once more, there is an appeal to tradition (the wilderness) and, as in the other such appeals, a favorable act of God serves as an indictment (2:9–10; 3:1–2; 9:7).564

The multiple interpretations of this verse’s question can be divided into three broad groups.565 One option is that Israel did not offer sacrifices and offerings in the wilderness because rituals were not fundamental to a relationship with Yahweh.566 These, it is said, were added later in Israel’s history (for good or ill, depending on the commentator). A potential problem for this interpretation is that several passages in the biblical narrative locate instructions for sacrifices and offerings (Exod 20:24; Num 28:6) and their celebration (Exod 24:5; cf. Exod 3:18; 10:25; 18:12) at Sinai. Some critics assign those passages to hypothetical later Pentateuchal sources (D and P) that postdate the original account. The question that naturally arises, over and beyond the viability of these source theories themselves, is whether they actually reflect the shape of the traditions that would have been available in the eighth century. Another significant challenge is whether a religion without a cult would have been conceivable in the ancient world.

A second option argues that the sacrifices were embedded in the Law from the start but that in the desert the people did not have the resources to perform them.567 Legislation, it is said, envisioned the future settled conditions in the land, where the required animals and grain would be available. According to this view, Israel was able to maintain its relationship with Yahweh without rituals (or with very few) during those formative years of its existence. In Amos’s day, the nation’s misdirected ceremonies, which it could celebrate in abundance, have led to judgment.

A third alternative is that the people of God performed rituals during the wilderness sojourn but that these were not characterized by the kind of wrongheaded beliefs, lack of ethical concern, and extravagance that mar their current practices.568 The problem in Amos’s day was not the cult itself but the manner in which Israel conceived of and executed worship. Rituals had always been part of the veneration of Yahweh, but obedience and moral sensitivity are axiomatic to the covenant bond. They give meaning and direction to the ceremonies and should be nurtured through religious practices.

Setting 5:25 against the rest of the book enhances this last option.569 There are several lexical links to 4:4–5, 5:4–6, and 5:21–23, other passages that condemn Israel’s unacceptable cult. Sacrifices occurs in 4:4b, house of Israel in 5:4a, to me in 5:22a, and grain offerings in 5:22b. Literarily, these three critiques of the nation’s religious rituals are interconnected and should be read in concert. These associations imply that 5:25 could be paraphrased, “Did you bring me the kind of sacrifices and grain offerings that you do now those forty years in the wilderness, O house of Israel?”

This verse might also reflect an idealization of the wilderness experience (cf. Jer 2:1–3; Hos 2:14–15 [MT 2:16–17]), even though the reality was that Israel had been largely rebellious during those forty years (e.g., Exod 32–34; Num 10–14, 16, 21, 25; Deut 1:26–40; Ps 95:10). The question, then, makes a theological point for rhetorical effect. It does not suggest that there were two competing historical traditions about that time period. The fact that the book repeatedly returns to the exodus and the wilderness to rebuke Israel implies that these traditions were important to the people and were part of their confidence in divine succor. This verse creatively utilizes the wilderness to undermine the rituals that celebrated Israel’s social imaginary.

e. The Future Reality: Exile (5:26–27)

26And you will carrya Sikkutb your king,c and Kiyyund your images,e your star gods,f which you had made for yourselves.

27Therefore, I will send you into exile beyond Damascus, says Yahweh.

God of Hosts is his name.

a. Taking the waw with the perfect as consecutive here and in v. 27 for a future-time idea (NEB, NJB, NRSV, NJPS, ESV, CEB; cf. GKC §§112x, rr; IBHS §32.2.3; BHQ, 83*). Some contend that the waw is copulative and translate the verb in past time in continuation with v. 25 (KJV, NASB, NIV, NKJV, HCSB), as do the ancient versions (LXX, Tg., Vulg., Syr.; cf. Acts 7:43). A few propose repointing the verb as a niphal (niśśāʾtem): “You will be carried along with…” (e.g., Weiser, Die Prophetie des Amos, 224, cf. BHS). See the exposition.

b. Transliteration of MT. It is generally accepted that the vowels of sikkût and kiyyûn are from šiqqûṣ (“detestable thing”; see exposition). LXX has “the tent” or “the shrine” (tēn skēnēn, Heb. sukkat; cf. Syr., Vulg.; KJV, NEB, NIV; BHS). NRSV and CEB reflect what some consider to be the original spellings of the names of these deities (cf. BHS). For LXX, see Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 89. BHS also suggests massêkôt (“cast images”); see BHQ, 84*. For a detailed summary of the ancient versions and interpretive options for sikkût and kiyyûn, see Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 665–68.

c. LXX, Vulg., and Syr. read “Moloch” (cf. KJV). Tg. has “statue.” For LXX, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 167–69; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 136; Amos, 107–8. See the exposition.

d. Transliteration of MT. A common alternative is “pedestal” as a derivation of the root kwn (NEB, NIV). LXX has Raiphan (cf. Acts 7:43); cf. n. c above. Tg. has “idol.” BHS also suggests kêvān (“cakes”) or kiyyôn (“place, abode”). See the exposition.

e. Tg. reads “your idol.”

f. The phrase is an epexegetical construct (GKC §128f; IBHS §9.5.3c): “A star [are] your gods.” Tg. reads “images” in place of “gods.” Several English versions delete “star” or this whole phrase (NEB, JB) or transpose “your images” and “your gods” (JB, RSV, NRSV, NJPS, ESV, CEB). BHS would delete the phrase “the star of your gods” as a gloss, as do some critical commentators (e.g., Harper, Amos and Hosea, 137; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 34–35; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 260). See the exposition.

These two verses parallel 5:18–20 in this section’s thematic chiasm and its exposé of Israel’s disastrous convictions about the coming day of Yahweh.570 While those earlier verses communicate that Israel’s conception of the day of Yahweh is incorrect, this passage reveals what that day of darkness will bring. The announced exile dismantles the pretense of victory of Israel’s nationalistic religion. Defeat will be compounded by displacement. The mention of other gods in v. 26 adds another element to the prophetic critique. While Yahweh might be acclaimed as the nation’s supreme God, protector, and benefactor, apparently other deities also claim the allegiance of the population in whole or in part, whether in familial or more public spheres (cf. 2:8; 7:9; 8:14).

26 This is one of the most difficult verses in the book of Amos. There are three principal interpretive cruxes. The first is syntactical and concerns the tense of the initial verb nśʾ (carry).571 The ancient versions and many commentators render it in the past tense, thus implying a connection between v. 26 and the indictment of the previous verse, whether as a continuation of that rhetorical question or as a statement. In the first case, the expected response is again “no.” In the wilderness, the people did not carry idols, in contrast to Israel’s present veneration of other gods.572 If the line is taken as a statement, however, there are two possible interpretations. One locates idolatry in the wilderness period,573 while the second affirms that they have worshipped other deities since the desert sojourn.574 A better option, however, is to translate the verb as a future (you will carry) and link it to v. 27.575 The prophet announces that Israel will take into exile the gods in whom it trusted.

The second issue is lexical and has historical and religious implications. To what do sikkût and kiyyûn refer? These terms have long been a conundrum for translators, as witnessed by the various renderings in ancient versions and the different ways the verse is rendered in English versions.576 The interpretive options can be divided into two categories, both of which decry idolatry. (The terms images and star strongly reinforce that what is described is connected to other deities.) One possibility is to associate the two terms with worship paraphernalia. This is usually done by repointing sikkût as sukkat (“tabernacle” or “tent”), which appears in 9:11, and kiyyûn as kēn (“pedestal”; derived from the verb kwn, “be established, steadfast”): “You have lifted up the shrine of your king, the pedestal of your idols” (NIV; cf. NEB). This view understands the line as depicting the platforms upon which the idols are or will be carried (cf. Isa 46:5–7).577 This was the interpretation of several ancient versions and is defended by some commentators.578

A better alternative is to connect these two words to Mesopotamian deities. The scene is still a procession, but in this case the terms refer to deities. This was likely the understanding of the Masoretes,579 as they apparently pointed skt and kyn in polemical fashion with the vowels of šiqqûṣ (“detestable thing”; Dan 9:27; 11:31; 12:11) or gillûl (“idol”; Ezek 6:4–6). It is generally agreed that kiyyûn (Akkadian kayyamānu) refers to Saturn. Based on a particular reading from over a century ago of a passage in the Akkadian incantation series Šurpu II 180, for many years scholars maintained that sikkût did as well.580 That interpretation has been shown to be mistaken. Only kiyyûn can be connected to Saturn.581 Sikkût, originally pronounced perhaps Sakkut (an Akkadian word typically written logographically dSAG.KUD), is to be associated with the warrior god Ninurta, a deity of the Mesopotamian pantheon who was identified with the constellation Sagittarius or possibly the star Sirius of the constellation Canis Major.582 His stature among the gods might explain why sikkût is followed by your king. Some scholars have tried to be more specific in their identification of your king, but these suggestions are conjectural.583

A historical objection against relating 5:26 to the time of the prophet is the claim that astral deities, which play a significant role in Assyrian religion, were not introduced to Israel until the displacement of Mesopotamian peoples into the Northern Kingdom after its defeat by the Assyrians in 722 (2 Kgs 17:24–33).584 Sukkôt Bənôt is specifically mentioned in 2 Kings 17:30. There has been discussion, too, concerning whether and to what degree Assyria imposed the worship of its gods on vassal states as part of imperial foreign policy. This would allow for the presence of astral deities in Israel before 722.585 Scholars focus on evidence (especially from seals) from late-eighth- and seventh-century Judah to demonstrate the connection between astral worship and Assyrian hegemony.586 These approaches, however, do not give sufficient weight to the broad diffusion of astral religion across the region before the changes wrought by Assyrian rule (cf. 2 Kgs 17:16). On the one hand, Israel had active political and military exchanges with Assyria prior to Amos’s day, especially during the times of conflict with Aram (2 Kgs 13–14), and it would have inescapably come into contact with Assyrian religion. On the other hand, Aramean religion, with its astral elements, could have influenced the veneration of such deities in Israel, and that influence would have been facilitated by Jeroboam II’s control of Aram (2 Kgs 14:28).587 While Assyrian dominance was clearly a major factor in the promulgation of astral worship later in Judah, it did not achieve such prominence within a vacuum. The worship of celestial bodies (the sun, moon, planets, and stars) had a long history in the Levant. A number of Old Testament passages declare the incomparable sovereignty of Yahweh over all of them (cf. Amos 5:8); others condemn their veneration.588

As was mentioned in the introduction (“Religion and Theology in the Book of Amos,” pp. 70–71, it is difficult to imagine that, given Israel’s complex religious context, the prophet Amos did not at all mention other gods. A short time afterward, Hosea would make the worship of Baal his special target. The influences of other gods would have contributed to the distortion of Israel’s view of Yahweh. To say, as some critics do, that the prophet focused solely on irregular Yahweh worship is surely circular reasoning; it is to define beforehand what he could and could not speak about in terms of religion and interpret the textual data accordingly. Amos’s emphasis on social justice and unacceptable cultic practices does not exclude a wider religious vision. Hosea, Isaiah, and Micah—all eighth-century prophets—present their own combinations of the themes of social injustice, improper worship, and the veneration of other deities.

The third interpretive matter is stylistic. Many feel uncomfortable with the word order of the line, with even those who defend the integrity of the verse appreciating the difficulties.589 The plural images after the singular kiyyûn seems odd and, for some, the phrase kôkab ʾĕlōhêkem (your star gods) appears displaced. Scholars have made several proposals, including (1) eliminating your king so that sikkût and kiyyûn become the antecedents of images;590 (2) deleting “the star” (or “the star of your gods”)591 or transposing “the star of your gods” with images,592 so that which you have made is connected directly to images; and (3) eliminating images or images and “the star” as a gloss.593 The supposed additions to the text are said to have been inserted to help make sense of sikkût and kiyyûn. There is no doubt that the verse reads awkwardly. Nevertheless, while these hypothetical editorial changes do help make the line more understandable to modern readers, it is impossible to reconstruct an original Vorlage.594

This verse is full of irony. To begin with, the verb carry, while it is used of carrying objects in processions (e.g., Exod 25:14; Isa 45:20; 52:11; Jer 10:5), occurs earlier at 4:2. There, wealthy women are carried into exile. In this context, Israel will do the carrying, and their burden will be astral deities. Whereas the ancient custom was for victorious armies to carry away the gods of the defeated (cf. ANEP, 585), here the vanquished will take their deities with them into exile (cf. Isa 46:1–2, 7; Jer 48:7; 49:3; Hos. 10:6). In addition, the images of the astral deities and the star (probably an emblem of a deity) that the people had made595 recall 5:8, where it is proclaimed that Yahweh made the constellations. Your … gods (ʾĕlōhêkem), which Israel has fabricated, stand in sharp contrast to Yahweh, creator of the stars and God of Hosts (ʾĕlōhê-ṣəbāʾôt), who will sovereignly send Israel into exile (v. 27). If, as some argue, kiyyûn (Saturn) was too minor a god to merit this attention, it must be recognized that it is paired with Ninurta, the warrior god. Whether it is a powerful deity or a lesser known one, Yahweh ridicules these other gods as helpless before his historical decree.

27 The previous verses (vv. 24–26) concentrated on Israel with second-person plural verbs. The focus now returns to Yahweh with a first-person singular verb. This section began with a series of first-person verbs in vv. 21–23, where God voiced his extreme displeasure at the nation’s worship. In this verse, the consequence of Israel’s actions and beliefs is expressed as the direct work of Yahweh: He will send them into exile (cf. 2 Kgs 17:11; 1 Chr 6:15; Jer 29:7; Lam 4:22; Ezek 39:28).596 Exile is a recurring theme in the book. In some passages, a particular group is in view: the well-to-do (4:3; 6:7), worshippers (5:5), and the high priest (7:17). The entire nation, however, is in view in this verse (see 5:5; 7:11, 17; 9:4, 9; cf. 1:5).597 Yahweh once brought them out of Egypt to the land (2:9–10; 3:1–2; 9:7); he will now remove them from the land. The book closes with the hope of a return after the judgment (9:14–15), but on the immediate horizon lie destruction and deportation.

Unlike the account in 2 Kings 17 (17:6, 23; cf. 23:27), which specifies the destinations to which Assyria removed Israel, the location in Amos 5:27 (beyond Damascus) is vague. The lack of any mention of Assyria is consistent with its absence in the rest of the book (3:11; 5:27; 6:14; 7:17).598 Just as Israel’s enemy is unclear, so is its journey’s end. This is a general announcement of judgment—they are being sent far away, beyond whatever territory Jeroboam II might have controlled at the zenith of his power (2 Kgs 14:25, 28).

The chiasm of 5:18–27 closes with says Yahweh. God of Hosts is his name.599 Divine speech throughout the book repeatedly reveals the powerful word of Yahweh that pronounces judgment and directs history. The closing phrase of this section echoes that of the doxology of 4:13 (cf. 5:8–9). Literarily, the encounter announced in 4:12–13 has been clarified by 5:1–17 and 5:18–27. That meeting with Yahweh will mean defeat and death (5:1–3, 16–17), the destruction of Israel’s sanctuaries (5:4–6), and exile (5:27). Israel’s unacceptable religion, which ignores God’s ethical demands (5:7, 14–15, 24) even as it celebrates a false Yahweh (5:21–23) and is tempted by other gods (5:26), will bring the darkness of exile (5:18–20, 26-27).600

3. The Delusion of Power (6:1–14)

This chapter opens, as does 5:18, with a woe oracle.601 It follows the standard format, with the particle hôy followed by several descriptors, primarily participles. Many divide 6:1–14 into two parts (vv. 1–7, 8–14). The first contains the woe and a prediction of exile, and the notion of “first” or “best” (rêʾšît, rōʾš) is significant throughout (vv. 1, 6, 7). The second set of verses describes scenes of devastation and closes with the threat of invasion. The repeated phrase house of Israel frames the entire chapter (vv. 1, 14). A potential thematic chiasm overlays this bipartite structure.602 The chiasm of 5:18–27 develops the theme of justice of 5:1–17, making that ethical demand its central focus (5:24). Amos 6:1–14 can be appreciated as expanding on the lament in 5:1–17, with its climax being the picture of destruction at 6:9–10.

A Misplaced complacency (vv. 1–3)

B Injustice (vv. 4–7)

C Divine oath and decree (v. 8)

D Death in the city (vv. 9–10)

C′ Divine command (v. 11)

B′ Injustice (v. 12)

A′ Unfounded pride (vv. 13–14)

There are several phrases and verses in 6:1–14 that critics find problematic. Several instances occur in 6:1–2.603 To begin with, many are uncomfortable with the parallelism of Zion and Samaria in 6:1a. They believe that the ministry of Amos was directed exclusively at Israel (cf. 7:15), so the appearance here of the Southern capital is deemed not to be original. Some scholars emend the phrase in Zion,604 while others delete the first clause as a Deuteronomistic insertion added to make the message relevant to a later Judean audience.605 The clear geographical parallelism between the two capitals and between the two groups of people, however, would be disrupted by these proposed changes. The next verse also brings in other places as part of the indictment against the elites of Samaria, so for Amos to reference Israel’s neighbor to the immediate south, his home country, is not surprising. David is mentioned, too, in the immediate context (6:5), and Zion is mentioned in the summary oracle of 1:2 as part of the ideological dismantling of Israel’s religious ideology. The other eighth-century prophets (Hosea, Isaiah, Micah) also mention both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms (e.g., Mic 1:5; 3:1, 9).606

For literary and historical reasons, it is not uncommon for 6:2b (or the entire verse) to be considered a later addition.607 On the one hand, a line of prose following three imperatives appears awkward, and the referents are not clear. (For issues of stylistic inelegance, see below.) On the other hand, the devastation of the three kingdoms mentioned in this verse has been associated with the Assyrian incursion decades after the generally accepted date for Amos’s ministry (ca. 760). Tiglath-pileser III overthrew Calneh and Hamath the Great in 738; Sargon II returned to punish the rebellion of Hamath in 720 and took Gath in 711. These dates would make it impossible that the verse be original to the prophet (cf. Isa 10:9–11; 37:11, 13). If this interpretation is correct, this line could be one of the better prospects for redactional activity. Those who defend the line’s authenticity, however, offer these counterarguments: (1) The line does not allude to past events but rather predicts the future defeat of these cities;608 (2) the dates of Amos’s ministry can be extended or placed later in the eighth century to incorporate these events;609 (3) what is in view is the political and economic weakness of these cities, not their military demise;610 or (4) the reference is to losses in the late ninth century or early eighth century (perhaps unknown to us).611

Significant for the last two possibilities are the excavations at Gath led by Aren Maeir, which plausibly assign the destruction layer to the devastation wrought by Hazael of Aram late in the ninth century (2 Kgs 12:17 [MT 12:18]).612 By the time of Amos, this once-prosperous and powerful city-state had not recovered its former prominence. This explains why Gath, unlike the other four prominent Philistine cities (Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, and Ekron), is not mentioned in the OAN (1:6, 8) or in 3:9 (cf. Zeph 2:4–7; Jer 25:20; Zech 9:5–7) and why it was not a prime target of the Assyrians in their incursions into the region later in the eighth century. There is also evidence for the decline of Calneh and Hamath in the late ninth century due to Hazael’s campaigns.613 Such historical allusions probably had more long-lasting impact than modern scholars imagine. Geographical proximity and an awareness of these cities’ fates and current state have had an impact on the original audience a few decades later.614

Critical scholars have also long questioned the authenticity of parts of 6:5–6.615 Many eliminate the phrase like David in v. 5 as a later gloss because they feel that it lengthens the line beyond the three-beat cola of vv. 3–4, 6a.616 In addition, similar phrases are found in later texts (e.g., 1 Chr 23:5; 2 Chr 7:6; 29:26–27; Neh 12:36). Some also hold that it is unlikely that Amos would use a reference to a Judean king to address a Northern audience. These observations are somewhat arbitrary. As has been mentioned on several occasions (at 1:2; 2:4–5; 6:1; 9:11), if one takes Amos’s Judean origin seriously, to deny him any reference to Southern matters is unnecessarily subjective. To strictly limit how many beats a line can have is also to impose an external literary stricture. The placement of the phrase at the beginning of the second colon is emphatic and is an important component of the prophetic satire.617 The connection between David and music was an ancient one,618 although the occurrence of analogous wording in later books might make for an argument that the phrase is a gloss.

A number of scholars find the last clause of v. 6 (but they are not troubled by the ruin of Joseph) suspicious.619 A common argument is that the colon overloads the line, creating a verse of three cola, whereas the others have only two. To this is added the claim that these words describe the impact of Assyria’s foreign policy on Israel, placing the clause later than the time of the prophet. Literarily, however, the clause is the climax of the sequence of 6:4–6. It rounds out the portrayal of the sinful excess of the elites. Its words sum up their transgressions in a graphic way. The ruin could refer to the country’s troubles—both internal and external, in the recent past and in the present—thereby eliminating the historical objection.

A number of commentators transpose a saying of Yahweh God of Hosts in v. 8 to the end of v. 7.620 There, they believe, it serves the function of closing an oracle, as it does elsewhere in the book (cf. 2:16; 3:15; 4:3, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11). In vv. 8 and 14, however, it occurs in the middle of a line. What might make the appearance of this phrase problematic in both verses is that it does not appear in LXX (although it does in Vulg.). This suggests to many scholars that these words are not original. A few comments are in order. Evidently, in LXX Amos there is theological intent in the rendering of the person of Yahweh.621 In regard to the epithet God of Hosts, the LXX translator of Amos consistently tried to remove its militaristic connotations in relationship to Yahweh by using the term ho pantokratōr (“the Almighty”; cf. 3:13; 4:13; 5:14, 15, 27; 9:5). On three occasions, this term is added to communicate God’s incomparable sovereignty (5:8; 9:6, 15). Although perhaps the Vorlage of LXX was missing these words in 6:8 and 14, it is also possible that the translator consciously removed any direct association of destruction by invasion with the person of Yahweh in 6:8, 14 by not employing this phrase in the translation. In the MT, this disputed phrase serves an important literary function.

Finally, the change from the poetic parallel colon style of 6:1–8 to the prose of 6:9–10 convinces some that the latter is not original. Others see vv. 8–11 largely as a misplaced rhetorical unit.622 Prose interludes, which literarily might be unexpected, appear in several places in the book (e.g., 3:7; 5:25–27; 6:2b; 7:10–17).623 They should be recognized as having important functions in the flow of the book, unless one summarily dismisses all on the basis of a methodological presupposition that shifts in style necessarily signal editorial insertions. There may be other reasons for believing such a passage can be later (see the exposition at 7:10–17), but appeals simply to literary variation cannot be so easily accepted. Another literary shift, to rhetorical questions, occurs at 6:12. Some scholars thus deem that line secondary too,624 but rhetorical questions are one of the literary features of the book (2:11; 3:3–8; 5:18, 25; 6:2, 13; 8:8).

a. Misplaced Complacency (6:1–3)

1Woe to those who are at easea in Zion and to those who trust in Mount Samaria—the distinguishedb of the “first” of the nations to whom the house of Israel comes.c

2Cross over to Calnehd and see, and go from theree to Hamath the Great; and go down to Gath of the Philistines.

Are they better than these kingdoms? Is their territory bigger than your territory?

3[Woe to you] who push awayf the evil day and bring near the seat of violence.g

a. LXX has tois exouthenousin Siōn (“those who disdain Zion”; cf. Syr.), perhaps misreading MT (Gelston, “Some Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 495; Radine, The Book of Amos in Emergent Judah, 35–36; BHQ, 84*). See Josef Lössl, “Amos 6:1. Notes on Its Text and Ancient Translations,” JNSL 28 (2002): 430–61. The change makes the subject of the entire verse the powerful of Samaria. Glenny argues that this reflects anti-Samaritan and anti-Seleucid sentiments (Finding Meaning in the Text, 96–97, 167–69; Amos, 109–110; cf. Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 177–81).

b. LXX reads apetrygēsan (“harvested”), perhaps from the verb nqp (MT nqb). See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 181–83; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 170–71. For this clause, Tg. has “who name their children with the names of the children of the nations.”

c. In LXX, “house of Israel” is a vocative that begins v. 2. Tg. reflects the sense of MT with “depends.” Vulg. makes the condemned the subject: “who come pompously to the house of Israel.”

d. LXX mistook this city name and reads “all of them” (pantes).

e. BHS suggests that this adverb is either to be deleted or moved to after “go down.”

f. LXX has “those who pray for” (hoi euchomai). Gelston contends that LXX confused the daleth and resh, reading ndr (“make a vow”) for MT ndh (“Some Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 496). For further discussion, see Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 97–98. Rahlfs’s LXX has hoi erchomenoi (“those who come”).

g. Glenny classifies the presence of two verbs in LXX (“draw near and hold fast to”; engizontes kai ephaptomenoi) as an example of double translation (Finding Meaning in the Text, 49–50; Amos, 111; cf. 2:8; 4:3; 5:8; 8:4). LXX reads šabbāt for šebet and renders “false Sabbaths” (sabbatōn pseudōn). There may be a theological agenda behind this change (Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 130–31; Amos, 111). Tg. has “violence in your synagogues”; Vulg., “throne of iniquity.”

This pericope hits at the self-assured complacency of those in power.625 The condemned attitudes echo earlier passages. These individuals or groups, who are in control at the expense of others dependent on them (2:6–8; 3:9–10; 4:1; 5:10–11; cf. 8:4–6), feel confident in the nation’s position among the surrounding peoples (cf. 5:18–20), but their ability to stave off judgment is coming to an end. Some scholars connect v. 3 to vv. 4–7,626 but our reading sees it as concluding the initial censure and as a transition to the next set of verses. This pericope is held together thematically, as well as structurally, by the combination of participles and second-person verbs. The coupling of arrogance and judgment reappears in vv. 13–14, the matching verses in the chiasm.

1 Unlike the lament of 5:18–27, which has the nation in view, this lament has a more limited focus: the ruling elites. Like that lament, the tone here can lend itself to mourning in light of the coming tragic fate of the nation, even as it carries an ironic twist. The elites are depicted as those who are at ease in Zion and those who trust in Mount Samaria. The first descriptor carries the sense of being smug and morally insensitive (Isa 32:9–11, 18; Zeph 1:12). This attitude of complacent indifference resonates with what is said of those of like station in Samaria in Israel. Verses 3–6 will depict their actions and attitudes in shocking and distasteful terms (cf. 2:6–8; 3:9–10; 4:1; 5:10–11; 8:4–6). Why is Zion mentioned here?627 It could be that the prophet was critical of those well-placed in the centers of power whether in his own country or in Israel. It should not be surprising that his social concern transcended national boundaries, especially since Amos was from the Southern Kingdom.628 If one accepts the authenticity of the Judah oracle (2:4–5), this phrase is another instance of the prophet’s willingness to condemn the sinful of his own nation, even as he holds to a Davidic hope (9:11).629 Capital cities are the targets in the OAN, and here the two associated with Yahweh are singled out.

Those who trust is the first of eight participles in vv. 1–6, another instance of characterization via participles. There may be several reasons for the confidence of those on Mount Samaria (cf. 3:9–10). These could include the self-assurance of the nation’s standing as Yahweh’s chosen people (cf. Exod 19:5–6; Deut 7:6; 2 Sam 7:23; 1 Kgs 12:28), belief in the strength of Israel’s fortresses and armies (cf. 2 Kgs 14:25–28), and contentment with their sociopolitical and economic fortunes. A second participial phrase (the distinguished of the “first” of the nations) reinforces this self-perception of the well-to-do. The verb nqb means to mark or designate; hence the sense of being set apart or distinguished.630 The “first” of the nations (cf. Num 24:20) probably refers to how these individuals see themselves.631 As in 5:18–20, the perception of their privileged position as Yahweh’s chosen people has been distorted.

This pretense is undermined. Israel’s special status is the basis of judgment (3:1–2; cf. 2:9–10), even as it is relativized at 9:7. Announcements of military defeat permeate the prophetic message and are prominent in this chapter (6:7–11, 14), and they are punctuated in 6:13 with a sarcastic dig at Israel’s minimal military success. Whatever these privileged people have enjoyed will be demolished (3:15; 4:2–3; 5:11; 6:7, 11; 7:17). First (rēʾšît) reoccurs in the phrase best oils (v. 6), and a related word (rōʾš) appears in v. 7 (cf. Mic 3:1). These terms form an inclusio for vv. 1–7: The first of the nations, who enjoy first-rate oils, will be the first to go into exile.

The last colon of the verse is difficult and has generated proposals for emendation.632 As the text now reads, who is the subject of the verb, and to whom do those people come? Some take the distinguished of the first colon as the ones who come to the house of Israel for their own advantage or to participate in an activity of some kind.633 Others suggest that the final clause refers to Israel as the chief of nations coming into and taking the land’s inhabitants with God’s help634 or as entering into the unacceptable ways of other nations.635 In the flow of the passage, however, the best option is that the house of Israel—that is, the general population of the Northern Kingdom—comes to these eminent persons.636 The text does not explain why the people come to the elites. Perhaps it is to find justice in their legal cases but, sadly and cruelly, to no avail (2:6–8; 5:10–15; 8:4–6; cf. Exod 18:16; 2 Sam 15:4). In a patronage culture, those of lower status come to pay homage or to seek favors from their leaders, but those without power are often taken advantage of. The nation’s coming to those in control of society is as mistaken as their coming to the sanctuaries in 4:4. The people seek out the very ones who have taken Israel to the point where they will soon be overtaken by a foreign invader. The phrase house of Israel reappears in v. 14 and marks an inclusio for the chapter.

2 This threefold invitation is directed at the elites of v. 1. Instead of continuing with the participial descriptors of v. 1, the text switches to the imperative. The indicted are told to go and look at other peoples (cf. Jer 2:10). Calneh is Akkadian Kullania/Kunalua, the capital of the kingdom of Pattin (Unqi), a Hittite state in the lower Orontes River Valley (cf. Gen 10:10; Isa 10:9). It has been identified tentatively as Tell Tayinat in modern Turkey. Hamath Rabah (i.e., Hamath the Great)637 was a key Syrian city-state on the Orontes River to the south of Pattin, about 150 miles north of Dan. Jeroboam II’s reach apparently extended as far as Hamath (2 Kgs 14:25, 28); it reoccurs in Amos 6:14. Gath is specified as the Philistine city-state.638 Calneh and Hamath the Great lay to the north of Israel, Calneh being the more distant. Gath was located to the southwest. The sense of a continuous journey from north to south639 is communicated by the addition of from there in the second clause and the verb go down in the third.640

Why this summons? The rhetorical questions of the second line reveal its purpose, but their meaning is disputed. The interpretive options that are based on later referents in the eighth century hold that the line is an addition that functioned as a warning to later readers (an audience in Israel after the prophet’s ministry or in Judah after the fall of Samaria). Emendations are made to the text to correspond to a subsequent setting. The plural pronoun you is inserted into the first clause (or is assumed to be understood) to continue the accusation of the elites in v. 1 (cf. Nah 3:8). In addition, the pronominal suffixes are switched in the second clause to harmonize the two questions. The line now would thus read: “Are you better than these kingdoms [that is, the three of the previous line], and is your border larger than their border was?”641 According to these critical views, because those three once-powerful kingdoms had been conquered by Assyria, both questions demanded a negative response. Whether the audience was Israel after Amos but before its demise in 722 or a later Judean audience, the message would have been that they were not grander than those once-great kingdoms that had been destroyed. Yahweh’s judgment would not spare his people. The archaeological data discussed above, however, effectively discounts these historical reconstructions.

A second interpretive option connects the line to the prophet’s ministry and does not change the text. Some commentators take v. 2 as a quote (real or projected) of the elites of v. 1. According to this view, the leaders of v. 1 encourage others to observe that these three states are not as mighty as Israel and Judah. Mays states: “The boast articulates a pride that had been nurtured by the success of Jeroboam’s reign (6:13; cf. 2 Kgs 14:25–28) and a belief in their manifest destiny as the people of Yahweh (5:14).”642 While it is attractive, a problem with this view is that elsewhere in the book quotations are introduced as such (2:12; 4:1; 5:14; 6:10, 13; 8:5; 9:10). Others contend that the second-person plural pronoun is implicit in the first clause and that there was no need to emend the second line for it to make sense in Amos’s day.643 Like above, the answer to the question, “Are you better than these kingdoms [the three of the previous line]?” would be “no.” Israel is neither morally superior nor more militarily secure than her neighbors or any other surrounding nation. The point of the comparison is that, irrespective of current appearances, Israel will suffer as those kingdoms have. This perspective would echo the lesson of the OAN that all nations, including Judah and Israel, are liable to judgment.

Another way of understanding v. 2b, and the option taken here, also reads the text as it stands:644 Are they [Calneh, Hamath the Great, and Gath] better than these kingdoms [ Judah and Israel]? Is their territory bigger than your territory? These rhetorical questions could elicit one of two responses. On the one hand, the aforementioned archaeological finds provide evidence that these three nations were in a weakened state at this time. The expected answer to whether Israel and Judah were better or stronger than Calneh, Hamath, and Gath would thus be “no.” Thereby, Amos discounts the pride expressed by the elites of v. 1 as baseless. As all could see, those once-impressive nations had fallen from their pedestals. One day soon, Israel would as well. Even though Israel’s unique status had been granted by God, that special standing would be the basis for Yahweh’s sending the disaster that loomed on the horizon (cf. 2:9–12; 3:1–2; 9:7).

On the other hand, rhetorical questions can elicit different reactions (cf. 3:3–8; 5:18, 25; 6:12; 9:7). That might be the case here. That is, how such a query should be answered may not be how it actually would be answered. Although the prophet intended the questions as an indictment, the smug leadership could have seen them as endorsing their convictions. Their reply would then have thus been drenched in pride: “No. Of course those three kingdoms are not better or stronger than we are!” This is a very different kind of “no”! This attitude would resonate with the sentiments behind the sharp questions of 5:18, 20. The rest of this chapter, like 5:21–27, dismantles this hubris. In both passages, the end result is exile (5:27; 6:7).

3 The opening participle (hamnaddîm) picks up the woe of v. 1 and the description of the elites.645 The verb ndh means to “push away, push out” and is rare, occurring only here and at Isaiah 66:5. These groups hold at bay the evil day (yôm rāʿ),646 the coming judgment of the day of Yahweh. But 5:18–20 exposed the nation’s distorted, optimistic formulation of that time. That day (2:16; 8:3, 9) is surely coming (4:2; 8:11), but it will not mean triumph. Instead, it will be a bitter day (8:10) when Yahweh visits Israel for its transgressions (3:14). For the surrounding nations, too, it represents disaster, a day of battle and of a mighty wind (1:14). Only beyond punishment is there hope of future blessing. That day (9:11), which is also certain to come (9:13), will be a reversal of what many in Israel have suffered in the past and continue to endure and of what lay ahead for the entire nation.

What does it mean that these individuals push away the day of Yahweh? At the very least, these words communicate that they willfully ignored the disturbing portents of the Northern Kingdom’s growing weakness. With Israel’s defeats mentioned in the OAN and the sequence of the destructive events of 4:6–11, it should have been apparent that the foundations of the country’s ideology of security and blessing were cracking. Obstinate conceit fed by a comfortable lifestyle blinded them to the changing realities in the region (cf. 9:10; Isa 22:13). Some commentators propose that the elites engaged in superstitious rituals designed to ward off misfortune (cf. 65:11–12; Jer 44:17),647 but there are no indications of this in the text. Perhaps they employed all sorts of military and sociopolitical maneuvering—which has been called the “politics of the ostrich” by Amsler (“la politique de l’autruche”) and Rudolph (“eine Vogelstrauβpolitik”)648—in order to maintain the status quo and not face the new landscape. Whatever may have been the actions of these groups, their attitude is easy to identify.

Much like the direct address of v. 2 that follows the woe and participles of v. 1, the next colon moves to a second-person verb (ngš hiphil, bring near) for a more unequivocal indictment.649 To what does the seat of violence (šebet ḥāmās) refer? This enigmatic phrase has given occasion for many suggested emendations, including “the year of violence” (śənat ḥāmās to match the preceding day of evil; cf. Isa 63:4),650 “calamity and violence” (šeber wəḥāmās) or “ruin and violence” (šōd wəḥāmās; cf. 3:10; Jer 6:7; 20:8; Ezek 45:9; Hab 1:3),651 and “a violent end” (šebet ḥāmās).652 It is best to relate šebet to the root yšb (“sit, dwell”), hence the translation seat or “throne,” conveying the notion that violence is allowed a prominent place.

This violence can signify the cruelty of injustice within Israel, whether in a broad societal sense or more specifically as it is evident in the courts, marketplace, and the machinations of the royal palace (2:6–8; 3:9–10; 5:7, 10–13; 8:4–6).653 As those who control the various spheres of Israel preserve that unacceptable state of affairs, they bring near—that is, perpetuate and foster—the reign of abuse. The following verses illustrate the excesses and heartlessness characteristic of their lives (vv. 4–6), which will lead to their particular judgment (v. 7). This is the choice of most commentators. Thematically, then, v. 3 serves as a transition to the next pericope, which expands on vv. 1–3.

Another possibility is that the violence refers to the invasion by a foreign power. In this view, to “bring near violence” is to hasten the predicted judgment of the day of Yahweh.654 This interpretation also fits well into this literary context. The rest of the chapter speaks of exile (v. 7), imminent destruction (vv. 8–11), and enemy assault (v. 14). In addition, if this verse is about Yahweh’s judgment, then the structure of 6:1–3 mirrors that of the next pericope: censure (vv. 4–6) then punishment (v. 7). These two interpretive choices (internal injustice or military conflict) find support in the text. From a literary standpoint, both are true.

b. Injustice (6:4–7)

4[Woe to] the ones who lie down on beds of ivory and sprawl outa upon their couches, who eat lambs from the flock and calves from the stall;b

5who improvise on the harp, [and] like David invent instruments of song for themselvesc;

6who drink from bowls of wined and anoint themselves with the best oils but are not troubled by the ruin of Joseph.

7Therefore, now they will go into exile at the head of the exiles, and the marzēaḥ of the loungerse will come to an end.f

a. Tg. has “there are stains,” which reflects what was thought to be the debauchery of these feasts; cf. R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 88.

b. LXX reads “from the midst of the herd” (ek mesou boukoliōn); cf. Vulg., Syr. See BHQ, 84*.

c. LXX has, “They have regarded them as abiding, not as fleeting” (hoi epikrotountes pros tēn phōnēn tōn organōn hōs hestōta elogisanto kai ouch hōs pheugonta). This could be a paraphrase due to a lack of understanding of the Hebrew or an explanatory gloss (Glenny, Amos, 112–13).

d. Instead of bowls of wine, LXX has “thoroughly filtered wine,” highlighting the extravagance of the feast. See Theocharous, Lexical Dependence, 131–48; cf. E. Bons, “Le vin filter: Quelques remarques concernant les textes hébreu et grec d’Amos 6:6a et le sens de la tournure hoi pinontes ton diulismenon oinon,” in Florilegium Lovaniense: Studies in Septuagint and Textual Criticism in Honour of Florentino García Martínez, ed. H. Ausloos, B. Lemmelijn, and M. Vervenne, BETL 224 (Leuven: Peeters, 2008), 71–83. Tg. renders “silver bowls,” for which see R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 88.

e. Tg. translates sārûaḥ differently here than in 6:4, rendering the phrase as “feasting on cushions.”

f. The LXX has, “And the neighing of horses shall be removed from Ephraim” (kai exarthēsetai chremetismos hippōn ex Ephraim). For discussions of the translator’s possible mistakes and strategy, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 197–99; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 171–73; Amos, 114–15; cf. BHQ, 85*.

These verses illustrate in graphic fashion the lifestyle of those who control Israelite society (cf. 4:1).655 Amos 3:10 says that the elite store up violence in the citadels of Samaria; 6:3 declares that, because of their arrogance, violence characterizes that world, both within the nation in the present and because of a future invasion in judgment. The text gives the reader a glimpse of the perverted fruit of social injustice. Several terms link this pericope back to 6:1–3. These lexical and thematic ties are highlighted in the exposition below. Multiple verbal forms literarily interconnect the denunciations of vv. 4–6 and lead to the announcement of judgment in v. 7. In addition, there is an intensification of extravagance across vv. 4–6, culminating with the climactic prophetic condemnation and eighth verbal form in the pericope: are not troubled by the ruin of Joseph. The final verse declares the end of the pitiless feasting and the elites’ march into exile. The matching verse within the chiasm of 6:1–14 is v. 12, which returns to the description of 5:7—of justice being made into wormwood—even as it extends that picture in other ways.

The scene described in vv. 4–7 is apparently a marzēaḥ feast. In the Old Testament, the term appears only in 6:7 (in construct form: mirzaḥ sərûhîm, the marzēaḥ of the loungers) and in Jeremiah 16:5, although some scholars believe that there are allusions to the gathering elsewhere (e.g., Amos 2:7b–8; 4:1; Isa 22:13; 28:7–8; Hos 7:3–7). English versions translate marzēaḥ in v. 7 variously as “revelry” (NEB, NRSV, JB, ESV),656 “banqueting” (NASB), “cultic feasts” (NASB note), “banquets” (NKJV), “feast” (CEB), and “feasting” (HCSB, NIV). There is evidence of such carousing celebrations in diverse localities across several centuries in the ancient world.657 All agree that prominent individuals participated in this social institution at a bêt marzēaḥ and that it was characterized by heavy drinking. There is disagreement, though, concerning its possible religious significance. Some argue that the prophetic censure targets only excess consumption and does not envision a ritual component.658 Other scholars believe that there was probably some sort of religious element to the marzēaḥ.659 Some specify that it was a funerary banquet whose purpose was to commemorate ancestors and the dead (for some, proximity to 6:9–10 confirms this view).660 Others add a sexual component to the intemperance.661

In light of the available information, it is clear that the marzēaḥ was an activity organized by the wealthy. At the very least, the condemnation of this overindulgence fits the ethical thrust of the book. It is difficult to identify a specific religious connection to these parties and to decide whether that would have been directed at deities other than Yahweh. Some sort of religious dimension, however, is implied by several occurrences of the term outside the Old Testament. Whatever the religious aspect might have been, it would add more guilt to these condemnable affairs. If there is any substance to the idea of the banquet being related to mourning rites, these lines are an ironic counterpart to the wailing of 5:16–17; 8:3, 8, 10. There, the people howl over the dead felled by the nation’s suffering and judgment; here, the powerful get drunk at a funerary party and sing songs, even while they ignore the ruin of Joseph (v. 6).662

4 This verse, like vv. 5–6, begins with a plural participle portraying a characteristic activity (škb, “lie down”). Some participles in this pericope describe the physical posture of the elites, others their costly consumption. In this verse, their socioeconomic status is evident by the fine furniture they have. Only the very wealthy would have had beds, as most of the population slept on the floor or on mats. The opulence is emphasized by the fact that these beds are inlaid with ivory (cf. 3:15, houses of ivory).663 The couches may serve for reclining while eating. The same two terms (bed, couch) occur in 3:12, another judgment oracle. Sennacherib lists ivory inlaid couches and chairs as part of the tribute exacted from Hezekiah after the siege of Jerusalem in 701.664 This further confirms that the furniture here is luxurious.

This is a scene of carefree indolence. These individuals sprawl out on couches, perhaps from overeating, drunkenness, or simply vain laziness. Wolff wonderfully describes them as “sprawled out in a stupor of satiation.”665 This verb (srḥ) is used of humans only here and in v. 7. Elsewhere it refers to cloth “hanging” over something (Exod 26:12–13; Ezek 23:15) or to a spreading vine (Ezek 17:6). Its homonym means to “stink, rot” (Jer 49:7). Consequently, the phrase was taken by Tg. and some rabbinic commentators as “there are stains upon their couches,” a reference to spilt semen from sexual orgies accompanying the eating and drinking.666 The diet is also extraordinary. These elites enjoy eating the tender meat of lambs and fattened calves (1 Sam 28:24; Jer 46:21; Mal 4:2; cf. Deut 32:14; 1 Sam 15:9; Isa 22:13). In that ancient culture, ordinary people did not often eat meat, as animals were a key source of labor and life. Sheep provided milk and wool, and cows were needed for plowing and other chores. They would be killed on special occasions (e.g., Gen 18:7–8) or offered to the deity to fulfill religious obligations. What makes the lavish menu in this verse more objectionable is that, as the elites indulge themselves, much of the population is going hungry (4:6).667

5 Attention now turns from food consumption to the playing of music. There are two lexical issues in this verse. The first is the meaning of the opening participle happōrəṭîm, the fourth participle of this pericope. The various renderings in the ancient versions and the multiple scholarly options are a testament to the problem. This verb appears nowhere else in the Old Testament, complicating its translation.668 There are two primary interpretative choices.669 The first understands the verb to be a reference to howling (probably in drunkenness).670 The second, and more common, relates it to improvised singing.671 That is the option taken here.

The second lexical matter concerns the meaning of the finite verb ḥāšəbû in the second colon. It can be translated “to hold in high regard” either in an active (“they esteem”; cf. Isa 53:3; Mal 3:16) or reflexive sense (“esteem themselves”; cf. Job 18:3; 41:29 [MT 41:21]).672 The majority of commentators, however, translate the verb as invent (cf. Exod 31:4; 35:32; 2 Chr 2:13; Prov 16:30). From this perspective, if taken literally, David created musical instruments for worship, whereas these individuals do so in their licentiousness. In the tradition, David is said to have been a skillful player of music and writer of songs (1 Sam 16:16–23; 2 Sam 23:1), and the Chronicler mentions that David made musical instruments and organized their use for the future Temple (1 Chr 23:5; 2 Chr 7:6; 29:25). A nuance of this view takes the musical instruments as an accusative of means: “They compose [or improvise] with musical instruments.”673 Some scholars feel that inventing instruments at feasts does not make sense and emend the text to change the object of the verb from kəlê-šîr (instruments of song) to kol-šîr “all [sorts of ] songs.”674 This minor adjustment makes sense, but kəlê-šîr does occur elsewhere (e.g., Neh 12:36; 1 Chr 15:16; 2 Chr 34:12). Although the meaning of this clause is a bit obscure, perhaps it is best to go with the majority of scholars and render the verb invent. There is no need to understand it in a technical sense in this context. Singing and composing songs on the instruments at hand in an alcohol-drenched atmosphere could have been quite chaotic.

To mention David at the head of the second colon and at the center of the verse675 makes for a strong contrast between David’s music for faith in Yahweh and this carousing.676 That a religious dimension is present here is also suggested by the term nēbel (harp or “lyre”). The term primarily occurs in religious contexts (cf. 5:23), and it is possible that the marzēaḥ did have religious overtones. A religious component would make the scene more reprehensible to the prophet and Yahweh (if he were, in a perverse sense, the divine patron of the banquet),677 who requires justice for acceptable worship (cf. 5:14–15, 21–24). It would also reveal that in this sociocultural setting, while there were shared theological convictions (at least around the nationalistic ideology), there were also religious practices restricted to the wealthy. Freedman comments that the prophet condemns the music because the songs are “scurrilous, obscene, or blasphemous, and possibly all three.”678

6 The perverse extravagance continues with this depiction of insensitive indulgence in expensive wine and oils. Grammatically, the verse has three verbs (an opening participle and two finite verbs), the last of which captures the essence of the series of despicable acts in vv. 4–6.

The first clause cites those who drink wine in bowls (sg. mizrāq). At first glance, the impression is that what is in view is the quantity that is imbibed at these feasts (cf. Isa 28:7–8; Hos 7:5).679 For instance, NIV renders the colon, “You drink wine by the bowlful” (cf. NEB, NJB, CEB, HCSB). This would be especially offensive, as the nation had experienced drought, and many had suffered thirst (4:7–8). The playing of music (6:5) with the drinking of wine by the powerful is also condemned in Isaiah 5:12. While this activity would be odious, the terminology points in another direction. In the Old Testament the common term for “cup” is kôs. Mizrāq, however, appears exclusively in religious contexts (e.g., Exod 27:3; 38:3; Num 4:14; 1 Kgs 7:40, 45, 50). It is noteworthy that ritual vessels were used at cultic feasts in the ancient Near East (cf. Dan 5:1–4). What is likely condemned, then, is some religious practice, whether or not another deity is in view.680 Andersen and Freedman state, “The mention of the mizrāq in this setting suggests gluttonous and boorish behavior that is also blasphemous.”681

The second colon continues the cultic connotation by employing the verb māšaḥ (anoint), which is used in ritual settings or on sacred objects (e.g., Exod 29:36; 40:9, 10; Lev 8:10, 11), as well as for the solemn dedication of priests, prophets, and kings (e.g., Exod 40:13, 15; Lev 8:12; 1 Sam 10:1; 1 Kgs 19:16). Another word, swk, is used for anointing for non-religious purposes (e.g., Deut 28:40; Ruth 3:3; 2 Sam 12:20; 14:2; Ezek 16:9). Both terms occur in Exod 30:30–32, where a difference is made between the two. These individuals use the choicest oils682—even after the country has lost many olive trees (4:9)—whether as an expression of narcissistic lavishness or in misguided devotion. Rēʾšît (best) connects this line back to v. 1 and the tagging of the elites as the first of the nations. In v. 7, these persons will be the first of those who go into exile. This lexical thread connects 6:1–3 and 6:4–7.

The third colon is the climactic accusation against those in power.683 The wording is significant. The leaders are not troubled (lōʾ neḥlû) by the condition of Joseph—that is, the Northern Kingdom (cf. 5:6, 15). In the niphal stem, the verb ḥlâ can communicate grief, exhaustion, or incurableness (e.g., Isa 17:11; Jer 12:13; 30:12; Dan 8:27; cf. the qal, 1 Sam 22:8). On several occasions it occurs with šēber, the word translated ruin in this clause (cf. Jer 10:19; 14:17; 30:12; Nah 3:19). This term has three possible meanings. First, it can refer in a literal sense to a broken bone (Lev 24:20; Jer 30:12, 15) or a breach in a wall (Isa 30:13). Second, it can refer to massive physical destruction (Isa 15:5; Jer 4:6, 20; Lam 2:11, 13; Zeph 1:10). In line with this option, in a number of instances šēber is paired with šôd (“violence” or “devastation”; Isa 51:19; 59:7; 60:18; Jer 48:3), a word used in 3:10 to describe what the leadership accumulates through oppression. Third, metaphorically, šēber can be a serious wound (Isa 30:26; Jer 10:19; 14:17; 30:12; Nah 3:19).684

Each of these possibilities can be applied to this context. Some interpreters link ruin to the future destruction of the coming judgment and thus to the first two options.685 The many verses in the book that announce the tearing down of the fortresses and homes, as well as references to a foreign enemy, support this view.686 On the other hand, those who see in this term a reference to the present malaise of the oppressed within Israel take the last option as the best one. The nation is in a sorry state, one generated and maintained by the elites. The people have suffered a litany of disasters (4:6–11), and many have been burdened unfairly by injustice (3:9–10; 4:1; 5:7, 10–13; 8:4–6).687 Perhaps, as in the case of the seat of violence in v. 3, both understandings are sustainable. The literary force of the condemnation is strengthened in the ambiguity.688

Decades ago, Cripps protested against what he perceived as prophetic hyperbole:

The picture drawn by the prophet is, indeed, a hideous one, and clearly it was taken from real life. The student, however, hardly needs to be reminded that the words of Amos are the bitter rebukes of a reformer, rather than a carefully balanced description of the condition of the nation as by a modern historian sitting in his study chair. For example, how comes it that Amos never once speaks of a fault in the lower stratum of society, nor even includes unambiguously the proletariat in his exhortations?689

This commentator misses the depth of righteous anger. The sight of widespread suffering while elites coldly enjoy the comforts obtained on the backs of others’ misery triggers the outcry. This does not mean that the oppressed are idealized. This ire is evident throughout the prophetic literature.

7 Therefore signals the judgment (cf. 3:11; 4:12; 5:11, 13, 16; 7:17) and is followed by the particle now (ʿattâ). Some scholars debate whether the sense is temporal (punishment is imminent; cf. 7:16) or logical (punishment is inevitable).690 Either possibility reflects the message of the book. The soon-coming judgment is inescapable.

The verse connects lexically to previous lines. Head (rōʾš) recalls rēʾšît in v. 1. This link is nicely underscored literarily by assonance: rêʾšît haggôyîm (the “first” of the nations, v. 1) and bərōʾš gōlîm (the head of the exiles, v. 7). The passive participle sərûḥîm (the “sprawled out” or loungers) appears in the second colon and in v. 4. In both cases, repetition marks an inclusio. The first (head) encompasses the entire passage; the second (loungers) delineates the sins and condemnation of the nation’s leadership in vv. 4–7. The literariness of v. 7 is underscored by the assonance of the second colon: wəsār mirzaḥ sərûḥîm. Several commentators have tried to capture this play on words in their translation. Wolff reads, “Suppressed is the sprawlers’ spree”; Paul offers, “Spent will be the sprawlers’ spree.”691 Those who have brought Israel to this point of disaster because of the internal conditions of the nation and the looming military catastrophe will lead the way into exile. Many are to be taken away (5:27; 7:17), but these elites will be the first to go (cf. 4:3; 7:17).692 The obscene expense of their partying is inexcusable and will be punished. In a wonderful turn of phrase, Paul says, “Their wining will give way to whining.”693

c. Divine Oath and Decree (6:8)

8The Lorda Yahweh has sworn by himselfb—a saying of Yahweh God of Hostsc—I abhord the pride of Jacob, and his fortresses I hate. So, I will deliver up the city and its fullness.

a. This does not appear in several manuscripts of LXX. See the comments about the translation of divine names in LXX Amos in the introduction under “The Text,” p. 111.

b. Tg. replaces “by himself” with “by his Memra.”

c. This phrase is absent from LXX (cf. 6:14). BHS calls it an addition. See the exposition.

d. The ancient versions and scholars universally understand this hapax legomenon (mətāʾēb) as an alternative spelling (or scribal error) for mətāʿēb from the verb tʿb, “abhor” (cf. 5:10). A verb tʾb means “long for,” and Garrett suggests that this is an ironic play on words (Amos, 192). Mitchell Dahood argues for dividing the word into two to read, “ever/truly (mat) the foe (ʾēb)” (“Amos 6,8 mətāʾēb,” Bib 59 [1978]: 265–66); cf. Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 195.

This verse has multiple literary features that express emphasis.694 It opens with the Lord Yahweh swearing by his person (cf. 4:2; 8:7; Jer 51:14),695 an act that underscores the seriousness of the words of judgment. This gravity is reinforced by the next clause, which says that this is a saying of Yahweh God of Hosts. That is, the oath is echoed by a saying. The epithet God of Hosts is connected elsewhere to the tragic consequences of a future invasion (3:13; 5:15–17, 27; 6:14). The all-powerful Sovereign is decreeing disaster. This formula reoccurs in v. 14 to mark an inclusio within which there are more depictions of destruction.

The solemnity and the finality of the charge are underscored, too, by the expressions of divine emotion in the second line, which is organized chiastically (verb-object //
object-verb). In the first colon, the verb is a piel participle (mətāʾēb), which could imply ongoing emotion; the use of the first-person pronoun makes the statement more forceful (I abhor). What Yahweh scorns is the pride of Jacob, a descriptor that has been understood in a couple of ways.696 One associates it with Israel’s status as the chosen people: Yahweh is angry with his nation that has enjoyed so many benefits (Ps 47:4 [MT 47:5]; Nah 2:2).697 Most commentators, however, take this as a reference to the arrogance of the Northern Kingdom—its confidence in its apparent power and resplendent wealth (cf. Hos 5:5; 7:10), which is felt to be grounded in part in its unique standing before God.698 Pride is associated with capital cities, which were often built on elevated ground and housed the temples of the chief deities. They were the delight of their peoples, symbols of special favor and strength, and proof of national prominence (e.g., Isa 13:19; 23:9; Ezek 32:12; Zech 9:5–6; 10:11). The connection is confirmed by the next clause, which might identify more precisely the particular object of Israel’s pride that Yahweh detests: his fortresses I hate. In context, these are probably the fortresses of Samaria (cf. 3:9, 11; cf. 3:6, 12; 4:1; 6:1).699 In the OAN, the fortresses of the important cities of other peoples were marked for ruin (1:4, 7, 10, 12, 14; 2:2). Now Israel’s are in view.

The verbs in these parallel colons are a distant inverse of the pairing in 5:10. The contrast could not be greater. The powerful despise those who stand for justice at the gate; Yahweh loathes Israel’s self-deceiving hubris that is based on its supposed impenetrable fortifications. Two verbs indicating divine disgust also appear in 5:21, although only the first (śnʾ) is used here. That verse opens the diatribe against Israel’s worship, which is deeply compromised by the national ideology (cf. 7:10–13).

The final clause continues the personal focus with another first-person verb. God is directly engaged in the judgment. He will deliver up (sgr) the city—again, most likely Samaria—to destruction (cf. Deut 32:30; Ps 78:50; Lam 2:7). In the OAN, this same punishment is assigned to Gaza (1:6) and Tyre (1:9), who had sent entire populations to Edom. There is a link between Israel’s judgment and exile as well (5:27; 6:7). The thoroughness of the punishment is evident here, as the city and its fullness will be judged. The breadth of the devastation is matched in vv. 9–11 with the dead among the ruins and in v. 14, although there it is expressed geographically: The oppression of the invader will extend from border to border.700 The divine instrument is not specified here, and in v. 14 it is an unnamed enemy (cf. 3:11).

d. Death in the City (6:9–10)

9And it will be that, if ten men remain in a house, they will die.a

10And his relative, evenb the one who burns him,c picks him upd in order to take the bones from the house, and he says to the one who is in the recesses of the house,e “Is anyone with you?” The other will say, “No.” Then he will say, “Hush! Surely, you should not invoke the name of Yahweh!”

a. LXX adds an explanatory gloss, “And the remaining ones shall be left” (kai hypoleiphthēsontai hoi kataloipoi), suggesting another group of people. See Glenny, Amos, 116.

b. Taking the conjunction on məsārəpô as epexegetical (“even”) so that the two mentioned are one and the same person (cf. NASB, NRSV, NIV, NJPS, ESV, CEB).

c. Most commentators and translations take srp to be a variant of śrp (“burn”; cf. Vulg.). This would be the only instance of a piel form of this verb. For surveys of suggested emendations, see Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 222–23; Paul, Amos, 215. Rosenbaum considers the difference to be a Judean pronunciation (Amos of Israel, 94). LXX reads “and shall strenuously endeavor” (kai parabiōntai) to introduce the following infinitive, “to take out” (Glenny, Amos, 116–17), and is followed by Wolff (Joel and Amos, 280). Tg. has “takes him from the fire.” See the exposition.

d. The third-person masculine singular suffix could refer to a single individual or be a collective reference to the people who die in v. 9 (cf. GKC §145m). LXX renders the third-person masculine singular suffix on the singular verb as the third-person plural ending (lēmpsontai; “they shall carry”). If the reference is to the same person, then the singular verb is not a problem.

e. LXX has “to the heads of the household” (tois proestēkosi tēs oikias).

The comprehensive judgment announced in 6:8 is powerfully portrayed in this hypothetical scene of a destroyed house in v. 9.701 The change from parallel cola to prose description yields good literary effect. The awfulness of this picture, although difficult to interpret, adds weight to the warning of the coming devastation. It brings to mind the loss of life in 5:3 and 8:3 and the ubiquitous lamenting of 5:16–17 and 8:10. These two verses also echo the consistent theme of the impossibility of escaping divine judgment (2:13–16; 5:19; 9:1–4). If the thematic chiastic structure suggested for this chapter has validity, then this pericope is its center. Destruction as judgment is the fundamental message of 6:1–14.702

9 From the unspecific referent of the city in v. 8 the prophetic gaze turns to a particular residence in the aftermath of the judgment. The word house (bayit) occurs three times in vv. 9–10 (twice more in v. 11). Is this a reference to the fate of a marzēaḥ center (cf. 6:4–6)? If so, this could be an ironic jab at that funerary gathering in which those assembled for an unacceptable mourning celebration are now a special target of divine wrath, and most die.703 Other options are that the temple at Bethel (bêt-ʾēl) is meant (cf. 9:1)704 or that this many people in a single habitation points to the home of a wealthy family.705 Because of the number ten, it has also been posited that what is in view is a squad of soldiers (see 5:3; cf. Exod 18:21–25; Deut 1:15; 2 Kgs 1:9–14) who had assembled in the royal precincts or in a government building.706 There is no need to be this specific, especially in light of v. 11. Men should be taken as a broad term for people.

It might be best to understand that in this scene, the number ten symbolizes totality instead of a specific home, family, or group (cf. Gen 18:32; Isa 6:13).707 The entire city, irrespective of status and sin, will suffer; the house represents any residence or neighborhood in Samaria. The cause of the ruin and death is not specified. Suggestions include the earthquake of 1:2,708 the coming war,709 or pestilence.710 It may be best to understand the verse as depicting the terrible effects of a siege and the plagues that often follow in its aftermath.711 This last option makes sense in this context of smiting the fortresses (v. 8). Death continues even after the tearing down of Samaria’s defenses.

10 This verse, which continues the description of widespread death, is notoriously difficult. Wellhausen writes, “The difficulties of this statement are insurmountable” (“Die Schwierigkeiten der Erklärung sind unüberwindlich”).712 There are three interpretive issues to be settled. The first concerns the identity and activity of the persons present. To begin with, while it is generally agreed that the person mentioned at the beginning of the verse is a paternal kinsman (dôdô), the next label is disputed. Rabbinic tradition took it to refer to a maternal uncle to complement the first relative, who was understood to be from the paternal side.713 Most scholars relate this participial form (məsārəpô) to the verb “burn” (śrp),714 which leads to the question about whether this is another individual or a description of that first relative’s role. The option taken in this commentary and by most English commentaries and translations is that these are one and the same individual.715 A further question concerns who is the person inside the innermost part of the house (cf. Jonah 1:5; Isa 14:15; Jer 25:32) who responds to the relative’s query. Is it a lone survivor of the catastrophe716 or someone from outside sent to look for more corpses?717 Either option communicates that this is a scene of pervasive death in which there is little expectation of finding anyone alive. Because this activity could be a familial or communal search for the dead, the better choice might be that the person inside the building is part of the search party sent in by the relative.

The second challenge is to sort out what is happening. The custom at the time was for relatives to take charge of properly burying the dead (Lev 10:1–5; 2 Kgs 13:21),718 but to what might the burning of the corpse refer? Cremation was not an accepted cultural practice, and burning was reserved for criminals (Gen 38:24; Lev 20:14; Josh 7:15, 25). In addition, an earlier passage in the book condemns the sacrilege of burning the bones of the king of Edom (2:1). Some commentators connect the term to anointing the dead with spices to prepare them for burial (Jer 34:5; 2 Chr 16:14; cf. Matt 26:6–12; Mark 16:1; John 19:39–40),719 others to the burning of incense in honor of the dead.720 The description, however, is one of desperation, not of a normal course of events after a person is deceased. The city had fallen to the enemy. Corpses lie everywhere (8:3; cf. 4:3; 5:2–3). This extraordinary situation is similar to other horrendous war scenarios (e.g., 1 Sam 31:11–12; 2 Kgs 6:24–7:20). The decomposition of bodies was a danger. There was no time to bury the dead suitably. In fulfillment of familial duties, the kinsman has come to take care of his dead relatives, but all he can do is take them out to burn them.

The third issue is to decipher the exchange between the relative and the person inside the building. It appears that the kinsman has arrived with someone else and sent this person into the ruins to look for any more corpses. When he asks his fellow if any remain, the response is a curt “No!” The relative then says, “Hush! Surely, you should not invoke the name of Yahweh!” What does this exclamation mean? On the one hand, God’s name is significant in the rest of the book; it marks the climactic point of the three hymnic passages (4:13; 5:8; 9:6) and of the announcement of exile (5:27). Each of these occurrences stresses his matchless sovereign power. In 2:7, the holiness of the divine name had been profaned. Clearly, the name of Yahweh conveys his incomparability. On the other hand, the interjection Hush! (has) is usually connected to the impressive presence or experience of Yahweh (Hab 2:20; Zeph 1:7; Zech 2:13 [MT 2:17]; cf. Neh 8:11). Judges 3:19 is the exception. What, then, can we make of the command to not invoke his name?721

Perhaps this call to not mention Yahweh’s name reflects a fear that doing so will draw his attention and that he will return and wreak more destruction,722 or perhaps this is the voice of superstition fearing that the mere mention of Yahweh’s name could magically trigger havoc.723 Some believe that these words express the sentiment that the people are beyond hope of divine mercy724 or that the land is too defiled with death and judgment to call on Yahweh’s name.725 Alternatively, it might reflect the national ideology that Amos critiques. Instead of fear, superstition, or a sense of remorseful despair, the attitude could be one of anger: “How could Yahweh have done this to us! He has betrayed us by turning against us! We refuse to call on him or trust him again. All he has brought us is defeat and death.”726 As on other occasions in the book when someone other than the prophet speaks, the speech is self-condemning and reprehensible (cf. 4:1; 6:13; 7:10–13; 8:5, 14; 9:10).

A day of Yahweh will come. It will be very clear when it happens that the confident optimism of longing for it had been blind folly (5:18–20). God’s passing through his people will bring wailing for the ubiquitous dead (5:16–17; 8:10), not shouts of celebration for victory and blessing. Perhaps Yahweh will have mercy on the remnant of Joseph (5:14–15), on the survivors whose immediate task is to dispose of the corpses. This climactic pericope of the chiasm of chapter 6 is startling in its imagery and powerfully warns the nation of coming doom.

e. Divine Command (6:11)

11For behold, Yahweh commands, and he will smite the great house into bits and the small house into pieces.a

a. Tg. reads, “He will smite the great kingdom with a mighty blow, and the little kingdom with a gentle blow.”

This line weaves vv. 8–11 together. On the one hand, in the chiasm that spans 6:1–14, it is the matching verse for the oath of 6:8.727 There, Yahweh had sworn; here he commands (cf. 9:3, 4, 9). That oath to turn over the city is graphically portrayed in the scene of desolation in vv. 9–10. This verse opens with for (kî), connecting it to that description and explaining that it is God’s decree. As is characteristic of the book, the instrument of judgment is not specified. The repetition in v. 14 of the opening phrase of v. 11 (for behold…) signals an inclusio with the last pericope of the chapter. That vv. 13–14 announce an invasion could suggest that the debris is the result of war instead of an earthquake.728 The verbal form of the divine order communicates that the devastation is imminent.729

Most commentators interpret the combination of great house and small house as a merism—that is, as referring in a general sense to the broad scope of buildings. Some, however, link the size specifically to social status, with great linked to the rich and small to the poor.730 The two nouns used to describe the damage are rare. Bits (rəsîsîm) is a hapax legomenon, and pieces (bəqiʿîm) appears in only one other passage (Isa 22:9). The text depicts comprehensive damage. Lessing makes the telling comment, “The nation’s field of dreams will be turned into a life of nightmares, surrounded by ruins.”731

f. Injustice (6:12)

12Do horses run on a cliff, or does one plowa the sea with an ox?b Yetc you have turned justice into poison and the fruit of righteousness into wormwood.

a. BHS proposes “is ploughed” (niphal for the qal; cf. Tg.; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 361).

b. Subdividing MT babbəqārîm (“with oxen”) into bəbāqār yām (“the sea with an ox”). For LXX (“Will they refrain from neighing at mares?”; ei parasiōpēsontai en thleiais), see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 211; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 123–24. Note Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 671–72; BHQ, 85*.

c. Adversative sense of kî (GKC §163b; DCH 4:387).

In the chapter’s thematic chiastic structure, this verse corresponds to the description of the feasting of the well-to-do in vv. 4–7 (cf. 2:6–8; 4:1; 5:10–15; 8:4–6).732 What it adds to the condemnation of the perversity in that passage is a sense of the absurdity of a lifestyle and values that contradict what should be the obvious natural order of things. There are phonetic connections between vv. 11 and 12 (the masculine plural ending îm on two words in v. 11 and one in v. 12) and a play on words with rōʾš in v. 7.733 The appearance of two rhetorical questions and a chiasm in the second line make 6:12 very artful.

Rhetorical questions occur at several junctures in the book (2:11; 3:3–8; 5:18, 25; 8:8), including earlier in this chapter (v. 2). A negative answer is usually expected. This is easily seen in the first question: Do horses run on a cliff? Horses were most often used for warfare (cavalry or chariots). More difficult terrain would be navigated by donkeys, or even goats, as such a surface would ruin horses’ hooves. No one would venture to have horses run there. The second question, however, is problematic. Literally, it reads, “Or does [one] plow with oxen?” The response here would be “yes,” but this answer would undermine the direction of the argument that emphasizes the irrationality of Israel’s actions. Scholars who maintain the text argue that on a cliff in the first colon does double-duty in the second to yield, “Or does [one] plow [on a cliff ] with oxen?”734 In this case, there would be a negative response. An additional challenge is that the word oxen here is plural, a form that occurs only twice in the noun’s 180 occurrences (2 Chr 4:4; Neh 10:36 [MT 10:37]). Usually the plural is expressed with a collective singular (e.g., Exod 21:36; 1 Sam 14:32; Job 1:14).

To eliminate these difficulties, many scholars and English versions follow an emendation first suggested by J. D. Michaelis in 1772, dividing the plural “oxen” (bəqārîm) into two words: the singulars ox and sea (bāqār yām).735 The clause would thus read, Or does one plow the sea with an ox? There have been several other suggestions,736 but this is the simplest solution. This textual modification echoes the absurdity of the first colon. Even as no one would run horses on a cliff, no one would plow the sea with this animal!

The second line relates the incongruities of these two pictures with what is happening in Israelite society. The chiasm puts the focus on the center of the line, which reads literally, “For you turn to poison justice and the fruit of righteousness to wormwood.” God’s ethical demands, instead of being life-affirming, are twisted into something deadly and bitter. Although the term for poison (rʾš/rwš) is used of snake venom (e.g., Deut 32:33; Job 20:16), poison water (Jer 8:14; 9:15; 23:15), or in a general sense of bitterness (e.g., Lam 3:5), its parallel with wormwood (laʿănâ) in this verse might suggest some sort of poisonous plant (cf. Deut 29:18 [MT 29:17]; Lam 3:19).737

These words echo the vocabulary of 5:7 but with some interesting modifications. In the earlier verse, justice is turned to wormwood; here it is turned to poison. In 5:7, righteousness is thrown to the ground; in this verse, the fruit of righteousness, those proper attitudes and behaviors before God and neighbor (Prov 11:30; cf. Phil 1:11; Col 1:10; Jas 3:18; also note Matt 7:15–20; 12:33), is changed into wormwood. In this way, that statement in 5:7 is extended into a new context. In both cases, the accusation concerning justice and righteousness follows an announcement of judgment that is motivated by the abuse of divine standards for communal and religious life. In 5:4–6, attention is placed particularly on the sanctuaries, while in 6:8–11 the destruction is more expansive. Also different is the claim that this unacceptable state of affairs in v. 12 is insanity. The mockery of this folly continues into the next pericope, in which another announcement of doom is added.

g. Unfounded Pride (6:13–14)

13The onesa who rejoice in Lo-Dabar,b the ones who say, “Is it not by our strength [that] we took for ourselves Karnaim?”

14For behold I am raising up against you, O house of Israel—a saying of Yahweh God of Hostsc—a nation, and they will oppress you from Lebo-Hamath to the wadi of the Arabah.d

a. BHS suggests the possibility of inserting “woe” (hôy) before the participle (cf. NJPS). BHQ disagrees (85*).

b. LXX (cf. Tg.; Vulg.) does not see place names in this verse and translates as “no word” and “horns” respectfully.

c. This epithet is not in LXX, and BHS labels it an addition (cf. 6:8). See the commentary.

d. LXX misconstrues the geographical thrust: “And they shall afflict you so that you shall not enter into Emath, and until the river of the wilderness.” See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 131, 245–46; Amos, 119–20.

In this chapter’s thematic chiasm, these last two verses correspond to 6:1–3.738 In those three verses, the nation’s arrogant leadership is condemned for having brought Israel to a moment of destruction. That same misplaced audacity and self-deceiving confidence in the nation’s military reappear in v. 13. As in the case of the censured pride in vv. 1–2, which is followed in v. 3 by an announcement of violence coming from outside, the self-assurance verbalized in v. 13 is contradicted in v. 14 by the prediction of an imminent invasion. Verse 13 also serves as a hinge verse between vv. 12 and 14. On the one hand, it continues the idea of the ridiculousness of the present state of affairs from v. 12; on the other, its military focus is a transition to the statement of v. 14.

There are at least two other indicators of literary artistry in this closing pericope. The epithet a saying of Yahweh God of Hosts, which occurs in v. 8, reappears here to form an inclusio. That announced destruction of the city is wedded here with the revelation of the agent of that disaster. This invader is simply called a gôy, which establishes an inclusio with v. 1. Those who thought themselves the “first” of the nations [haggôyim] to whom the house of Israel comes to beseech favor will lose everything to another nation that comes against the house of Israel.

13 The first two clauses of the verse open with participles instead of a direct address. Because of this, certain scholars propose that a woe particle has dropped out.739 This hypothesis is unnecessary, as the second-person reference is clear in the juxtaposition with vv. 12 and 14.

The text mocks the national ideology, which celebrates the success of Israel’s armies. The two towns are Lo-Dabar (variously spelled in Josh 13:26; 2 Sam 9:4–5; 17:27) and Karnaim (Gen 14:5; 1 Macc 5:26, 43–44).740 The first was located north of the Yarmuk River in Transjordan. Among various options, it has been identified with Tell el Hamme, Tell Dober (Khirbet ed-Duweir), and modern Umm el-Dabar. Karnaim has been connected with Al Sheik Sa‘ad, situated further north in Bashan along a northern tributary of the Yarmuk River. These towns may represent victories in the expansion of Israelite territory and control into Transjordan under Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:25–28).741

Lo-Dabar, though, literally means “no-thing.” Israel’s forces have won at a place whose name, in the prophet’s view, represents insignificance. So much for a momentous triumph! Karnaim (a dual noun meaning “two horns”), on the other hand, brings to mind the idea of strength represented by the horns of a bull, a widespread association in the ancient world (e.g., Deut 33:17; 1 Kgs 22:11; Jer 48:25). But several theological and literary observations undercut this boast. First, Israel’s claim that this victory has been achieved by its own strength contradicts the theology that the civil religion proclaims: that it is Yahweh who fights and wins the nation’s battles. The conceited attitude expressed in this quote condemns the swagger of Israel’s elites reflected in other quotes in the book (4:1; 8:5, 14; 9:10). These words are proof, too, of the pride that Yahweh hates in 6:8 (cf. Deut 8:12–17; in contrast, e.g., to Pss 20:7 [MT 20:8]; 33:16–17; Prov 21:31; Zech 4:6).

Second, in an ironic twist, “horns” has occurred earlier in the book. Amos 3:14 announces that the horns of the altar of the national temple at Bethel will be thrown to the ground. The horns of the altar, which are a place of refuge (cf. 1 Kgs 2:28), will be of no use to Israel in the coming conflict. Third, this pretension flies in the face of recent defeats in the very region cited in the Damascus/Aram oracle of 1:3–5 (cf. 4:10). Are Lo-Dabar and Karnaim two small victories after reversals at the hands of the Arameans? Is this false braggadocio designed to resurrect popular confidence in Israel’s armies after those losses, or is it symptomatic of an overriding and pervasive patriotic blindness? Whichever the case (and perhaps both apply), soon Israel’s strength will be stripped away (3:11; cf. 5:9) with the defeat of its forces (2:14–16; 5:3), the destruction of the fortresses of Samaria (3:11; 6:8), the demolition of Yahweh’s sanctuaries (3:14; 5:5–6; 7:9; 8:3; 9:1), and the trek into exile (4:2; 5:5, 27; 6:7; 7:11, 17; 9:4, 9).

14 This concluding verse has numerous connections with the rest of the chapter, several of which were pointed out in the introduction to this pericope. Another is that the opening phrase for behold ties back to v. 11, which begins with these same words. In that earlier verse, Yahweh commands and smites Israel’s houses. The instrument of that destruction is specified in this line but not named. He will raise up a foe (cf. 1 Kgs 11:14; 14:14), a nation (gôy) that will torment them.742 As mentioned above, this is an ironic twist on the reference to nations in vv. 1 and 2. The phrase a saying of Yahweh God of Hosts forms an inclusio with v. 8, setting apart this section concerning the devastation brought upon the capital city; but this verse also explains that the entire nation will suffer.

Most scholars relate the fulfillment of this verse to the subsequent invasion of the region by Assyria. However, the vagueness of the identity of the enemy suggests, as elsewhere, that the prophet does not have a specific enemy in mind (cf. 3:11; 5:27; 6:14; 7:17). The anonymity of the invader underscores divine involvement, as Yahweh is directly engaged in this entity’s actions. This negates the national ideology, which hails Yahweh’s protection and help. This announcement also underscores the vacuity of the boasting in v. 13. When Israel’s armies need to be at their strongest to counter the enemy advance, they will be powerless to prevent the loss of territorial control.

The mention of boundaries returns attention to v. 2 (note the recurrence of Hamath). There, the issue was comparison; here the goal is to communicate the geographical breadth of judgment. Scholars debate the identity of the particular referents. There is a question whether Lebo-Hamath signifies a region (“the entrance to Hamath”) or a specific town of that name whose exact location is disputed.743 Either way, it serves to mark Israel’s northern frontier (e.g., Num 13:21; Josh 13:5; Judg 3:3; 1 Kgs 8:65; Ezek 48:1). In contrast, the phrase the wadi of the Arabah occurs only in this passage. Suggestions as to its location include the Wadi ’el-Qelt and the Wadi Kefrein, both located in the upper region of the Dead Sea, which on occasion is called the “Sea of the Arabah” (Deut 3:17; 4:49; Josh 3:16; 12:3). A complicating factor is that the term “Arabah” can refer to a variety of areas in biblical texts.744 For the purposes of this passage, exact geographic loci do not need to be specified. The point is that all of the land will be affected, from north to south.

A final consideration is this verse’s possible relationship to Jonah’s prediction in 2 Kings 14:25, which speaks of Jeroboam’s establishing the borders of Israel with almost identical words (“from Lebo-Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah”). Some scholars have speculated about whether the prophetic text consciously parodies that passage in the Deuteronomistic History in order to debunk the national dogma745 or whether, on the other hand, the prophecy in 2 Kings 14:25 deliberately contradicts this line in Amos.746 The chronological debate, though, may be superfluous if the terminology simply reflects common parlance regarding the nation’s boundaries. The fact that this sort of language occurs elsewhere may suggest as much.
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IV. VISIONS OF ISRAEL’S FUTURE (7:1–9:15)

EXCURSUS: INTRODUCTION TO THE VISIONS

The five visions in the book of Amos have long constituted a topic of research on the prophetic literature, whether in connection to the prophets’ lives, their experiences receiving the divine word, the influence of Israel’s various theological traditions, comparisons with other material of the ancient Near East, or their location in the diachronic development of vision reports within the prophetic corpus.1 This brief discussion highlights the more salient issues connected to the visions within Amos studies.2

1. Relationship of the Visions to the Career of Amos

One way to interpret the five visions of chapters 7–9 is to try to situate them within the ministry of the prophet Amos. This book begins by announcing that it contains the words that Amos saw (ḥāzâ), and in 7:12 Amaziah calls him a seer (ḥōzeh, from the same root). Various scenarios have been suggested.

Scholars have argued since Wellhausen that the visions (in whole or in part) were received prior to or that they represented Amos’s call.3 Several correlate the visions with the progression of Amos’s ministry after his call. Famously, Würthwein posited that the movement from intercession in the first two visions to the succeeding visions without pleas signals Amos’s transformation from a prophet of salvation (Heilsnabi) to a prophet of doom (Unheilsnabi).4 Others have proposed their own versions of a two-step process. The reconstructions by Gordis, John D. W. Watts, and Andersen and Freedman were presented in the introduction under “Composition and Structure” (pp. 53–54).

The paucity of clear textual data linking these visions more precisely to Amos’s life has led some to maintain that the visions are unrelated to his call. The reasoning is straightforward. First, the visions do not command him explicitly to prophesy against Israel; the fact, too, that in the first two visions Amos intercedes demonstrates that he was already functioning as a prophet.5 The visions do, however, reinforce the message of imminent judgment and could have been received at a number of points during Amos’s ministry. A few separate the visions altogether from the person of Amos and the eighth century and date some or all of them to the exilic or postexilic period,6 in part because such predictions are said to be vaticinia ex eventu to explain the fall of the Northern Kingdom or, even later, Judah’s demise in 587. Such a stance is unnecessary. What the text presents are image-impacting predictions of judgment without a specific timeframe or enemy, an imprecision characteristic of the book as a whole and reflective of a lack of knowledge of how and when these things would happen. There is a surprising lack of detail for a passage supposedly written after the fact to explain known events. Some interpreters ignore the debate about when these visions may have occurred and concentrate on their literary and theological significance.

However the visions might be related to the experience of the prophet Amos, questions arise about the social setting for their reception. The placement of the prophet’s confrontation with Amaziah at Bethel within the series of visions and the fact that at least one and maybe two of the visions refer to sanctuaries (9:1; cf. 8:3) could suggest that they are connected to the cult, whether in general terms or more precisely to the temple at Bethel.7 Other scholars relate them to a particular religious feast, such as the New Year’s festival.8 The visions’ possible connection to the cult, though, might be more related to aspects of their message than reflective of the place where the prophet experienced them. It should be noted, too, that there is evidence of prophetic intercession in Neo-Assyrian prophetic material.9 In other words, this sequence would not be outside the realm of ancient cultural expectations.

Three of the visions have been coordinated to successive seasons of the agricultural year, irrespective of whether these may have been the occasions for their reception. It is proposed that the attack of the locusts of 7:1–3 connects to the springtime rains (March–May), the heat and dryness of summer could be the backdrop to the fire of the second vision (7:4–6), and the basket of overripe fruit of the fourth vision (8:1–3) makes sense for late summer or fall.10

2. Initial Literary Observations

The sequence of visions is literarily interconnected. A number of initial observations are highlighted here. The exposition of each passage offers more detailed discussions.

To begin with, all the visions feature the verb ʾmr (“say, speak”); they clearly involve direct words from Yahweh, though in different ways. The first four, which form critics label “vision reports” in the shape particularly of “autobiographical memorabilia,”11 can be grouped by their style and content into two pairs (7:1–3 and 7:4–6; 7:7–9 and 8:1–3). The fifth displays a distinct form (9:1–4). This series of five items is akin to other quintets in the book, such as the five rebukes of 4:6–11, the fivefold descriptions of God in the hymns (4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6), and, in certain critical construals, the five original OAN.12

The coupling of the first four visions into two pairs is clear.13 The first two involve prophetic intercession and the same reasoning (“How can Jacob stand, since he is small?”). In both cases, Yahweh relents (7:3, 6). The continuity between the divine reactions is manifested by the conjunction also in v. 6. What sets the second pair of visions apart from the initial pair is God’s question, “What do you see, Amos?” In each instance, there is a play on words related to the object. The prophet answers by stating what lies before him, and then Yahweh explains the images. These explanations are coupled with the words, “I will not pass by him again” (7:8; 8:2), which in turn are followed by a glimpse of the judgment’s aftermath (7:9; 8:3).

Other elements that the visions share also hint at intentional links.14 The first, second, and fourth visions begin with the words, Thus the Lord Yahweh showed me (rʾh hiphil, “see”), and behold (7:1, 4; 8:1). The third does not begin in the same fashion (7:7) but does employ the same form of the verb “see.” This verb reappears in 7:8 and 8:2 (qal participle). In addition, the first two visions use a participial form to describe the action (7:1, “form”; 7:4, “call”). The third uses a participle (niṣṣāb) as the verb, with ’ădōnāy (Lord) as the subject (7:7), a combination that is repeated in the fifth vision (9:1). The pronouncement in 8:3 about bodies in the hêkāl (the temple or the palace) anticipates the tumult and the dead in the fifth vision (9:1). Finally, the sanctuary as a target and death by the sword from 7:9 reappear in 9:1, 4.

The visions allude to themes and vocabulary used elsewhere in the book. The patriarch Jacob (7:2, 5) is mentioned at 3:13; 6:8; 8:7; and 9:8. The locusts of 7:1 remind the reader of 4:9; and the fire of 7:4 finds earlier instantiations in the book as well (see below). The context of death for the call “Hush!” (8:3, hās) echoes the charge among the ruins in 6:10. It is also a reminder of the mourning of 5:16–17 and anticipates the lamenting in 8:10. The destruction of city walls in military defeat (7:7–8) reinforces earlier oracles (3:11; 4:2–3; 6:8), while the terrible scene in 8:3 coincides with the denunciation of the high priest in charge of the national sanctuary (7:16–17). The impossibility of escaping the wrath of God in 9:2–4 is akin to 2:14–16. There are also thematic links between the visions and the OAN (especially with 2:13–16).15 Paas has also argued for parallels in terminology, themes, and structure between several visions and the book’s hymnic passages.16 Other connections are mentioned in the exposition.

Scholars have noted, too, the correspondence between the visions in Amos and those of other prophetic books. Some cite the relationship between Isaiah 6:1, 4 and Amos 9:1; others between the visions and Ezekiel 8–11.17 Schart explores the resemblances between Jeremiah 1:11–12, 13–19; 24:1–10 and Amos 7:7–8; 8:1–2.18 The visions in Jeremiah also consist of an initial question by Yahweh and a subsequent dialogue with the prophet. The third concerns a basket of fruit, but the vocabulary differs from that of Amos 8:1–2. In addition, Jeremiah is told to no longer intercede for Jerusalem and Judah (7:16; 11:14; 14:11; 15:1, 6; cf. 14:11–12), while Amos eventually stops pleading for Israel (Amos 7:1–6). The people in both cases have gone beyond the point where God might revoke judgment. In Jeremiah 15:6, Yahweh explicitly says, “I am tired of holding back” (NIV). As in Amos 9:1–4, death and destruction are inescapable (Jer 15:9; 23:24), and God purposes to do evil, not good (Jer 21:10; 24:5–6, 9; 39:16; 44:27). Tiemeyer has compared the visions of Amos with those of Zecheriah 1–6 to establish better parameters for the genre of the vision report.19

3. The Message of the Visions

The location of the five visions offers an insight into their role within the book of Amos. The visions start with the intercession of the prophet in the first pairing (7:1–3, 4–6) and move to the irreversibility of judgment in the remaining three. In the two initial visions, Yahweh relents in response to the prophet’s pleas to “Forgive!” (7:2) and “Stop!” (7:5). God’s willingness to change his course of action confirms the divine patience in sending warnings in 4:6–11 and the legitimacy of the calls to seek him and live (5:4–6, 14–15). It is crucial to place the intercession and divine repentance within the broader scope of the book. The consistent message of the book is that the coming judgment is inevitable. In light of this, Amos’s intercession is not that judgment might be eliminated; rather, the issue is one of scale and timing. Will nothing be left (7:1–6)? Will there be a remnant of those who choose Yahweh who will be the foundation of the hope after the calamity (3:12; 5:3, 15; 6:9–10; 9:8–15), even though many will be taken away (4:3; 5:27; 6:7; 7:17; 9:4)? This was the hope on offer in those earlier passages, and that possibility lies behind this exchange between Amos and Yahweh.

Why does the prophet’s pleading end after the second vision? Does Yahweh foreclose the opportunity of Amos’s intercession continuing because he recognizes the resonance that these petitions have in his person and does not want to be persuaded to continue to hold back judgment?20 While this is possible, there is no demand to stop interceding as with Jeremiah (7:16; 11:14; 14:11). It is better to understand the cessation as reflecting the prophet’s own decision to no longer pray. This does not mean that the intercession has failed. It has succeeded, at least in part in the first two visions, because judgment is deferred.21 The book leaves no doubt that it is imminent; postponement is not permanent. What is different in the third vision is that Yahweh, unlike in the initial two visions, will participate directly in the disaster that is coming. Intercession ends with the announcement in 7:8 (I will not pass by him again). The time for pleading is over.

Intercession, though, does move the heart of God in terms of the scope of judgment. The impact described in visions three to five is not as totalizing as that described in the first two (7:1–6). The wrath of God becomes more directed, focusing on the nation’s legitimizing institutions: the monarchy, the military, and the cult (7:7–8:3; 9:1). Even in this more targeted destruction, the whole nation will inevitably suffer (8:4–9:4)—such is the reality of war and earthquakes—but it will not mean the elimination of Israel. Each vision in its own way describes the breadth of devastation: the consumption of the harvest (7:1–2a), the elimination of the great deep and the devastation of the land by fire (7:4), the demolition of national defenses and the cutting off of the regime and its religious centers (7:7–9), and the catastrophe at the temple (8:3; 9:1). This sets the stage for the promise of a new sociopolitical reality in 9:7–15.

While some see a “graduated development of severity”22 in the vision sequence, this probably is not the case. The first two visions powerfully communicate extensive judgment with almost apocalyptic pictures of the power of the Creator God (cf. 4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6; also 8:8–9). They leave the prophet pleading for mercy (cf. Hab 3:2). The final three visions are historical and concrete but not as comprehensive. With the third and fourth, the prophet ceases his intercession. He had been able to push back Yahweh’s action; he could do no more. Now his responses to Yahweh are short (7:7–8; 8:1); with the fifth vision, there are no more words. Another way, however, is to describe the vision sequence as a “dramatic progression” (dramatischer Fortschritt)23 as they move to greater explicitness in naming Yahweh as the protagonist, Israel as the guilty party, and the judgment as definitively inescapable.

The sequencing of the visions with the interruption of the encounter with Amaziah has literary import. The rejection at Bethel, the central sanctuary, by the chief priest (7:10–17) reinforces the finality of Israel’s fate and the special culpability of the nation’s leaders and the reigning ideology. It is at Bethel that the nation celebrates what God and his prophet condemn as a distorted view of Yahweh, which has yielded this unacceptable state of affairs. That none will escape from that place (9:1–4) is the capstone to the announcements of doom. The second break in the sequence occurs at 8:4–14. The corrupt minds of the elite, who participate in the rituals (8:4–6), and the hopeless wandering of a wayward nation (8:11–14) underscore the broad guilt of Israel and transition into that unavoidable disaster of the fifth vision.

[image: Image]

A. TWO VISIONS OF NATURAL DISASTER (7:1–6)

1Thus the Lorda Yahweh showed me:

Behold, he was preparingb a swarm [of locusts] at the start of the sprouting of the late crop; and behold, the late cropc was after the mowingd of the king.

2Whene it finished eating the herbage of the land, I said: “Oh, Lord Yahweh,f please forgive! Howg can Jacob stand,h since he is small?i

3Yahweh changed his mind about this.j “It will not be,” said Yahweh.

4Thus the Lordk Yahweh showed me:

Behold, the Lord Yahweh was calling to contend by fire,l and it devoured the great deep and was devouringm the land.

5And I said, “Lord Yahweh, please stop! How can Jacob stand, since he is small?”

6Yahweh changed his mind about this. The Lordn Yahweh said, “This also will not be.”

a. Lord is absent in some manuscripts of LXX; cf. vv. 4, 6, 7; 8:1, 3. Many scholars omit it (e.g., Robinson, The Book of Amos, 36; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 291; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 370; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 123). See the comment on the translation of divine names in LXX Amos in the introduction under “The Text,” p. 111.

b. LXX has epigonē (“offspring”; cf. Syr., Tg.), reflecting the noun yēṣer. LXX is followed by Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 88; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 107; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 208; Robinson, The Book of Amos, 36; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 249–50; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 107; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 219; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43; Osty, Amos–Osée, 48; Amsler, “Amos,” 223–24; NEB, JB; BHS. BHS also suggests yôṣēʾ, “going forth” (cf. Vulg.; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43).

c. LXX has brouchos heis Gōg ho basileus (“one locust [was] Gog the king”), perhaps reading yēleq (“locust”) instead of leqeš (“spring crop”) and ʾeḥād (“one”) for ʾaḥar (“after”). Gôg for gizzê (“mowing”) is an eschatological interpretation. See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 213–21; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 91–93, 202–7; Amos, 120–22; Theocharous, Lexical Dependence, 223–39. Glenny is critical of Gelston’s argument that the differences are due to misunderstanding the Hebrew (Gelston, “Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 497–98). Those opting for yēleq include Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 88; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 208; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 160–61; Robinson, The Book of Amos, 37; Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 254–55.

d. This term can also mean “shearing” (of the sheep; cf. Deut 18:4). For “shearing,” see Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 220; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 120.

e. The particle ʾim is taken in a temporal sense (GKC §164d; IBHS §38.7a; cf. Gen 38:9; Num 21:9). Some suggest an alternative division of the consonants: wayəhî huʾ məkalleh (“when it had finished”). See Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 89; Driver, Joel and Amos, 202; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 162; Robinson, The Book of Amos, 37; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 250; Mays, Amos, 127; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 109; cf. GKC §112uu; BHS, but note BHQ, 86*. Paul argues that, since this is a vision, there is no need to force temporal logic (Paul, Amos, 228).

f. LXX has the double vocative, kyrie kyrie (“Lord, Lord”).

g. Though it’s awkward, here and in v. 5 it is best to render the interrogative pronoun mî as the interjection “how” (cf. Ruth 3:16); see Wolff, Joel and Amos, 292; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 743–44 (cf. HALOT, 575; note, however, IBHS §18.2e n. 10). Another option with adverbial force is “by whom” (Driver, Joel and Amos, 202).

h. LXX reads the verbal form as a hiphil (“Who will lift up?”) with Jacob as the object.

i. Tg. reads expansively: “‘Lord God, hear my prayer, forgive now the transgressions of the remnant of the house of Jacob. Who will stand and pray concerning their sins, for they are scattered?’”

j. Instead of changed his mind, Tg. has “turned away his anger.” LXX (cf. Syr.) includes this clause as part of the prayer of v. 2; likewise at vv. 5–6.

k. See n. a above.

l. For a discussion of the phrase to contend by fire, see the exposition.

m. Waw consecutive + perfect of the same verb as the previous waw-consecutive preterite. This could signal an intentional shift in meaning. GKC considers this an example of a mistake “due to errors in the text, or to incorrect modes of expression” (§112tt). IBHS points out, however, that this kind of alternation of verbal forms of the same root is not unknown (§31.1.1d; cf. Pss 29:10; 38:11 [MT 38:12]; Prov 11:7). Various emendations have been proposed, yet note Paul, Amos, 232; cf. Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 676–77.

n. See n. a above.

1 The invasion and oppression announced in 6:14 are now dramatized by these vision reports. In this first vision, the Lord Yahweh shows the prophet the impact of a plague of locusts.24 This swarm (cf. Nah 3:17) will not be a happenstance of nature but will be fashioned by God. Unlike in vv. 4 and 7, it is not stated that the deity is the subject, but the context and these parallels make that clear. In addition, the verb yṣr, here in participial form (was preparing), is used of God in other contexts where he creates people and animals (e.g., Gen 2:7–8, 19; Isa 45:18). More importantly, the same phraseology describes Yahweh in 4:13 (hinnēh yôṣēr), another place where creation and judgment language are combined.25 God’s actions in vv. 4 and 7 are expressed with hinnēh + participle as well.

An infestation of locusts is cited in 4:9 as one in a series of earlier warnings, but this prediction bodes a far worse result. Invading armies can be described as locusts (Judg 6:5; 7:12; Nah 3:15f.; Jer 46:23; 50:41–46; 51:27–33), which makes the juxtaposition with 6:14 ironic.26 However, here, as in 4:9, the insect is meant. Locust plagues were crippling, and this kind of calamity is one of the covenant curses (Deut 28:38–42, 49–52). The ravaging of crops and vegetation would bring hunger for humans and their animals (Joel 1). What makes this locust plague particularly frightening is its timing and extent. The Gezer Calendar suggests that the late crops were vegetables sown after the rains of March and April. This locust attack will also mean the loss of the grain crops that mature at that time. Although it is not defined, the king’s share (the mowing) was possibly a portion of the harvest taken as a tax—perhaps hay for the royal livestock or the horses of the cavalry (1 Sam 8:14–15; 1 Kgs 4:26–28 [MT 5:6–8]; 18:5).27 What awaits the people after the locust attack are the dry summer months, when there is little hope of anything growing. While a previous oracle denounced the powerful as well-fed while others endured want (6:4–6), now all will suffer. This terrible event could lead to starvation; hence the prophet’s desperate plea in the next verse.

In addition to some lexical matters and some awkward syntax in these visions,28 an issue discussed by critical commentators is 7:1b (And, behold, the late crop was after the mowing of the king). It is often considered a later gloss to explain the earlier mention of the late crop (leqeš), a term that appears only here in the Old Testament.29 If the clause is original, however, its presence serves to heighten the seriousness of the judgment. It does this in terms of the content of the explanation it offers and stylistically by the repetition of the particle behold (hinnēh) of the previous clause.

2 When the locusts finish devouring the nation’s food, leaving nothing, the prophet cries out to the Lord Yahweh (the same combination used of God as the creator of the locust plague in v. 1), Please forgive! Interestingly, the phrase herbage of the land is used of the locust plague sent by Yahweh against Egypt (Exod 10:12, 15). If this allusion is intentional, then the implication is that Israel will experience the same disaster as the nation that symbolizes enmity toward God. This potential play on Egypt and the exodus tradition, then, would be added to other passages that allude to the exodus (3:1, 9; 9:7). Amos’s plea echoes Moses’s in the desert on behalf of the people, whose rebellion was to be severely judged (Exod 34:9; Num 14:19). Does the prophet pray before, during, or after the calamity? The syntax suggests afterward, but then why intercede? This question misses the point. The prophet is shown the vision before the judgment occurs. The vision’s goal is to drive home the comprehensiveness of what is coming; it is not a lived reality. It is that impression of the extent of suffering that spurs Amos to plead for mercy (cf. Gen 18:25–33; Exod 10:12–19).30 He does not ask on the basis of the people’s positive response to his message, and there is no mention of the nation’s historical relationship with God (2:9–10; 3:2). Some see this cry as a challenge to God on the basis of covenant,31 but in context it is simply an appeal to divine mercy on behalf of a shattered people. Tellingly, the combination Lord Yahweh appears in several laments (e.g., Josh 7:7; Jer 1:6; 4:10; 14:13).

The entreaty to forgive (sālaḥ) assumes that Israel has transgressed (cf. Exod 34:9; Num 14:19),32 confirming that judgment is deserved. Several passages in the Old Testament stress that God is willing to forgive and that this disposition is fundamental to his character (e.g., Exod 34:6–9; 1 Kgs 8:30–39, 50; Neh 9:17; Pss 103:3–4; 130:3–4; Dan 9:9; Mic. 7:18–20). Forgiveness, however, may not result in the cancelation of judgment (cf. Exod 32:14; Num 14:19–23). The hope is not that Israel’s guilt be removed33—it is too late for that—but rather that the rigorousness of judgment be reduced. Appeal to Yahweh’s compassion is the only recourse available to Amos; that it is coming is unavoidable.

In his plea, the prophet mentions Jacob. The shift to the personal name separates Amos’s petition from the national entity, Israel. He needs to turn God’s gaze elsewhere, because the nation itself is undeserving. This could be a deliberate allusion to the patriarch, who was the recipient of Yahweh’s help and assurances. Oh, how Israel could use that now! Jacob is used of the Northern Kingdom four other times in the book (3:13; 6:8; 8:7; 9:8), and some argue that it refers to the broader, historic Israel that includes Judah as well.34 This view is problematic, because the preceding chapter, especially 6:13–14, concerns the Northern Kingdom, as do the third vision and 7:10–17 (cf. Mic 1:5).

What of the descriptor small? The term qāṭōn appears in the account of Jacob’s betrayal of his brother Esau and suggests his vulnerability or powerlessness (Gen 27:15, 42; cf. Gen 32:10 [MT 32:11]; cf. Deut 7:7–8).35 While many take small here to refer to helplessness in a general sense,36 a few commentators connect the term more specifically to the nation’s spiritual state, its economic poverty,37 or the impact of the locusts.38 The context suggests an additional dimension: military insignificance.39 The closing lines of the preceding chapter unmasked the misplaced confidence in Israel’s insignificant victories; what lies ahead is enemy oppression from border to border (6:13–14). What is more, the third vision (7:7–9) announces military defeat (cf. 7:10–11, 17). Within the broader scope of the book, the OAN have already signaled that Israel’s strength is waning because of incursions by surrounding nations (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13), and the preceding chapters repeatedly describe the demise of Israel’s armies and the destruction of its capital city and citadels (2:14–16; 3:9–11, 14–15; 4:3, 10; 5:1–3, 16–17, 27; 6:7–11). In sum, Israel does not have the strength in which it prides itself and which the national ideology celebrates. It is weak, unable to defend itself against the coming invader or disaster. The nation’s sense of stature is a delusion.

The prophet has eyes to see Israel’s true condition. To ask if the nation can stand (the verb qûm) is to return to 5:2. There Israel cannot rise (or “stand up”), and there is no one to pick her up, after the judgment (5:1–3). This notion reappears at 8:14. Israel is helpless before the actions of the sovereign God.

3 There is no indication that the divine reaction to the prophetic petition is not immediate. Yahweh relents and declares that this devastation will not happen (cf. v. 6). Importantly, the text does not say that God forgave Israel. Rather, he turns from his punishment even though Israel has not turned from its sins. There are several occasions in the Old Testament in which Yahweh changes his mind (nāḥam niphal) in response to intercession or actions (e.g., Exod 32:1–14; Num 14:13–20; Jer 18:7–11; Jonah 3:6–4:2).40 In some theological circles, this change in plans is explained as an accommodating anthropomorphism that does not reflect the actual workings of God,41 but the Old Testament presents Yahweh as responsive to humanity within history. Although it is difficult to understand, in the book of Amos and elsewhere, Yahweh is presented as supremely sovereign, all-knowing, and omnipotent. What is clear is that redirection of potential outcomes is consistent with God’s mercy. His person is unchanging, even as he is willing to alter a course of action in ways congruent with his character.

The verb nāḥam also carries an emotional component. Yahweh involves his person in the fate of his people. Earlier, the text expressed God’s patience for his people to return to him (4:6–11) and the divine lament at Israel’s fate (5:1). Pathos characterizes his righteousness. This positive response to the prophetic intercession at this juncture, however, will not avert punishment.42 This fact is borne out in subsequent visions.

4 From an insect plague that Israel could experience in the first vision (vv. 1–3), the second (vv. 4–6) moves to a greater disaster, one with cosmic implications. Several literary features connect the two pericopes. This verse begins with the same opening formula as v. 1, with God as the implied subject of each vision’s disaster. Note, too, that the epithet the Lord Yahweh of v. 1 is repeated for rhetorical effect, emphasizing divine initiative and involvement.43 The verb ʾkl in v. 2 (eating) reoccurs twice in v. 4 (devoured, devouring), underscoring this more serious blow. The petitions are similar (though with a different verb), as are the divine responses. That God says also in v. 6 joins the second vision to the first one.

The most difficult interpretive matter in this verse concerns the clause was calling to contend by (or “with”) fire. Suggestions for emendations abound because of the problematic construction. When the preposition bet follows the verb rîb (“contend”), it always introduces the one in conflict (Hos 2:2 [MT 2:4]; Jer 25:31). However, in this phrase the preposition is possibly acting in an instrumental sense (by).44 In addition to the fact that none of the proposed changes finds support in the ancient versions, the phrase can make sense as it stands. Yahweh brings what is akin to a legal case against his people for their transgressions (cf. Isa 3:13; Jer 2:9; Hos 4:1; 12:3; Mic 6:1–2).45 This covenant idea of accusing the people for sin reinforces that judgment is deserved. On the other hand, one of the suggestions for emendation (lirbîb ʾeš, “for a rain of fire”) is a viable alternative, as it requires minimal textual changes (a different word division than the original, lārib bāʾēš) to eliminate the syntactical challenge.46

Fire can be connected to drought since a parched land is susceptible to combustion. Israel periodically experienced seasons of extreme dryness (1 Kgs 18:5; cf. Joel 1:19–20, where a devouring fire is mentioned), which could be exacerbated by desert winds. Accordingly, some commentators relate this vision to the effects of drought.47 The context, however, argues for a harsher significance. Punishment by fire recalls the decrees against the nations in the OAN, in which Yahweh sends fire upon cities (1:4, 7, 10, 12; 2:2, 5; cf. Isa 66:16)—a fate not repeated in the Israel oracle (2:6–16) or anywhere else in the book, although in one case God is compared to a fire (5:6). But this fire is of another kind.

According to ancient cosmology, the earth rested on subterranean waters, the great deep (Gen 1:7; 7:11; Exod 20:4; Pss 24:2; 36:6 [MT 36:7]; 78:15), which was the source of water for the earth in general and Israel in particular—the oceans, the rivers, and the streams (Job 38:16; Ps 33:7; Prov 8:28).48 The vision does not say that the waters “dry up” (ybš; cf. 1:2), but instead uses the more forceful verb devour (ʾkl)—that is, the fire consumes that reservoir of water. In that part of the world, where every water source, including rain and dew (4:7–8), is essential for survival, this is a frightening prospect. The verb “call” may be an ironic play on 5:8, 9:6. Yahweh can call for both vast waters and cosmic fire in judgment, and here that fire incinerates the deepest waters. The fire has also begun to destroy the land. This term (ḥēleq), however, requires more specification. Commentators interpret it in several ways.49 Some understand the word to be a reference to the earth in contrast to the deep waters50 or to Israel’s cultivated fields (4:7; Mic 2:4).51 In light of the gravity of the vision, the best option is to take it to mean the entire land assigned to the nation by Yahweh or, similarly, the people of Israel as God’s “portion” (Deut 32:9; Zech 2:12).52 The term anticipates a verbal form of the same root in 7:17, which refers to a particular property—that of Amaziah.

5–6 After this dramatic glimpse of the devastation wrought by the fire, the prophet can only cry out for Yahweh to please stop. This second plea is not for forgiveness; that is now impossible.53 With this more desperate wording, Amos implores God to have mercy because of Israel’s vulnerability and to end the destruction before the entire country is annihilated. In vv. 2–3, Amos beseeches Lord Yahweh, and Yahweh declares that the calamity will not happen. Here Lord Yahweh repeats that assurance. Is the longer epithet for rhetorical effect, a combination fitting the greater ruin?

B. A VISION OF MILITARY DEFEAT (7:7–17)

1. Vision: Fortresses of Tin (7:7–9)

7Thus hea showed me:

The Lordb was standing by a wall of tin,c and tin was in his hand.

8Yahweh said to me, “What do you see, Amos?” And I said, “Tin.” The Lord said, “Behold, I am placing tin in the midstd of my people Israel. I will not pass by him again.

9The high places of Isaace will become desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel will be laid waste. I will rise up against the house of Jeroboam with a sword.”

a. LXX has “the Lord” (kyrios), perhaps to harmonize with the first two visions (vv. 1, 4; cf. 8:1), and is followed by Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 210; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 165; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 224; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 251; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 192; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 293; Amsler, “Amos,” 225. Some insert “Yahweh” (Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 372; cf. NEB, CEB; BHS). With “Lord Yahweh” are Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43–44; Mays, Amos, 131; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 234; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 124.

b. LXX has “man” (anēr), as do Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43–44; Osty, Amos–Osée, 50; Amsler, “Amos,” 225; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 115. Some omit “Lord” and have “he”: Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 210; Robinson, The Book of Amos, 37; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 224; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 123; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43–44; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 234; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 293; Amsler, “Amos,” 225; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 115; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 124. Rinaldi has “Lord Yahweh” (Introduzione Generale, Amos, 192).

c. Some delete this first occurrence of ʾănāk as dittography, so that the Lord (or someone) is standing on an undefined wall. This is not supported by the ancient versions. For this emendation, see Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 210; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 165; Robinson, The Book of Amos, 37; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 225; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 192; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 293–94; Amsler, “Amos,” 225; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 111; cf. BHS; NEB, CEB. Others argue for ʾeben (“stone”) in place of ʾănāk. Note Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 251; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 234; yet note BHQ, 86*. Tg. has “judgment” for the four occurrences of ʾănāk.

d. Several commentators read bəqirōt (“in the walls”) instead of MT bəqereb (in the midst), including Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 251; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43–44; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 235; cf. Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 193.

e. The spelling here and in v. 16 is yiśḥāq instead of the usual yiṣḥāq (cf. Jer 33:26; Ps 105:9). Harper (Amos and Hosea, 166–67), Rosenbaum (Amos of Israel, 88–89), and Garrett (Amos, 216) see this as a regional spelling. For other explanations, see Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 115–16; Paul, Amos, 237 (cf. HALOT, 428). LXX has “ridiculous heights” (or “joyful altars,” bōmoi tou gelōtos), apparently from the root śhq, perhaps as a sarcastic play on words. See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 238–39; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 182–83; Amos, 128–29.

This third vision functions as a bridge between the first two visions and what follows. On the one hand, the opening phrase in 7:7 echoes 7:1, 4, except that the Lord Yahweh is not named explicitly as the one revealing the vision. However, ʾădōnāy (Lord) does appear in the next clause, and both ʾădōnāy and Yahweh occur in v. 8. This stylistic variation, a literary feature reminiscent of the OAN, leaves no doubt as to the identity of Amos’s interlocutor. The fact, too, that the Lord is standing next to something in 9:1 reinforces the supposition that God is the protagonist here. In contrast to the previous visions, however, where other entities (locusts and a fire) were potential instruments of judgment, here Yahweh claims this role for himself. Judgment can no longer be averted, and divine involvement is clear.54 The question-answer format reappears in the fourth vision, as do the phrases my people Israel and I will not pass by him again (8:2).

The second pair of visions mark a significant transition in the exchange between the prophet and God. The pattern in the first two visions was that what Amos saw triggered an intercessory plea, followed by Yahweh’s response. The more expansive pattern of visions three and four is different. It begins with God initiating an exchange with a question (7:8a; 8:1) to which the prophet gives a brief reply (one word in 7:8a; two in 8:2a; cf. Jer 1:11; 24:3; Zech 5:2). Yahweh then coordinates the object of the vision with an announcement of judgment (7:8b; 8:2b), which is developed by a concrete visualization of that disaster (7:9; 8:3). The additional word in each vision is followed by a long section detailing the reasons and finality of that judgment (7:10–17; 8:4–14), a truth that climaxes in the fifth vision (9:1–4).

These extensions, as expected, are connected thematically with their visions. In the case of the third vision complex, there are lexical echoes as well. Several terms of 7:7–9 reoccur in 7:10–17, including in the midst of (vv. 8, 10), again (vv. 8, 13), my people Israel (vv. 8, 15), Isaac (vv. 9, 16), sanctuary (vv. 9, 13), and sword (vv. 9, 11, 17).55

A number of commentators treat 7:9 as part of the vision and integral to 7:7–8 as an explanatory interpretation,56 but others argue that the verse is a later addition (or at least a separate oracle). They point to the change from the narrative style of 7:7–8 to the more poetic rhythm of v. 9 and to the shift from a broad focus on the nation (v. 8) to the cult and monarchy in v. 9 (to be further narrowed by denouncing the high priest in 7:16–17). From this perspective, the verse either was created to facilitate the transition to 7:10–1757 or was initially the opening line for 7:9–17.58 Critics differ, however, about the provenance of 7:9.59 In response, it should be noted that the similar patterning in visions three and four (question, answer, explanation, expansion) suggests that both literary complexes could have been crafted as units instead of being pieced together over time. In addition, while 7:9 may appear more poetic in style than the surrounding material, this is true only of the first two clauses, not the closing line. Lastly, the movement from more general censure to focused accusations directed at religious sin and elites is a literary feature of the book. The shift here is not exceptional. Examples include 3:9–12 with 3:13–15 and 5:1–9 with 5:10–13. There is no need to hypothesize an intricate prehistory to 7:7–17.

7 The most important interpretive crux of the third vision concerns the term ʾănāk.60 It appears only here in the Old Testament, and scholars have long wrestled with its possible meaning. After surveying the various options and their problems, Garrett declares despairingly, “In short, the meaning of ʾănāk is lost.”61 This hapax legomenon was handled in different ways by the ancient versions. LXX translates ʾănāk with adamas, a hard metal.62 For the first occurrence, Vulg. reads “a plastered wall,” but it has “a mason’s trowel” for the second, perhaps in each case trying to connect the term to a physical structure.

All the English versions render ʾănāk as “plumb line,” a translation that apparently appeared during the medieval period.63 The idea is that God has evaluated the nation in terms of its obedience to the norms of the Law or its response to the prophet’s message and found Israel lacking (cf. 2 Kgs 17:13, 23; 21:10–15; 24:2); it is “out of plumb,” as it were. Their transgressions now bring judgment. This is the explanation found in many commentaries and other recent publications.64 It is difficult to suggest an alternative because “the traditional picture of Yahweh standing with a plumb bob in his hand, apparently testing the trueness of a wall (the wall being Israel) is one of the most familiar and best loved of all of the depictions in the book of Amos.”65

Nevertheless, there are problems with this construal. First, it is odd that, if a plumb line is meant, other terms in the Old Testament referring to a plumb line or something akin to it were not used: qav (2 Kgs 21:13; Isa 28:17; 34:11) and mišqelet (2 Kgs 21:13; Isa 28:17). Second, it does not make sense for the plumb line to be placed in the midst of the people. Plumb lines are set against a wall to check if it is properly perpendicular. Third, setting a plumb line to test the wall does not fit in a context where the guilt of Israel is beyond doubt and judgment has already been decreed. Fourth, and most important, research demonstrates that ʾănāk is an Akkadian loanword for tin (the Hebrew term is bədîl; e.g., Ezek 27:12). Plumb lines would have been made of lead, a metal much heavier than tin.66

What does tin mean in this context? Several scholars believe that the reference is to the alloy of tin and copper that produces bronze. The significance of a tin wall could be quantitative, connoting that Yahweh has a great supply of tin with which Israel’s enemies will make bronze swords and attack the nation. The wall therefore symbolizes impressive military potential to be directed against Israel.67 One must ask, however, why the Hebrew term for bronze (nəḥōšet; e.g., 1 Sam 17:5–6, 38; 2 Sam 22:35; Job 20:24) is not used. Another option for tin (and thus bronze) is to relate it to an instrument, such as a crowbar, with which Yahweh will tear the wall (Israel) down.68 Others suggest that the meaning is to be found in the placement of a tin bracelet under a temple’s foundation stone as part of a ritual that followed the demolition of a temple (cf. v. 9).69 Another idea is that what at first glance seems to be a visual image of shining splendor becomes a threatening message directed against Israel, mirroring the tone of surprise reversal in other parts of the book of Amos (cf. 1:3–2:16; 5:18–20).70

The best option in this context of imminent judgment in the form of an invasion is to concentrate on the weakness of tin.71 In the ancient world, walls were designed to protect cities—especially the more prominent ones—where the palace, key administration buildings, and principal temples were located, and where important commercial activity was concentrated.72 In several passages, other metals (iron and bronze) are used metaphorically with pillars and walls (perhaps covering them) to communicate strength and impenetrability grounded in divine support (Jer 1:18–19; 15:20). In this verse, however, the wall is of tin, a soft metal!

Additional questions arise. Is the Lord’s standing by the wall a defensive stance to protect the city, or is the picture of God coming against it? Why does he have tin in his hand?

8 Yahweh asks the prophet to identify what he sees. Amos answers simply with tin and does not mention the wall. The metal itself is the issue. God replies that he has placed tin in the midst of my people Israel. Now the picture begins to become clearer. The wall of tin exposes the uselessness of Israel’s fortresses. What the nation thought was the symbol of its strength, its mighty fortresses, was actually fragile. At a distance, they might appear stout, constructed of something strong like iron! But Yahweh stands on this feeble wall with tin in his hand (ripped from the wall?) and places tin in their midst as evidence before them of their self-deception. Indeed, the destruction of Israel’s fortresses has already been announced (3:11; 6:8; cf. 5:9). Whereas the cult celebrates Yahweh as the national deity who brings blessing and victory (4:4–5; 5:18–20; 7:13), the reality is that their God is sending an enemy to subdue Israel (3:11; 6:14; cf. 2:14–16; 5:1–3) and take many into exile (4:2–3; 5:27; 6:7; 7:17). This third vision reveals that Yahweh himself will lead the charge to scale this flimsy wall (cf. 3:6; 4:12)! Israel is too small to stop the onslaught (cf. 7:2, 5).

The verse closes with I will not pass by him again (cf. 8:2). This echoes language from 5:17, where Yahweh said that he would pass in your midst. Both clauses convey definitive judgment. The verb pass by (ʿbr), however, has the different idiomatic use of sparing the nation73 from the coming disaster74—an outcome that Yahweh denies.

The fact that the fourth vision (8:1–3) is clearly based on wordplay could suggest that this third vision might employ a wordplay too.75 Many scholars argue (however they define ʾănāk) that the term resonates with ʾnḥ (“groan, moan”; cf. Isa 24:7; Joel 1:18; cf. Isa 35:10) or ʾnq (“moan”; cf. Jer 51:52; Ezek 26:15).76 Reaffirming the scenes of 5:16–17 and 8:3 (cf. 8:10), this verse would thus offer a poignant image of the horror of the aftermath of war. The heartfelt disappointment of God is also seen in his referring to Israel as my people (cf. 5:1), a phrase that may allude to the covenant relationship (Exod 3:7, 10; 5:1) and judgment by Yahweh as Israel’s suzerain (cf. 3:1–2). Others propose that ʾănāk is a variant form of the first-person singular pronoun ʾānōkî (“I will place myself”). Amos would be that person who embodies the divine person and word within the nation.77 The fact that the pronoun appears twice in v. 14 may add weight to this proposal. It is also possible that I, if this suggestion is legitimate, refers to Yahweh. If so, then his involvement in the invasion is portrayed more vividly.78 Unlike the first two visions, there is no other instrument of divine judgment. Yahweh involves himself, making further intercession impossible.

9 The coming judgment is now made more specific. As elsewhere in the book (3:14; 4:4; 5:5–6; 8:14; 9:1), a primary target of divine wrath is Israel’s religious sites. What is new is the mention of the royal house, although in the following section the high priest will make the connection between the religious establishment and the crown explicit (7:13). The link between the two also is established rhetorically in this verse through interconnected sounds: The sanctuaries of Israel will be laid waste (yeḥĕrābû) and Yahweh will rise against the house of Jeroboam with a sword (beḥāreb).79

The verse begins by announcing that the high places … will become desolate. To what does this clause refer?80 One interpretive option is that the high places are worship centers for other deities (cf. 1 Kgs 14:23; 2 Kgs 17:10–11).81 This appears to be the intent in Hosea (4:12–19; 10:1–2), which is quite pointed in its attack on Israel’s turning to other gods.82 In Amos, these allusions are oblique (5:26; perhaps 2:8). On the other hand, local cult sites dedicated to Yahweh could be in view (cf. 1 Sam 9:12–14, 19, 25; 1 Kgs 3:4; 12:33). This will be argued in the commentary at 8:14.83 The mention of Isaac here might suggest the pilgrimage destination of Beersheba, where that patriarch built an altar (Gen 26:23–25), a place critiqued at other places in the book (5:5; 8:14).84 The official sanctuaries in Israel could also be included among the high places, as they and those sites are associated elsewhere. Note the juxtaposition of Bethel and Dan, the two state cultic sites established by Jeroboam I, with high places in 1 Kgs 12:29–31 (cf. 1 Kgs 13:32; Mic 1:5). This could explain the parallel statement in the next clause directed against the sanctuaries of Israel and would echo their censure in other passages in Amos (3:14; 4:4; 5:5–6; 8:14; 9:1). In 7:13, Bethel in particular is called the sanctuary of the king. This line is also a verb-subject/subject-verb chiasm (“will become desolate the high places of Isaac, and the sanctuaries of Israel will be laid waste”), which could also literarily imply an intimate connection between the high places and the sanctuaries. In the book of Amos, the religious life of Israel in general is condemned, although its unacceptable Yahwism is most emphasized.

Whereas the first two colons of the verse describe the result of the invasion, in the last line, Yahweh states that he himself will come (I will rise up [qamtî]) against the dynasty of the king (the house of Jeroboam).85 In 6:14, Yahweh said that he will raise up (mēqîm) an enemy; now he is seen participating directly in the coming invasion. This assertion reinforces the thrust of 7:7–8, where God stands on the city wall in threatening fashion. In addition, whereas Yahweh uses the sword against the people broadly in 4:10; 9:1, 4, 10, here the sword is aimed specifically at the ruling family. Some critics argue that an original “Jeroboam” (cf. 7:11) was expanded to house of Jeroboam as a correction after that king’s peaceful death (2 Kgs 14:29) to eliminate a historical error; it was Jeroboam’s son Zechariah who died by the hand of an assassin six months after assuming the throne (2 Kgs 15:10).86 Such explanations are unnecessary. The vagueness of the house of Jeroboam fits the imprecision of the book. It predicts the imminent demise of the nation, its religious system, and its ruling elites in stereotypical language by an unspecified enemy sometime in the future, an expected inexactness due to the fact that the message antedates those events. Since judgment has been announced as a military invasion, it is natural that those governing Israel are described as succumbing to a sword, much as royal houses and leaders are singled out in generic fashion in the OAN (1:4–5, 8, 15; 2:3). Read in this fashion, what will have to be deciphered are the content of and possible motivation behind the high priest’s report to the king in 7:11 that claims that the prophet said that Jeroboam would be killed.

This combination of verbs—“laid desolate” (šmm) and “become a waste” (ḥrb)—appears in other prophetic judgment passages (Ezek 6:6; 29:12; 30:7; Zeph 3:6; cf. Isa 61:4; Jer 33:10), and the pairing with the sword appears in the covenant curse of Leviticus 26:30–33.

2. Expansion: The Confrontation at Bethel (7:10–17)

10Then Amaziah, the priest at Bethel, sent [a message]a to Jeroboam, king of Israel, saying: “Amos has conspired against you in the midst of the house of Israel. The land is not able to endure all his words.

11This is what Amos is saying: ‘By the sword will Jeroboam die, and Israel will surely go into exile away from its land.’”

12Then Amaziah said to Amos: “Seer,b go, flee nowc to the land of Judah. Eat breadd there and prophesy there.

13Do not prophesy any more at Bethel, because it is the sanctuary of the king; it is the templee of the kingdom.”

14Amos answered and said to Amaziah: “I amf not a prophet, nor am I a son of a prophet. Rather I am a herdsmang and a caretakerh of sycomore trees.i

15Yahweh took me from behind the flock, and Yahweh said to me: ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’

16Now, hear the word of Yahweh. You say: ‘Do not prophesy against Israel and do not speakj against the house of Isaac.’k

17Therefore, thus says Yahweh: ‘Your wife will be a harlot in the city, and your sons and daughters will fall by the sword. Your land will be divided up by measure, and you will die in an unclean land. Israel will surely go into exile away from its land.’”

a. MT has only sent. Adding a message conveys the sense of the verb (cf. 2 Sam 11:6).

b. Tg. “prophet.”

c. This emphatic construction is communicated in some English versions by highlighting the previous verb (“go”); e.g., NEB: “Be off!”; NJPS: “Off with you!”; NIV: “Get out!”; NKJV: “Go!”; HCSB: “Go away! Flee….” JB, NASB add an exclamation point to the entire sentence.

d. LXX “live” (katabiou); cf. Tg.

e. Lit. “house.” See the exposition.

f. For the verb tense, see the exposition. Among the English versions, JB, NEB, NASB, NRSV, NJPS, CEB use the present tense (cf. Vulg.); NIV, NKJV, ESV, HCSB have the past. For LXX, which has a past tense (cf. Syr.), see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 241; Glenny, Amos, 131. There is disagreement among the rabbis. See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 240–41.

g. LXX (cf. Syr.) translates as “goatherd” (aipolos), prompting BHS (but see BHQ, 86*) to suggest nôqēd instead of MT bôqēr (cf. 1:1). This may be a harmonization with 7:15 in order to deal with the Hebrew hapax legomenon. Tg. has “owner of herds” (also at 1:1).

h. Hebrew bôlēs is a hapax legomenon. For LXX (knizōn sykamina, “scratcher of sycomore figs”), see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 242–44; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 246–47; Glenny, Amos, 132. Glenny argues that the term for the figs suggests an Egyptian provenance for LXX-Amos (Finding Meaning in the Text, 246–67, 255, 264; Amos, 132). For the versions and rabbinic translations, see Steiner, Stockmen from Tekoa, 5–31.

i. Tg. has, “I have sycomore trees in the Shephelah,” and adds, “Because of the sins of my people I am afflicting myself.”

j. Lit. “drip.” LXX has “stir up” (ochlagōgēsēs). Tg. reads “teach.” See the exposition.

k. LXX has “Jacob.”

This account, which classical form criticism labels a prophetic dispute narrative,87 sits between the third and fourth visions. The announcement in 7:9 of the destruction of religious centers and demise of the monarchy is expanded here by a report of the prophet’s clash with Amaziah, the high priest.88 This confrontation makes more vivid the indictment of the monarchy and its religious construct and is a testimony to how religious leaders, and probably the nation, refused to listen to the true voice of God (2:10–11; 4:6–11; 9:10; cf. 5:18–20; 8:11–12; 9:10). The narrative confirms that Israel’s ideology misrepresents Yahweh, as the temple hierarchy and its allegiance to the king are singled out for judgment. The fate of the high priest and his family—humiliation, death in war, and exile—exemplify at a personal level what the monarchy and the nation will soon experience (v. 17; cf. 2:14–16; 3:9–14; 5:1–3, 16–17, 27; 6:8–14). Other elites had been singled out earlier (3:15–4:3; 6:1–7).

Critical discussions center on three issues. The first concerns the historicity of the encounter. This topic was touched on in the introduction in the discussion of the historical background of the book.89 There it was explained that possible parallels to the account of the man of God in 1 Kings 13 have led some to deny that this confrontation actually occurred. For others, it is the artfulness of 7:10–17 that suggests that it is unhistorical. To claim that its literary character indicates that the passage is a fictional creation, however, is to confuse form with fact. Of course, there is no way to prove (or deny) through archaeology or a parallel document that this specific conflict occurred. Nevertheless, the constant antagonism between prophets and the national leadership in 1 and 2 Kings and in other prophetic books warrants the scene’s reality being granted the benefit of the doubt.90 Cases from Mari of correspondence from temple functionaries to the king to keep him abreast of prophetic messages, especially those that could be interpreted as seditious (cf. Jer 29:24–32; 20:1–3), lend additional historical plausibility to the account.91

A second point of contention concerns the current placement of 7:10–17. Gordis and John D. W. Watts, with their biographical schema, believe that its location fits sequentially.92 The passage, they argue, follows chronologically the reception of the first three visions. Other scholars instead contend that 7:10–17 initially existed as an independent unit. Suggestions for its original location include after chapter 3;93 after 9:4, 9:6 or 9:7,94 or even 9:11–12;95 as the epilogue to the five visions;96 or outside this work,97 perhaps as part of a longer biography of the prophet.98 The move to its present place, whatever its original locus, would have been made for theological reasons.

The multiple links between 7:10–17 and the rest of the book suggest that the passage was crafted for this location (this literary fact does not necessarily impact its basic historicity). The lexical and thematic interweaving adds to the passage’s rhetorical power and suitability. Elements that connect to the immediately preceding and following pericopes99 include my people Israel (7:8, 15; 8:2), a possible wordplay between ʾănāk and ʾānōkî (7:7–8, 14), any more/again (ʿôd, 7:8, 13; 8:2), Isaac (the peculiar spelling in 7:9, 16), sanctuary (7:9, 13), house (7:9, 10, 16), Jeroboam (7:9, 10, 11), and sword (7:9, 11, 17). There are also links farther afield, such as the silencing of prophets (7:11–12, 16 and 2:10–11), hear this word (7:16 and 3:1; 4:1; 5:1), land (7:11, 17 and 3:1; 5:2), and exile (7:11, 17 and 4:2–3; 5:5, 27; 6:7).

The provenance of the passage is the third critical issue. The traditional view is that the prophet himself is the author.100 An obvious complication is that the passage is written in the third person, an abrupt change from the visions that utilize the first person. A common view among those who hold to the historicity of the confrontation is that the passage was written by someone (perhaps a disciple or one of Amos’s circle) who witnessed or heard of it from the prophet himself.101 Many argue for a Deuteronomistic hand, although opinions differ on details,102 but others have pointed out problems with that stance.103 Some believe that 7:10–17 is an exilic or postexilic creation.104 In light of our conviction about the plausible eighth-century historical setting of the prophet’s ministry and the production of this prophetic text largely within that time frame, and because of the literary connections of the passage with the surrounding visions and the rest of the book, the option taken here is that 7:10–17 likely finds its ultimate source in the prophet, although it probably was penned by someone else.

We now turn to the possible purpose of the passage. To begin with, though it contains personal information, the primary intent does not appear to be biographical. There are too few details about Amos’s background and calling to make this the probable aim (vv. 14–15). In addition, much is left open-ended, such as Amos’s fate after Amaziah’s demand that he leave Bethel. Did he return to Judah of his own accord, or was he forcibly removed?105 Tradition has it that Amos was killed,106 but most commentators do not speculate on the prophet’s end. If it is not biographical, then the purpose of the passage lies elsewhere.

A common view is that 7:10–17 is designed to establish the authority of the prophet107—some would say in conscious allusion to Moses or Jeremiah.108 Certainly the issue of Amos’s authority is an important component of the narrative, and this view makes sense in the light of the high priest’s challenge to Amos. Another potential motive behind the passage is to explain why Amos no longer intercedes.109 His efforts end because of the kind of response depicted in this passage, in which the priest at Bethel, as representative of the people and the king, rejects the divine messenger and word. Forgiveness is now impossible. Even if the placement of the passage is not chronological within the vision sequence, literarily it is well-placed to confirm Israel’s obstinacy.110

Amaziah is not the focus of 7:10–17;111 neither is Amos. Ultimately, the passage validates God’s definitive announcement of judgment on the religious and sociopolitical world of Israel (7:8–9). This substantiation of the judgment occurs in the nation’s central sanctuary in a face-to-face encounter with Israel’s supreme religious leader and revolves around speech (Amaziah’s, Amos’s, and Yahweh’s).112 It is no coincidence that Amaziah does not connect the prophet’s message with Yahweh (v. 10);113 he reduces it to the political sphere, and Amos’s words are portrayed as the prophet’s own conviction. Might the phrase this is what Amos is saying (or “thus says Amos”) in v. 11 be a conscious mockery of the divine messenger formula thus says Yahweh (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6; 3:11; 5:3, 16), the ascription Amos gives to his words? Note the sharp contrast in v. 17, where the prophet begins with, Therefore, thus says Yahweh. There will be no doubt about who is behind Amos’s message! The ominous sense communicated in the first three visions deepens and is grounded no longer in the visual but in this concrete incident. The absence of time markers in 7:10–17 can also give it the appearance of representing characteristic attitudes and behavior.

This passage divides neatly into two parts.114 The first, 7:10–11, is Amaziah’s notice to King Jeroboam of the perceived political threat of the prophet’s message. The second, 7:12–17, records the exchange between the priest and the prophet. The latter is subdivided into two: Amaziah’s demand to Amos (vv. 12–13) and the prophet’s confession and his announcement of judgment (vv. 14–17).

10 This verse begins with a syntactical link to v. 9.115 House and the name Jeroboam are catchwords that tie in with the last clause of 7:9. There is also a play on words through the assonance between by the sword (beḥāreb) in v. 9 and in the midst of (bəqereb) in this verse and in 7:8. This scene, in other words, is meant to be read in connection with that announcement of God’s destruction of Israel’s holy places and the demise of the current dynasty. That vision triggers this message from Amaziah to Jeroboam. As mentioned earlier, this communication follows the pattern of other ancient Near Eastern contexts of a priest notifying his sovereign of a prophetic message given at an important sanctuary.116

Amaziah accuses Amos of conspiring against the crown.117 This verb (qšr) occurs in the account of Jehu’s revolt against Joram (2 Kgs 9:14; cf. 10:9)118—ironically, the military coup that marked the beginning of the dynasty of which Jeroboam II is a part (cf. Hos 1:4)! Will it end as it began? Other prophets are also said to have been involved in regime change (1 Kgs 11:29–39; 19:15–18; 2 Kgs 8:10–13), so the high priest would be aware of precedents. The fact that Amos is so critical of the interconnected religious (the sanctuaries and the cult) and military (the fortresses and the armies) establishments and the national ideology, all of which would have been inescapably associated with the king, could appear as incitement to revolt. Nevertheless, there is no textual evidence of Amos’s involvement in a political movement or, for that matter, of any of those who heard him being inspired to overthrow the king. Many years later, Jeremiah would be confronted by priests in the Temple precinct in Jerusalem and suffer at the hands of the authorities because his messages were deemed seditious (Jer 20:1–6; 29:24–32; 37–38; cf. 1 Kgs 22:10–38; Jer 28; Mic 2:6–11). Jeroboam’s son Zechariah was killed in a coup, as were two of the three kings who followed him (2 Kgs 15:8–31).119

There are at least two additional questions concerning Amaziah’s message. First, how often might have Amos prophesied at Bethel? Although it’s not stated explicitly, that the land is not able to endure all his words gives the impression that he may have appeared there (and possibly elsewhere) on multiple occasions. Second, was there something about Amos, besides his message, that caused such a strong reaction? As explained in the introduction, Amos may well have been a man of means and influence. This could explain his getting a hearing at Bethel, especially if he spoke at important religious gatherings. Perhaps Amaziah felt compelled to send his message because of problems that the prophet had generated at one such festival.120 We can only speculate about the occasion for the report. Obviously, the chief priest, and probably others, had reached the point that they could no longer tolerate Amos’s presence and prophesying. His being from the neighboring country to the south would also not have sat well. No one appreciates critiques from a foreigner!

The statement that the land121 is not able to endure the prophet’s words122 brings to mind the heading of the book: the words of Amos … that he saw (the verb ḥzh) concerning Israel … in the days of Jeroboam, son of Joash, king of Israel (1:1). That verbal root reoccurs in v. 12 when Amaziah calls Amos a seer (ḥōzeh). Literarily, all his words might suggest that the entire prophetic message is in view. This scene reveals that the past refusals of 4:6–11 (Yet you did not return to me) continue.

11 Amaziah supposedly quotes the prophet Amos in his report to the king. As mentioned in the introduction to this section, it is tempting to ponder whether the phrase (lit.) “thus says Amos” is meant to remove any consideration of Yahweh as the one behind the prophetic message, perhaps even in taunting fashion by mimicking the formula thus says Yahweh. By not mentioning God, the socioeconomic and political transgressions, or the predictions of the destruction of the sanctuaries, Amaziah effectively eliminates any chance of avoiding the imminent judgment through repentance. He also epitomizes the chasm between Yahweh and the unacceptable deity of the sanctuaries. How ironic it is that Amaziah tries to muzzle the very one who had pleaded before Yahweh on the nation’s behalf. Instead, the priest reinforces Israel and its leadership’s guilt and blindness.

How is the reader to understand the incongruity between Amaziah’s citation of Amos and 7:9?123 That verse said that the house of Jeroboam would die by the sword, not Jeroboam himself,124 and Amos did not mention Israel going into exile.125 Some commentators believe that this is a deliberate distortion of the prophet’s words in order to rouse the king to action.126 This makes more out of the differences than necessary. On the one hand, the death of the “house of Jeroboam”—that is, his dynasty—could have within its purview the death of the king by other means and the monarchy’s military defeat,127 especially in light of Amos’s repeated announcements of foreign invasion (e.g., 2:14–16; 3:11; 5:1–3, 16–17; 6:8–14). On the other hand, a prediction of exile does occur several times (4:2–3; 5:5, 27; 6:7; cf. 9:4, 14–15) and will be repeated in v. 17.128 According to 2 Kings 14:29, Jeroboam was not killed but died peacefully. His son Zechariah, however, was assassinated (2 Kgs 15:10), thus terminating the “house of Jeroboam” in fulfillment of Amos’s prediction.

Wellhausen makes the interesting observation that Amos “misquotes” Amaziah in 7:16.129 Commentators demand an unwarranted level of accuracy in both reports.130 It is best to take the high priest’s words as a general summary of the prophet’s message, which does omit mention of Amos’s attack on the religious sphere. In that world, however, that may have been assumed, especially as Amaziah is sending his report from Bethel, Israel’s principal temple.131 Amaziah’s words are another instance in the book of speech that reflects unacceptable attitudes (4:1; 6:10, 13; 8:5–6, 14; 9:10; cf. 5:14).

12 After accusing the prophet of sedition and declaring that the land cannot handle Amos’s message, Amaziah tells him to leave the Northern Kingdom and return to the land of Judah. Note the emphatic repetition of there (šām). Eviction by the chief priest will both silence and geographically remove this contrarian voice (cf. 2:11–12).132 The text does not provide Jeroboam’s response to the priest’s message, nor does it reveal the possible time lapse between the sending of the message to Jeroboam and this exchange. It is impossible to know if the priest acts on the king’s orders133 or on his own.134 His words do not suggest that he is trying to protect the prophet from royal reprisal.135 Whatever the case, the narrator is focused on the exchange between the priest and prophet, not the source of the order.

Two terms in this verse require comment. To begin with, the priest calls Amos a seer (ḥōzeh). This is a fitting label in this context of the visions (although the verb is rʾh in 7:1, 4, 7–8; 8:1; 9:1). The heading in 1:1 describes the book as containing the things that Amos saw (hāzâ, from the same verbal root as seer). Amaziah in essence recognizes the reality of Amos’s giftedness. Some suggest that the priest deliberately makes a distinction between the category of “seer” and “prophet” (nābîʾ),136 perhaps in a disparaging way.137 To find ridicule in this choice of terminology may be unfounded.138 Amos is not told to stop prophesying but rather that he must engage in that activity in his home country (cf. Num 24:11); this idea is extended in v. 13. Several passages reveal that, in some circumstances, certain prophets received payment (Mic 3:5, 11; cf. 1 Kgs 22) and that this was not always necessarily negative (1 Sam 9:7–8). Thus, the words eat bread there may be a contextual assumption. In v. 14, Amos speaks to the issue of his livelihood. Amos is commanded to flee (bāraḥ),139 a verb which can connote “evasion of and escape from continuing, unpleasant, dangerous situations” (e.g., Gen 27:43; Exod 2:15; 1 Sam 19:12; 1 Kgs 11:40; Jer 39:4).140 The context does not reveal whether or not Amos is in physical danger, but that these words come from the chief priest in the central sanctuary gives them weight.141

13 To his command for Amos to return to Judah, Amaziah adds that he cannot prophesy again in Bethel. The repetition of the verb (nbʾ) from v. 12 and the phrase lōʾ-tôsîp ʿôd (do not … anymore, or “never again”) add a sense of finality to Amaziah’s charge. The phrase linguistically connects his demand to the divine verdicts of 7:8 and 8:2 (lōʾ-ʾôsîp ʿôd), thus reinforcing literarily that this confrontation validates the coming judgment. The priest’s description reveals his perception of the role of the temple: It is the sanctuary of the king and the temple of the kingdom. Both phrases are unique in the Old Testament. A literal translation of the latter (bêt mamlākâ) is “the house of the kingdom,” a descriptor that elsewhere designates a royal residence or palace (cf. bêt [ham]malkût in 2 Chr 2:1; Esth 1:9; 2:16; 5:1). The setting of this scene with the high priest in a temple and the facts that the capital city is Samaria, not Bethel (3:9; 6:1; cf. 1 Kgs 21:1), and that on other occasions “house” can mean a temple (e.g., 2 Sam 7:4–7, 13; 1 Kgs 6:1–3; 7:50) convey that the national sanctuary is in view.

It is telling that vv. 12–13 do not mention Yahweh. This does not mean, of course, that God was not worshipped at Bethel (3:14; 4:4–5; 5:4–6, 21–24; 8:3; 9:1), but the omission accentuates the pervasive power of the national ideology (cf. 1 Kgs 12:26–33). The priest nowhere appeals to Yahweh in his exchange with the prophet or makes the counterclaim that he, not Amos, is God’s legitimate mouthpiece. It is the sanctuary’s relationship to the king and his reign that matters most to Amaziah. The admonition not to seek Bethel (5:5) makes sense in light of the words of its chief priest.

14 Amos does not deny that he is a ḥōzeh (he does not even mention the term), but he makes clear that Amaziah does not understand who he actually is, from whence he comes, and why he speaks out. The prophet’s emphatic answer to the priest is highlighted in this verse by the threefold repetition of “I” (ʾānōkî). I am not what you think I am! The priest has grounded himself in the political and religious realities of Israel, but there is no hint of intimidation here. Amos appeals to no other foundation or patronage than Yahweh himself.142

A perennial interpretive crux concerns the tense of the verb for Amos’s declaration.143 In Hebrew, the prophet’s reply consists of four verbless clauses. The temporal frame, therefore, must be determined by context.144 One possibility is to understand that Amos’s statement has a past-time reference. From this perspective, Amos was not a prophet until called by God; before that moment, he had had another profession and thus earned his bread.145 He has now broken with that occupation and stands before the high priest as a freshly commissioned prophet. At the same time, Amos denies that he is a “son of a prophet,” which could refer to the disciples or associates of established prophets (cf. 2 Kgs 2:3, 5, 15).146 The fact that v. 15 begins with a past-time reference (waw-consecutive preterite) might argue for the past tense here. A second possibility is that the clauses should be translated in the present tense (cf. Zech 13:5).147 In this case, Amos is stating that prophecy is not his new defining occupation but the specific task at hand. The expectation is that he will return to his previous activities. Ironically, this means that he will be leaving Israel at some point to go back to Judah irrespective of Amaziah’s command! This interpretive choice fits better into the flow of the passage than the first, as it communicates the limited timeframe of Yahweh’s call. The issue is not his belonging to a category of professional divine spokespersons (whether a ḥōzeh or nābîʾ) but rather the activity of proclaiming God’s word in this trip north.148

Other creative scholarly solutions have not garnered much support. For example, Ackroyd has argued that the first clause of v. 14 be taken as a rhetorical question: “Am I not a prophet?”149 Alternatively, Richardson suggested that the first lōʾ is an asseverative, yielding, “I am surely a prophet; but, I am not a member of the prophetic guild.”150 Still another option is to render the line as, “No, I am a prophet, though I am not a professional prophet.”151 In one form or another, these suggestions require that the syntax of the first clause be understood differently than that of the second. It is hard, however, to sustain different uses of the particle lōʾ in juxtaposed and obviously parallel clauses.

The second important interpretive matter in this verse concerns the meaning of the two descriptors Amos uses of himself, bôqēr and bôlēs šiqmîm. The double negation in the first half of the line is matched here by these two labels. A participle and denominative of bqr (from bāqār, “cattle”), bôqēr communicates that Amos owned cattle.152 This does not contradict that Amos is a nôqēd (1:1), since such a person could own sheep and cattle. There is no need, therefore, to emend bôqēr to nôqēd to harmonize this verse with 1:1.153

Like bôqēr, bôlēs is a participle of the denominative bls (from a word for the sycomore fig). As Steiner explains in his extensive study, bls “refers to the entire process of harvesting figs of the sycomore. This begins with gashing the fruit as part of the process to hasten ripening. The distinctiveness of that initial step may have promoted the coining of a special verb for the whole process.”154 These incisions accelerate the maturation of the fruit and hence their harvesting. In optimum years, these trees can bear figs six or seven times.

Sycomores did not grow in the area of Tekoa but rather in the Shephelah to the west of Tekoa (1 Kgs 10:27; 2 Chr 1:15; 9:27–28)155 and in the Jordan and Jericho Valleys to the northeast.156 The text does not say whether Amos owned the land on which the sycomores grew or leased it,157 but their mention confirms that he worked with flocks and herds (nôqēd, 1:1; bôqēr). The tree’s leaves and fruit can serve as fodder, so it is likely that Amos (and perhaps others of his group) went down to one of these areas (the Jericho Valley would have been closer) for pasturage at the end of the summer. The dense foliage of the sycomore and the presence of the figs would have served him well for several months and would not have led him too far from Jerusalem.158 He could have harvested the figs for his stock and perhaps sold some of the excess, as well as stored some for future need. The principal intent was probably not to have another source of income but to nourish his animals throughout the year.

15 To the occupations cited in v. 14, Amos adds that of being a sheep owner (he was behind the flock). This cluster of activities were his world until Yahweh took him. The charge to head north was not by Amos’s design. Amaziah had said to go and prophesy in Judah (v. 12). Tellingly, Yahweh says to go, prophesy in Israel. The contrast is deliberate. Yahweh has every right to send this one from Tekoa: To him, Israel is my people.

It is the divine voice that Amos heeds, not the priest’s (cf. 3:8). The call of God is irresistible. Whereas Amaziah doesn’t mention Yahweh in his report to the king and his charge to the prophet, Amos employs the name twice. There is no doubt about the source of his call. Other prophets may have had commissions connected to visions (e.g., Isa 1; Jer 1; Ezek 1–3); Amos’s is based solely on God’s mandate. He is commanded to prophesy (nbʾ)—that is, to do the work of a prophet, even though he does not have that profession (v. 14). Like other prophets, though, Amos is being silenced (2:11–12). That Yahweh uses a spokesperson from another country, who is not a trained prophet, to condemn the Northern Kingdom makes the indictment more impactful. God will use whom he wills—in this case a well-placed foreigner and true follower—to denounce Israel’s sociopolitical and religious world and its unjust and wrongheaded national ideology.

The wording that describes Amos’s commission is noteworthy. While this verse can evoke the call of Moses in Exodus 3:1, that Yahweh took him from behind the flock for my people Israel echoes closely—in fact in a unique way in all of the Old Testament—what was said to Nathan concerning the shepherd David (2 Sam 7:8; cf. Ps 78:70–71; 11QPsa 151:10). The purpose may be to underscore the legitimacy of the election of Amos (a shepherd of sorts) to prophesy by comparing it to the choice of David to be king.159 Amaziah thus cannot question the authority of Amos’s words. In light of the book’s interest in deconstructing Israel’s reigning ideology and society in multiple ways and its allusions to the Southern Kingdom (1:2) and the Davidic tradition (9:11), more might be meant.160 This connection to the Southern king could be another instance of the prophet aligning himself with the South in opposition to Israel and its sanctuary at Bethel.161 The Northern monarchy, its priesthood, its central temple, and its social construction of reality are doomed.

16 Earlier, Israel as a whole was told to hear Yahweh’s indictments and message of judgment (3:1, 13; 4:1; 5:1).162 Now it is the priest who must hear. Amaziah, the spokesperson of the monarchy and nation and the head religious leader, is singled out.163 Appropriately, Amos tells him that what follows is the word of Yahweh, not his own (cf. 1 Kgs 22:19; 2 Kgs 20:16; Isa 39:5; Jer 22:2; 34:4). Amaziah did not connect the prophet’s message to Yahweh, and in his report to the king, he referred to his [i.e., Amos’s] words, which the priest had said that the land could not endure (v. 10). Verse 17 is the book’s last occurrence of thus says Yahweh. There is a sense of finality here.

Amos pointedly refers back to Amaziah’s insistence that Amos cease prophesying (You say), but the quote is an inexact one. The priest said, Do not prophesy any more at Bethel (v. 13), but Amos has him saying, Do not prophesy against Israel, and do not speak against the house of Isaac.164 As in the case of Amaziah’s message to the king (v. 11), the purpose is not precision but rather to capture the essence of the message of the other person. Amos uses the participle (you say) to communicate continuing action instead of a preterite construction (“and you said”) that would potentially limit the priest’s obstruction to one incident.165 The participle suggests that the prophet refers to Amaziah’s characteristic interaction with him. In other words, 7:10–13 reflects symptomatic behavior, not just a one-time confrontation.

Two items in the second clause deserve comment. To begin with, the Hebrew literally says, “Do not drip (lōʾ taṭṭîp) against the house of Isaac.”166 The verb “drip” (nṭp hiphil) is in parallel with “prophesy” (as in Ezek 20:46; 21:2 [MT 21:7]), but it seems an odd lexical choice.167 It does reoccur in its natural sense later at 9:13: “And the mountains will drip wine” (cf. Joel 3:18 [MT 4:18]; Judg 5:4; Prov 5:3; Song 4:11; 5:5, 13). Some see in the term the idea that diviners could froth at the mouth during ecstatic trances. Wolff states, “The word describes the delivery of an impassioned discourse, with drops spraying from the mouth of the speaker or his saliva freely flowing.”168 This is an imaginative stretch, since elsewhere it is connected to speech in the positive sense of falling upon the hearers for their well-being (Job 29:22, qal). If Amos is quoting or capturing something Amaziah said to him, is nṭp meant pejoratively? Perhaps. On the one hand, the possible association with ecstatic behavior could be an indirect barb. At the same time, in Mic 2:6, 11, the term is used of those who prophesy falsely for personal profit (cf. CD 8:13; 19:25; 1QpHab 10:9). By using this term, is Amaziah implying something about his view of Amos and his message? LXX assumes the negative connotation,169 but, in the end, it is difficult to identify what nuance nṭp is supposed to communicate.

The second item is the reoccurrence of Isaac and its unique spelling (v. 9). The patriarch’s name establishes an inclusio for 7:9–17 that literarily binds this entire exchange to that transition verse. Some argue that, since the Isaac tradition was linked to Beersheba in the South, the implication is that Amaziah forbids Amos from prophesying in both Israel and Judah.170 This does not make sense, however, as the priest explicitly tells Amos to prophesy in Judah (v. 12). In addition, in 7:9, 16, Isaac parallels Israel, the Northern Kingdom.

17 The passage reaches its climax with a judgment oracle on Amaziah and his family that is introduced by the messenger formula (thus says Yahweh). Amaziah’s report to the king and his words to Amos (vv. 11, 13) concentrated on the condemnation of the royal house. Amos’s announcement of particular judgment, however, concerns the chief priest, the one who would have religiously sanctioned the regime’s ideology through the rituals at the temple in Bethel and has tried to stifle Yahweh’s message to Israel, its royal family, and his own family. The link between palace and temple was stated in 7:9, which mentions the high places of Isaac and the sanctuaries of Israel. The link to 7:9 is strengthened by the repetition of the term sword, yet here it is not directed at the king’s house but rather at the high priest’s offspring.171 In an ironic conceptual reversal of Amaziah’s words, Amos, who had been told to go to his land (ʾereṣ), in v. 17 announces that Amaziah’s land will be divided up and he will die in an unclean land (both ʾădāmâ). As in the previous verse, the personal pronoun (you) is employed for emphasis. The second-person singular pronominal suffix your appears four times.

The details of the judgment reflect the aftermath of military defeat in warfare: the tragic fate of women, the death of children, and the loss of property. Once again, the invader is not identified (3:11; 5:27; 6:14). Some of the language finds parallels in ancient Near Eastern curses (cf. Deut 28:30, 41).172 To begin with, Amaziah’s wife will become a prostitute (znh) in the city. In context, this could very well mean in Bethel. That is, the wife of one of the foremost individuals in the city of the nation’s premier sanctuary will be publicly humiliated in that very place. Opinions differ about exactly what is pictured here. One possibility is that she will be raped by the conquering enemy troops (e.g., Isa 13:16; Lam 5:11).173 The evidence for such behavior, however, is not as clear as one might suspect. Victorious armies could be incredibly cruel, but this act is not listed among the ways that they would humiliate defeated peoples.174 In addition, the Old Testament uses different verbs than the one here to describe forced sexual violation: ʿnh (piel; e.g., Gen 34:2; Judg 19:24; 20:5; 2 Sam 13:12, 14, 22, 32; Lam 5:11) and šgl (Isa 13:16; Zech 14:2). A better interpretive option is that she will be driven to prostitution to support herself after the death of her children and the removal (and ultimate death) of Amaziah in another land.175 A middling view is that both rape and prostitution were likely outcomes of war.176 The vocabulary of the verse and the contextual data endorse the second option. His wife’s tragic status would disqualify Amaziah from his priestly office (Lev 21:7–9, 13–15).

Second, Amaziah’s children will be slain. It was not uncommon to kill younger children if the vanquished were to be deported. Little ones would be a burden in such a trek. There is no reason, however, for Amaziah’s children to be thought of as small; they could be older. Whether they will die in the taking of the city or be executed afterward is not said. Either way, the family will be left without heirs. Their fate recalls that foretold of Israel in 5:2, fallen and unable to rise. Literarily, Amaziah’s offspring, like their father, embody the nation’s demise.

Third, Amaziah’s land will be confiscated and distributed among the victors (2 Kgs 17:24; Jer 6:12; cf. Mic 2:4–5). Priests normally did not own property (e.g., Deut 10:9; 18:1; Josh 13:14, 33; Ezek 44:28), but there are a few instances where priests and their families did possess land (Abiathar, 1 Kgs 2:26; Jeremiah, Jer 32:6–15), whether it was granted to them for some reason, such as loyalty to the crown, or purchased. If the former were the case with Amaziah, it would reveal deeper, intertwined commitments to Jeroboam’s regime and its ideology. This man of means will be reduced to pauper’s status with the loss of heirs and inheritance.

Fourth, Amaziah will die in another land. While land could refer to Israel (defiled by an unacceptable Yahwism and the presence of an occupying enemy and its gods), in light of the following clause, the meaning is most likely that the priest will die in another country far from Yahweh’s residence and Israel’s religious system and be buried in an unclean place and so permanently defiled (cf. 1 Sam 26:19; Ps 137:4; Ezek 4:13; Hos 9:3–4). Amaziah’s end is similar to others who opposed God’s prophets, such as Zedekiah (1 Kgs 22) and Hananiah (Jer 28).177

The fifth aspect of the judgment returns to the theme of Israel’s exile. This final clause is a word-for-word reprise of what Amaziah reported to Jeroboam (v. 11)178 and echoes other announcements of exile (4:2–3; 5:5, 27; 6:7; cf. 9:14–15). This is the third occurrence of land (ʾădāmâ) in the verse. Each has a different referent: your land denotes Amaziah’s property, unclean land is foreign territory, and its land is Israel (cf. 2 Kgs 17:23; 25:21).

The death of Amaziah’s children by the sword and the juxtaposition of Amaziah’s land loss with the nation’s connect their demise with that of the king and the monarchy (vv. 9, 11) and Israel (v. 11; 5:2) respectively. Amaziah exemplifies the sin of Israel and its leadership and personifies its downfall. His responsibility is especially great. His charge as chief priest was to turn the hearts of the people to the true Yahweh and away from the national ideology that sealed the nation’s doom. Israel’s fate is sealed; the end has come (8:1–3).

C. A VISION OF RELIGIOUS FAILURE (8:1–14)

1. Vision: A Basket of Disaster (8:1–3)

1Thus the Lorda Yahweh showed me: Behold, a basket of summer fruit.

2And he said, “What do you see, Amos?” I said, “A basket of summer fruit.”b And Yahweh said to me, “The end c has come to my people Israel. I will not pass by him again.”

3The songsd of the templee will wail on that day—a saying of the Lord Yahweh.f Many bodies!g Cast outh everywhere! Hush!i

a. Two LXX manuscripts do not reflect “Lord” (ʾădōnāy; cf. 7:1, 4). Also note v. 3.

b. LXX has “fowler’s cage” (angos ixeutou). For an explanation and a possible connection to 3:5, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 246; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 81–82; Amos, 134–35.

c. Tg. has “the final punishment.”

d. MT šîrôt; cf. Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 680–81. Most English versions follow MT. The plural of “song” (šîr), however, is šîrîm (cf. 5:23; 6:5), so this is an anomaly. Many argue for an emendation to šārôt (“songstresses”; NEB, NJPS; cf. BHS; HALOT, 1483) or šûrôt (“walls”). There is no textual evidence for the change. For LXX “paneled ceilings” (ta phatnōmata; cf. Zeph 2:14; Luther, Lectures on the Minor Prophets, 180), see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 247; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 93; Amos, 135–365. Tg. has, “They shall be wailing instead of singing in their houses at that time.” See the exposition.

e. So NRSV, NIV, NKJV, ESV, HCSB, CEB. Another possible translation of hêkāl is “palace” (NEB, NJB, NASB, NJPS). See the exposition.

f. For the divine epithet LXX has only kyrios; cf. BHS. The translation of divine names in LXX, however, is inconsistent (see the discussion in the introduction under “The Text,” p. 111).

g. Tg. adds “of the slaughtered.”

h. Taking the hiphil perfect third-person masculine singular hišlîk as impersonal, virtual passive. BHS proposes “I will cast them out” (ʾašlîkēm), or “He cast them out” (hišlîkām), and wonders if a word has been lost. Note comments in BHQ, 86*. See the exposition.

i. LXX has epirripsō siōpēn (“I will inflict silence”). Vulg. translates proicietur silentium (“He will be cast out in silence”; cf. Syr.). Tg. has “wherever it is said, ‘Throw them down!’”

This fourth vision is paired with the third (7:7–9) and is comparable structurally and lexically in several ways.179 The first line follows the pattern of God showing Amos something introduced by wəhinnēh (behold, 8:1; cf. 7:1, 4, 7).180 Yahweh then questions the prophet about what he sees, and Amos responds with a brief answer that identifies the object (8:2a; cf. 7:8a). Subsequently, Yahweh provides an explanation of the significance of the object (8:2b; cf. 7:8b). Both 8:2 and 7:8 close with the ominous statement, I will no longer pass him by. To this is added a statement that relates that explanation to concrete implications for the coming judgment (8:3; cf. 7:9). This further revelation functions, too, as the transition to a further elaboration of that message. In the case of 7:7–9, the expansion was the exchange with Amaziah (7:10–17); here, it is a set of oracles (8:4–14).

There also are a few differences between the third and fourth visions. To begin with, the God who reveals is the Lord Yahweh in 8:1 (cf. 7:1, 4), whereas 7:7 reads simply thus he showed me. This combination from v. 1 reappears in v. 3. What is shown is expressed in just two words (a basket of summer fruit), not in a full clause (cf. 7:1b). The longer subject and the briefer description could suggest greater seriousness. What is more, in contrast to 7:7–8, this vision depends more directly on a play on words (see the exposition below). Another slight change is that God speaks in the first person in 7:9 but not in 8:3.

The additional statement of 8:3 is more emphatic than its counterpart (7:9). First, it contains the two phrases on that day and a saying of the Lord Yahweh. The former appears earlier at 2:16, occurs in the oracles of the expansion (8:9, 13), and initiates the book’s closing hope passage (9:11). The warnings of an imminent “day” of divine judgment are ubiquitous, especially for Israel (3:14; 4:2; 5:18, 20; 6:3; 8:9, 10) but also for other nations (1:14). A saying of the Lord Yahweh connects back to that phrase’s occurrences in judgment oracles (3:13; 4:5)181 and points forward to the other oracles (8:9, 11). These two phrases link the vision to other passages of doom in the book and Amos’s theology of the “day” in ways that 7:7–9 did not. At the same time, a saying of the Lord Yahweh injects a further note of seriousness and finality. The second literary difference, which gives weight to 8:3, is that the last line can be interpreted as a series of exclamations of horror. This provides an emotional quotient to the prediction of disaster. In other words, 8:1–3 should be read together with 7:7–9, but not as a mere reflection. The passage confirms and strengthens the predictions of the defeat of Israel, the death of its leaders, and the exile of the people (7:7–17) with its announcement of the nation’s end.

Other elements of 8:3 reappear in 8:4–14 beyond the two mentioned in the previous paragraph (in that day and a saying of the Lord Yahweh). The most obvious is the lamenting in vv. 8, 10. In addition to the phrase a saying of the Lord Yahweh, the theme of divine speech also surfaces in God’s swearing in v. 7. His oath stands in sharp contrast to the malicious words of the unethical traders in vv. 5–6, and especially to the oaths of v. 14.

The critical questions pertaining to the fourth vision are concentrated on v. 3, with discussions centered primarily on whether this verse in toto or certain elements within it are secondary. Some argue that the entire verse is a later supplement designed as a transition to 8:4–14, like 7:9 to 7:10–17.182 On this basis, a few align it with 8:4–14.183 Some scholars of an older generation suggested that v. 3 was originally located somewhere else and rearranged the oracles of chapters 7 and 8 to fit into what they believed was a more logical sequence of ideas or scenes.184 There is disagreement, however, as to when v. 3 would have been inserted. Suggestions include soon after the time of the prophet by his disciples (the school of Amos)185 or a Deuteronomistic redactor186 or in postexilic Yehud.187 Other critical scholars accept the authenticity of the vision as coming in some form from the prophet, but delete on that day,188 a saying of the Lord Yahweh,189 or Hush.190

The text’s literariness, which interconnects vocabulary and themes from preceding and following passages either to build on or anticipate them, does not require postulating successive redactions. The number and variety of interlocking elements testify to a measure of coherence that can make speculation of many hands at work over different centuries doubtful. In addition to the book-wide links, there is also the literariness evident within the passage. For instance, the Lord Yahweh in vv. 1, 3 serves as an inclusio that binds the dialogue to the tragic scene in the temple. Syntactically, v. 3 follows on v. 2 with a waw-consecutive perfect, which shifts the timeframe from Amos’s present into the future. What is more, the wordplay in v. 3 (summer fruit and the end) fits well into the eighth-century context because of the agricultural seasons listed on the Gezer Calendar, which predate the prophet. In sum, there are good literary and historical-cultural reasons for assuming that the fourth vision is suited to the prophet’s context. Alternative hypotheses are always possible, of course, but not necessary.

1 The fourth vision begins very similarly to the first three, with the Lord Yahweh191 showing something to Amos; here it is a basket of summer fruit. The term for basket (kəlûb) appears elsewhere only at Jer 5:27 and here probably refers to a woven wicker basket. The summer fruit (qayiṣ; 2 Sam 16:1–2; Isa 16:9; Jer 40:10, 12; 48:32; Mic 7:1) most likely includes figs, grapes, and pomegranates.192 This vision could be quite ironic in light of Amos’s work with sycomore fig trees, but this is a reference to different kinds of fruit.193 The summer fruit was harvested in August and September. The Gezer Calendar (tenth century BC) calls the eighth and final month of the agricultural season “the month of summer fruit” (yrḥ qṣ).194 This phase of the agricultural cycle contrasts with the late spring planting of the first vision (7:1), when the destruction by the locusts threatened starvation. This harvest, after the hot summer months with the autumn rains in the offing, was a time of celebration of divine provision and of hope for good things in the coming months.195 Might the prophet think that the basket contains an offering to God in thanksgiving at a festival, most likely the Feast of Ingathering (also called Tabernacles; Exod 23:16; 34:22; Deut 16:13–17)?196

2 The prophet correctly identifies the object. Yahweh then puns summer fruit (qayiṣ) with qēṣ (end).197 These words come from different roots, qayiṣ from qyṣ (“to spend the summer”) and qēṣ from qṣṣ (“to cut off”). The dialectical pronunciation in Israel, however, would have yielded a similar sound for qayiṣ and qēṣ.198 It is difficult to reproduce puns in another language, but several English versions try to communicate this one; for instance, “I answered, ‘A basket of ripe summer fruit.’ Then the LORD said to me, ‘The time is ripe for my people Israel…’” (NEB; cf. NJB, NIV).199

The wordplay startles with this surprising assonance. Whereas the image of the basket could imply a new start with ample provision, qēṣ discloses that the end has come. Is it that the harvested fruit is overly ripe and will soon perish—analogously, that the time of reckoning has arrived? Perhaps the message is that Israel itself is the harvested fruit, plucked in divine wrath. Judgment is related to the time of harvest elsewhere, but here it may be for the first time in the prophetic literature (2:13; cf. Isa 16:9–10; 17:5–6; Jer 51:33; Joel 3:13 [MT 4:13]). Motyer’s interpretation of the line mimics the wordplay:

They came into the presence of God not just with ripe fruit but as ripe fruit, ripened over all the months and years of moral and spiritual probation which he had afforded them (cf. 4:6–11) and now, sadly, ready for a particularly dreadful harvest-time.200

Yahweh announces, “The end has come” (cf. Gen 6:13; Lam 4:18; Ezek 7:2–6). The intercession is over (7:1–6), and Israel’s leaders have proven themselves incapable and unwilling to accept God’s prophet (7:10–17). That all the nation is implicated, not just the royal court and high priest, is clear in the declaration that the judgment is for my people Israel. This phrase echoes 7:8, where ănāk is placed in the midst of my people Israel. Even those in power, who in the past may have been able to put off that “day” (6:3) and enjoy plenty (6:4–6) as the rest of the nation suffered want, cannot escape the devastation. The destruction will impact everyone. As Rudolph expresses so well: Death “ist der grausige Nivellierer” (“is the great equalizer”).201 The other words repeated from 7:8 are I will not pass by him again—that is, there is no chance that the nation might be spared. How different from the repeated it will not be in response to the intercession of the first two visions (7:3, 6)! As in the third vision, I will not … again communicates finality; in this verse, that reality is underscored by the end has come.

For some scholars, the latter statement is the defining moment of Amos’s ministry, and they reconstruct the chronology of the prophet’s life and ministry accordingly. Whereas early on he had held out hope for Israel, it is argued, the experience of this vision dispelled any illusion of pardon. From this moment, Amos became a prophet of absolute doom.202 George Adam Smith’s eloquent comments represent this point of view:

These then were perhaps the last words which Amos spoke to Israel. If so, they form a curious echo of what was enforced upon himself, and he may have meant them as such. He was cast out; he was silenced. They might also be the verbal repetition of the priest’s orders. In any case the silence is appropriate. But Amaziah little knew what power he had given prophecy the day he forbade it to speak. The gagged prophet began to write; and those accents which, humanly speaking, might have died out with the songs of the temple of Bethel were clothed with the immortality of literature. Amos silenced wrote a book—first of the prophets to do so—and this is the book we have now to study.203

For others, most famously Smend,204 these words are Amos’s core message. Its decisiveness, they claim, calls into question (or at least emphasizes the tension with) the legitimacy of the offers to seek Yahweh and live (5:4–6, 14–15) and any possibility of restoration (9:11–15). However, as explained in the introduction under “Religion and Theology” (pp. 90–94), the inevitability of judgment does not negate the genuineness of challenging the people to respond to the prophet, follow the kind of life demanded by God, and persevere until the restoration. That call stands, irrespective of the nation’s fate.

3 The interpretation of this verse is a challenge for several reasons.205 The first difficulty is lexical. Does it make sense that the songs (šîrôt) of the temple will wail? A simple emendation revocalizing šîrôt to “songstresses” (šārôt; cf. 2 Sam 19:35 [MT 19:36]; 2 Chr 35:25; Eccl 2:8) is a long-standing option,206 dating back to before Wellhausen.207 The line then translates, “the songstresses … will wail.” Nevertheless, while recognizing that šîrôt is an anomalous plural of šîrâ, I tentatively opt for the MT,208 understanding songs as a metonymy for those singing. Songs appear twice in the book (5:23; 8:10)—a fact that buttresses this option.

A second difficulty is determining the location of the lamenting. The word hêkāl can mean either “temple” (2 Kgs 18:16; Isa 6:1; Jer 7:4; Ezek 8:16; Hag 2:15, 18) or “palace” (1 Kgs 21:1; 2 Kgs 20:18; Isa 13:22; Dan 1:4). The choice for “songstresses,” who would perform in the royal court, would suggest the latter.209 This redirects the focus to Samaria and could allude more directly to the monarchy, whose demise was announced in 7:9 (cf. 7:11). Those who sing to entertain at the court will be driven to wail. This could also recall the merriment in 6:5.

On the other hand, the confrontation between the prophet and the high priest in 7:10–17 takes place in the temple precincts, 8:4–6 hits at the hypocrisy of some attending religious celebrations, 8:10 reflects the impact of judgment on religious rituals, and the fifth vision foretells the disruption at the sanctuary at Bethel and the death of worshippers (9:1). If, too, the basket of summer fruit is connected to the Festival of Ingathering (v. 1), then a cultic setting is appropriate to the oracle as a whole. The temple at Bethel, then, is my preferred option.210 Accordingly, “in every place” (everywhere) in the second half of the verse could refer to the high places of 7:9 (if not to the various parts of the temple). So, while both options potentially are viable,211 the immediate context suggests that the vision continues the delegitimating of the national sanctuary and its ideology by predicting a scene in the temple after a terrible judgment.212 Songs, which should rise in praise to God, will become howls of shock and grief in the very place where that national ideology is celebrated. This corporate mourning reminds the reader of 5:16–17. The ubiquitous lamenting in all the streets described there will have its complement in the cries within the most sacred site in Israel.

This event will happen on that day—a major theological emphasis in the book. This phrase reappears in 8:4–14, thereby associating this wailing with the laments in the judgment (v. 9) and the fainting of the young (v. 13).213 As it does throughout the book (see above), the phrase a saying of the Lord Yahweh confirms this as a sure word of judgment (also at vv. 9, 11).

What causes this wailing (cf. v. 8)? It is the overwhelming number of dead bodies. The multitude of corpses is so painful and repugnant because they are left publicly exposed, rotting (cf. Isa 34:3), and as potential food for wild animals (cf. 1 Sam 17:46; 2 Sam 21:10; 1 Kgs 14:11; 2 Kgs 9:36; Ps 79:2; Jer 8:2; 9:22 [MT 9:21]; 16:4). This devastating grief (cf. Jer 4:8; 25:34; Lam 2:10; Mic 1:8; Zeph 1:10–11) is exacerbated by the ignominy of not being able to properly bury the dead.214 These bodies have been thrown out into the open (cf. 4:3),215 although by whom the text does not say.216 Perhaps they lay where they fell (cf. Nah 3:3). This scene may be linked to the judgment on the Bethel sanctuary in 9:1. Otherwise, contextually, the deaths would be due to the armed conflict mentioned in 7:7–17.217

The prophet declared that Amaziah and his children would die (7:17), the public mourning was for the casualties in the coming war (5:1–3, 16–17), and the search parties of 6:9–10 retrieved the corpses of the dead (whether from war, an earthquake, or a plague). In none of those scenarios, however, is there a hint of bodies not being buried. Even in 6:9–10, the purpose is to dispose of the corpses to avoid the shame reflected in this verse and the danger of pestilence. Thus, this vision presents a stunning—even surreal and brutal—juxtaposition of a basket of fruit and the dead strewn everywhere.218 Auld captures the paradox: “The very basket suggests the gathering of the fruit harvest: harvest with its associations of judgment and of death the reaper.”219 The shock of what has happened yields three brief exclamations:220 Many bodies! Cast out everywhere! Hush! Not all agree with this interpretation,221 but it captures well the sense and tone of the passage.

Hush can be interpreted as a cry of desperation and grief.222 It can also be understood as an imperative to be quiet, a stunned reproach to Israel’s cherished beliefs.223 If so, this would recall 6:10. It is not motivated by a reverent fear or superstitious dread of the deity’s return to cause more damage.224 Rather, this is frustration and anger at their God! Yahweh was supposed to be the nation’s champion and protector, the one whom they had worshipped at Bethel and who sanctioned the national ideology. All of that now is contradicted by the corpses. Why call on the One who has betrayed all that the nation believed to be true and brought it to such horrific ruin? From singing to howling to silence. The end had come.

2. Expansion: The Cost of Religious Perversion (8:4–14)

As 7:10–17 did for the third oracle (7:7–9), 8:4–14 develops the fourth vision (8:1–3). It expands the themes of definitive judgment: mourning and the demise of sacred space and ritual. This section also evokes material from earlier passages even as it serves as a transition to the fifth vision (9:1–4).225 It can be divided into four parts: vv. 4–8,226 vv. 9–10, vv. 11–12, and vv. 13–14. The extent of the first pericope is marked by an inclusio: hear this (v. 4) and because of this (v. 8). The other passages begin with the formulas on that day (vv. 9, 13) and behold, days are coming (v. 11). In vv. 9 and 11, the opening formula is followed by a saying of the Lord Yahweh.

There are multiple connections between 8:4–14 and the earlier chapters of Amos that surface as one moves through the section. The opening hear this in v. 4 recalls 3:1, 9, 13; 4:1, 5:1; 7:16. The first clause in v. 4 echoes 2:7 and its censure of the mistreatment of the poor. Religious hypocrisy that separates worship from social justice in v. 5 confirms the critique of Israel’s cult in 5:4–6 (and its chiastically paired passage, 5:14–15) and the demand at 5:24 for justice. God’s rejection of irresponsible feasts and songs, which is vividly described in v. 10, reinforces the sentiment of 5:21–23.

The injustice of debt slavery that is condemned in 2:6 reappears in v. 6. There is a third divine oath in v. 7 (cf. 4:2; 6:8), and the statement that Yahweh will not forget any of Israel’s transgressions is a similar reaction to that expressed in 5:12 (Surely I know your transgressions are many, and your sins numerous) and communicates in yet another way the impossibility of escaping judgment (see 2:14–16; 5:19; 6:11, 14; cf. 9:2–4). A prediction of an earthquake appears in v. 8 (1:1; 2:13; 3:14–15; 4:11, 13; 6:9–11; cf. 9:1, 5, 9); its description is linked to the third hymnic fragment of 9:5–6. It is the sovereign God who brings disaster on the nation. This theophanic intervention brings ubiquitous mourning, as at 5:1–2, 16–17; 8:3.

The formulas in vv. 9, 11, and 13 that speak of an imminent day (or days) return to the prominent theme of the day of Yahweh,227 and in v. 9 it is coupled with darkness like at 5:18, 20. The change of light and darkness echoes the second hymnic passage (5:8). The famine of the word of Yahweh and its inaccessibility (vv. 11–12) are expected outcomes of its rejection (2:11–12; 7:10–13). The thirst and hunger in vv. 11, 13 are reminiscent of 4:6–8. The fainting of the virgins and young men in v. 13 echoes the virgin Israel who has fallen (5:2) and the young men who died in battle (4:10). The mention in v. 14 of the way to Beersheba brings to mind the command not to journey to Beersheba in 5:5, and the Beersheba-Dan combination fits within the judgment of the destruction of Israel’s high places and sanctuaries in 7:9. The closing line of the section, that those who have gone astray will fall and not rise again, repeats the fate of Israel in 5:2.

These correlations are instances of “threading,” where themes reappear with different formats and purpose in the course of a work and help tie the book together as an integrated unit. As the text repeatedly returns to motifs in various ways, the reader is led into deeper reflections on their import.228 In addition, 8:4–14 exhibits several of the book’s characteristic stylistic features. The most obvious is the quote in vv. 5–6 of those whom the text condemns. This self-incrimination is repeated throughout Amos (2:12; 4:1; 5:14; 6:13; 8:14; 9:10). Another is the rhetorical question in v. 8 (2:11; 3:3–8; 5:18, 20, 25; 6:2, 12; cf. 9:7). A stylistic element missed by most commentators is the heptad. There are seven unacceptable practices in vv. 4–6, which suggests the complete violation of the poor.229

Taken together, the thematic, lexical, and stylistic data offer good reasons to associate 8:4–14 with the prophet. It must be remembered that the book that bears his name is not simply a collection of oracles delivered orally but an impressive literary work originating with Amos that would be rooted in public messages and more. The intricately interwoven literariness in this section generates coherence and continuity within the larger work. Several critical scholars do recognize the many interconnections between 8:4–14 and the rest of the book. For example, commenting on 8:4–14, Wolff says, “Those who formulated these oracles apparently (as in 7:14–17) still had Amos’ own words ringing in their ears.”230 Yet interestingly, for Hadjiev, “the sheer density of allusions” is an argument against authenticity. A few items in the section, he believes, suggest a later composition, so that “in spite of the extensive links with the previous material, vv 4–14 breathe an atmosphere which is different from the rest of the Amos oracles preserved in the book.”231 Jeremias believes that “the citations of earlier words of Amos are artificially organized.”232 In other words, working from different presuppositions, these critics give the source of the textual phenomena another explanation. From their standpoint, the prophet could not have produced this impressive textual mutuality and rich advancement of earlier passages. Instead, creative redactors spread over time are said to stand behind this theological and lexical tapestry.

There is a spectrum of critical views on the provenance of the various oracles in 8:4–14.233 Passages are dated to various time periods, ranging from the time of the prophet to the “school of Amos” or generally before the fall of Jerusalem234 to Deuteronomistic redactors235 and to the exilic or postexilic periods.236 The hypotheses are many and complex, so a sample list must suffice. Additional literary and historical engagement is provided in the exposition.

First of all, because there is a definite change in topic in v. 6 from v. 5 and because it is similar to 2:6, some scholars reject as not original the entire verse, the echo of 2:6, or just the final clause (and we sell the chaff of wheat).237 Others transpose that last clause to the end of v. 5 as a logical continuation of so that we might offer grain for sale238 or place it after the statement in v. 5 about changing the measures and weights.239 In v. 8, many follow LXX and delete and be tossed about.240 The correspondence between that verse and 9:5 has generated debate about the relationship between the two verses and the originality of v. 8.241

The subsection 8:11–12 has also drawn a lot of critical attention.242 To begin with, the opening combination of formulas (Behold days are coming and a saying of the Lord Yahweh) is regularly taken as a gloss,243 in part because it is found most often in the book of Jeremiah.244 Beyond this first line, some scholars find the mixing of the physical and figurative (or spiritual) problematic. Thus, they contend that the entire pericope or parts of it (e.g., the mention of thirst in the context of famine or Yahweh’s words) are the work of later redactors.245 The principal critical change in 8:13–14 is to move the last line of v. 14 (they will fall and not rise again) to the beginning of the verse to continue the theme of fainting from thirst in v. 13.246

a. Judgment on Injustice (8:4–8)

4Hear this, those who trample ona the needyb and bring an endc to the afflictedd of the land,

5saying, “When will the new moon be over so that we can sell grain, and the sabbathe so that we might offer grain for sale,f in order to make the ephah small and the shekel great, to bend fraudulent scales,

6to buy the weak for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals,g and we sell the chaffh of wheat?”

7Yahweh has sworn by the pride of Jacob,i “Surely, I will neverj forget any of their deeds.”

8Because of this will not the land tremblek and all of its inhabitants mourn, and all of it rise like the Nilel and be tossed aboutm and sinkn like the Nile of Egypt?

a. LXX expands the first clause, probably due to difficulty with the verb š’p: “you who rub out the poor in the morning and oppress the poor.” For Gelston, this is a misreading of the text (“Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 494–95). Glenny counters that this is a case of double translation (“Hebrew Misreadings or Free Translation in the Septuagint of Amos?,” 532–33; Finding Meaning in the Text, 50; cf. BHQ, 86*). For an explanation of the translation, see the exposition at 2:7; cf. Barthélemy, Critique Textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 681–84.

b. Tg. adds “like the dust of the earth,” probably to harmonize with 2:7.

c. MT has the infinitive construct plus the preposition (lašbît), whereas LXX has the participle (katadynasteuontes, “oppress”; cf. 4:1) in coordination with the preceding clause. The Hebrew construction, which usually signals purpose (NASB), can also continue the thrust of the participle because it is prefixed with the conjunctive (GKC §114p, IBHS §36.3.2). This syntactical option is reflected in almost all English versions. BHS suggests deleting the waw and replacing the verb with ləhašbît (full form of the infinitive instead of MT’s contracted form) or lašḥît (“destroy,” contracted form).

d. Ketiv has ʿăniwwê, “the humble, afflicted” (from ʿānāw). Qere is ʿăniyyê, “the poor” (from ʿānî). Tg. reads “the words of the poor.” Qere harmonizes with the previous clause. A change is not necessary, as the terms’ meanings overlap.

e. Tg. has “sabbatical year.”

f. LXX has anoixomen thēsaurous (“we will open storehouses”); cf. Syr.

g. Tg. reads “in order to acquire an inheritance.”

h. LXX has apo pantos (“in every”), probably reading mikkōl instead of mappal (“chaff”).

i. Tg. changes this to “the Lord who gave greatness to Jacob swears.”

j. LXX misreads “forever” (lāneṣaḥ) and renders “unto victory” (eis nikos).

k. For “tremble,” Tg. has “laid waste.”

l. Instead of MT “like the light” (kāʾōr), I read this in parallel with the next clause, “like the Nile” (kayʾōr); cf. Barthélemy, Critique Textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 684–86. LXX, Syr., Tg., and Vulg. have “river”; cf. BHS; BHQ, 87*. Perhaps the copyist’s eye caught ʾōr in v. 9. LXX has kai anabēsetai hōs potamos synteleia (“and consummation rise up like a river”), probably reading MT kullâ (“all of it”) as kālâ (“consummation”) with an eschatological interest. See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 250; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 210–11; Amos, 141.

m. In contrast to MT’s two verbs, LXX has only one (katabēsetai, “sink”); cf. BHS. For “mourn, and all of it rise like the Nile and be tossed about,” Tg. reads, “be desolated. A king shall come up against it with his army which is great like the waters of a river, and he shall cover it all and drive out its inhabitants.” Smolar and Aberbach suggest that Tg. relates this verse and 9:5 to the invasion by Vespasian, 67–69 CE (Studies in Targum Jonathan, 74–75).

n. Ketiv has wənišqəhā (“and is given to drink”). With qere, I read wənišqəʿâ (“sink”), niphal of šqʿ (yet see Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 812–13). In 9:5, šqʿ is in the qal.

These verses present the last indictment of socioeconomic injustice in the book.247 Verses 4–6 reiterate the book’s opening salvo against oppression by repeating the vocabulary of the Israel oracle of the OAN (2:6–7). The subtle changes to that wording and the expanded censure provide more insight into the machinations in the marketplace that led to so much misery. In terms of the book’s overall structure, then, the reiteration of 2:6–7 serves as an important closure to the prophetic denunciation of the exploitation of the poor. The divine oath and the vow never to forget these acts of cruelty add a sober note of finality to Yahweh’s decision for judgment (v. 7), the impact of which will literally shake the land of Israel (v. 8).

Several literary elements help configure the passage.248 As mentioned above, an inclusio with this indicates the extent of the passage at vv. 4–8. Another inclusio, the repetition of the poor (ʾebyôn) in vv. 4, 6, marks out a subsection that focuses on injustice against the poor. Within this subsection of vv. 4–6, the long quote in vv. 5–6 can be presented as follows:

5a“When will the new moon be over so that we can sell grain, and the sabbath so that we might offer grain for sale

5bin order to make the ephah small and the shekel great, to bend fraudulent scales,

6ato buy the weak for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals,

6band we sell the chaff of wheat?”

Syntactically, vv. 5a and 6b are an envelope around vv. 5b and 6a, which contain a series of three infinitives with the lamed preposition, a common way of expressing purpose in Hebrew. This verbal construction is revealing. These infinitives, the last of which is to buy, reveal the purpose of the oppressors’ dishonesty: They are anxious to get to the marketplace to take advantage of the poor. This structure demonstrates that the words in v. 6a, which are drawn from 2:6–7, need not be secondary. That is, the debt slavery (buying and selling the poor) is connected to corrupt practices in the market. The manipulation of commerce in grain had as its goal the very thing that some scholars want to excise from the passage, which is to drive the destitute into debt slavery for personal gain! The repetition of intent in an inclusio confirms the envelope structure. That we might offer grain for sale in v. 5a (našbîrâ šeber) is echoed by we sell the chaff of wheat (mappal bar našbîr) in the last clause of v. 6. The sale of chaff (first-person plural) follows the series of infinitives without detracting from their import the emphasis on buying the vulnerable. Critical emendations that move the last clause of v. 6 to somewhere in v. 5 miss this literary artistry.249 Measures and balances are manipulated, the poor commodified, and the product diluted. This information supplements 2:6–7.

4 The section begins with the call, Hear this (cf. Hos 5:1; Joel 1:2; Mic 3:9). This reminds the reader of 3:1, 13; 4:1; 5:1; and 7:16, although this call is briefer.250 As in 4:1, the message is directed at a particular group of people and not at the nation. It identifies them with the same verb as 2:7 (šʾp, “trample on”)251 and then explains the methods of their oppression in vv. 5–6. Their identity will become clear in the next verse. The echo of 2:7, however, is not verbatim. Those who are crushed are not the weak (dallim), as in 2:7, but the needy (ʾebyôn). Also, while in 2:7 the weak are trampled into the dust of the ground, here the afflicted (ʿānāw) of the land suffer (cf. Job 24:4; Ps 76:9 [MT 76:10]; Isa 11:4; Zeph 2:3). There is debate about the distinct nuances of these three terms because of their semantic overlap; all three appear in vv. 4–5 and in 2:6–7. They can seem almost interchangeable, and that could be the case here.

The actions of these perpetrators of injustice bring an end to their victims.252 In what sense are the poor eliminated? On the one hand, the very ones that the unjust need to increase their wealth eventually disappear, ironically destroying the source of their perverse income. This is the nonsensical contradiction of an exploitative economy. Second, and more crucially, from the perspective of the oppressed, this situation means that the lives of the poor are essentially over. The next two verses explain how. The fourth vision announced the end (haqqēṣ) of Israel in divine judgment. This verse, with different terminology (šbt hiphil, “cause to cease”), decries the destruction of the economically vulnerable within Israel. If the poor of the land refers to peasants in rural areas or to those who have migrated to the cities and who endure dire subsistence conditions (see below at 8:5, 6), then they are alienated from and have lost their ancestral lands or the small plots they farmed to survive. This violation of the land as it was meant to be contributes to the shaking of that land in v. 8.253

5 As in multiple other instances (2:12; 4:1; 6:13; 7:10–13; 8:14; 9:10), the words of the condemned are cited. Their guilt is confirmed by what they say. Again, this would not be a direct quote. Rather, it is meant to capture characteristic attitudes and is an imaginative way of depicting their actions. What is different from previous passages is that their intention is revealed, not just the injustice (cf. Mic 2:1–2). This quote extends through to the end of v. 6.254

Their words begin in a surprising way with the mention of two historic feasts in Israel.255 The new moon was celebrated at the start of every month and was evidently observed from early times (Num 10:10; 28:11–15; 1 Sam 20:5, 18, 24; 2 Kgs 4:23; Hos 5:7). Rest from work was mandated in the sabbath regulations (Exod 20:8–11; 23:12; 34:21; Lev 23:3; Deut 5:12–15), and abstinence from commercial activity would have been consistent with that (cf. Neh 13:15–22; Jer 17:21–27). The sabbath rest was to apply to servants and outsiders. That is, charitable justice was to be inherent in its practice (cf. Isa 56:1–8). These same two feasts are also paired in judgments on religion by other eighth-century prophets (Isa 1:13–14; Hos 2:11 [MT 2:13]).

The critique of the cult within the book of Amos condemns various religious beliefs and activities. The prophet mocks self-indulgent religious practices (4:5) and condemns the nation’s deaf ear to the word of God (2:11– 12; 7:14–17). He also deconstructs the self-deceiving and destructive national ideology that is legitimated in the sanctuaries (5:18–20; 7:10–17). In 5:4–6, 10–15, 21–24, the target is the bifurcation of ritual and social concern. This last reproach is what is condemned in 8:4–6, but this passage surfaces a new dimension. The quote exposes the interior thought process of this group for whom religious ritual is an obstacle. The question they ask (“When will the new moon be over … and the sabbath…?”) reveals a malicious impatience obsessed with opportunities to turn a profit.256

Who are the guilty in 8:4–6? Their social role and status are not specified, nor is their relationship to those who are condemned in other passages. In 3:9–11 and 5:11–12, the perpetrators are probably somehow connected to the administration in Samaria (officials of the crown, the king and royal family, or tax collectors); 4:1–3 and 6:1–7 direct attention to the well-to-do (a merchant class, wealthy landowners, or individuals connected in some way to the royal court). Other passages might have in view elders at the gate (5:10, 12). Most scholars assume that in 8:4–6, the words and actions are those of traders in grain, although some point to powerful landowners.257 Others propose that the scene is more complex than simplistic rich-poor or rural-urban dichotomies (also see at 2:6–8). Perhaps these verses portray local merchants, better-placed farmers (more fortunate in terms of health and crops), or leaders within a clan or town who take advantage of more vulnerable kinsmen, neighbors, or fellow citizens.258 Another question is whether religious authorities benefited from these unjust arrangements (4:4–5; 7:17) and therefore kept quiet or somehow justified them. One could also ask whether this exploitation was generalized in markets in rural areas, villages, and towns throughout the land or was restricted to the cities, more specifically Samaria. Are the victims the rural poor, the urban poor, or both? There are no easy answers to these queries. Each reconstruction of the socioeconomic conditions makes sense to some degree.259 Whatever the actual settings and whoever the wrongdoers, the indictment in this verse is patent.

The product is grain. The Old Testament has several words for grain, and two appear in this verse. The first is šeber, the second bar. They are used interchangeably in the Joseph narrative (Gen 42:1–3, 19, 25–26) and here as well.260 Three means are employed to defraud others in commercial transactions. The first dishonesty involves tampering with the standard measure for dry goods (the ephah) by making it smaller, resulting in the buyer getting less than what was paid for. The second is to make the customary weight for payment (the shekel) heavier, so that the buyer pays extra.261 Third, these individuals employ fraudulent scales, literally “scales of deceit” (mōʾznê mirmâ), which means that the balance arm is bent to skew weighing. These corrupt practices violate the expectation of fair measures, weights, and balances in ancient Israel (Lev 19:35–36; Deut 25:13–15; Prov 11:1; 20:10, 23). The eighth-century prophets Hosea and Micah also censure this kind of dishonesty (Hos 12:7 [MT 12:8]; Mic 6:9–11).

6 At first glance, the disapproval of this verse sounds like the disapproval of 2:6.262 There are significant differences, however. To begin with, in the Israel oracle, the transgression was selling (mkr) the innocent into debt slavery (cf. Exod 21:1–6; Deut 15:12–18), whereas in this verse the verb is buy (qnh). Second, as mentioned above, the verbal construction (infinitive plus the preposition lamed) indicates purpose. In other words, buying the weak is the goal of the dishonest dealings of v. 5.

The buying of the poor in debt slavery is the other side of the transaction of 2:6.263 If someone is forced into debt slavery, for whatever reason, there must be someone into whose hands they go. There are two ways of understanding the preposition bet in the clause for silver … for a pair of sandals (bakkesep … baʿăbûr naʿălayim). The first is causal. That is, the poor are bought because of a money debt (silver), even for a minimal obligation (a pair of sandals) that these unfortunate individuals cannot repay.264 The preposition can also be categorized as pretii, meaning that the poor are bought in exchange for (the price of ) silver, even for as low an amount as a pair of sandals.265 Grammatically, either option is viable. Perhaps the latter fits the context better, as it underscores the unscrupulousness of those who bring ruination to the poor (v. 4).266

The association of these actions with the sequence of infinitives in v. 5 has other implications. One is that the poverty of these unfortunates is connected, at least in part, to the sale of grain, a food staple that is being manipulated. They are both indebted and hungry. What also is not said explicitly is whether the acquisition of debt slaves is made possible by the fraudulent gains of v. 5. In other words, whether the money earned underhandedly funds this injustice! In addition, if acquiring these debt slaves in some cases also entailed taking control or possession of the land of the poor, then the ironic cruelty deepens. Would these debt slaves have to work their own plots for their oppressors (cf. Mic 2:1–2; Neh 5:1–5)? The character of these callous persons is expressed nicely by Mays: “They love the Lord less, mammon more, and their fellows not at all.”267

The last clause of this verse forms an inclusio with v. 5 (see above), effectively closing the indictment before the strong divine reaction in the next verse. The deceitfulness is extended to the selling of a mix of grain with chaff that may have been swept up from the threshing floor.268

7 Yahweh’s response is forceful. That it comes via an oath underscores its seriousness. Twice before in the book, Yahweh has sworn an oath, both times in contexts of accusation and judgment. In 4:2 the divine oath follows the self-indulgent words of the wives of the powerful. The oath in 6:8 occurs after the description of the lascivious marzēaḥ feast with its religious undercurrent. One oath precedes an announcement of doom for those whose behavior is unacceptable (4:3), the other, more broadly, an announcement of doom for the nation’s fortifications (6:8). This oath is God’s answer to the injustice in the marketplace of 8:4–6. In the second clause of the verse, Yahweh asserts, “Surely, I will never forget any of their deeds.”269 Emphasis is communicated by never and any. There will be no escaping the wrath of God for their actions and the misery they have caused the defenseless. This is a dramatic change from the first two visions, in which Yahweh relented from what he said he would do (7:3, 6). The end has come for those who have brought an end to the poor (v. 4). This is no “colorless threat”!270

The interpretive challenge in this verse is how to understand the pride of Jacob by which Yahweh swears. The phrase appears in 6:8 not as part of a divine oath but in his statement, I abhor the pride of Jacob, where it is a reference to arrogant self-confidence based on military fortifications. Scholars argue for one of three options. The first is that the proper pride of Jacob should be Israel’s God (cf. “pride of Israel” in Hos 5:5; 7:10). The expression would then mean that Yahweh swears by his person as in 4:2 and 6:8.271 It could also imply that the transgressions against the weak are ultimately against God himself.272 Some scholars suggest that the phrase was originally a divine epithet (cf. the names for Yahweh in 1 Sam 15:29; Mic 5:4 [MT 5:3]), but that is difficult to prove.

A second explanation, based on Ps 47:4 (MT 47:5) and Nah 2:2 (MT 2:3), is that the pride of Jacob signifies either Israel as the chosen people of God or the land of Israel, the inheritance and loving gift of Yahweh.273 If the land of Israel is the correct option, then the phrase ties in ironically with the poor of the land in v. 4 and anticipates the trembling land in v. 8. Yahweh swears by the land that has witnessed abuse and will soon be shaken.

A third possibility is to correlate the phrase with 6:8, its only other occurrence in the book. In this case, Yahweh sarcastically swears by Israel’s confident self-importance.274 In 6:8, Israel’s haughtiness was grounded in military self-sufficiency. This was quickly disabused by the announcement of the destruction of the city that the fortresses were designed to protect (6:9–11), a play on words regarding the insignificance of their military victories (6:13), the prediction of foreign occupation (6:14), and the plea for mercy because Israel is so small (7:2, 5). In 8:4–6, the arrogance is not rooted in an aura of invincibility but in attitudes of unaccountability. This conceit now is turned against the unjust; their greedy insolence prompts the judgment of God. Although it is difficult to decide among the three interpretations,275 the third option may be the best, as it does not require giving a different meaning to the phrase and allows the book to define its own terms.

8 An interrogative particle (ha) is prefixed to the first word (the preposition ʿal, because of), indicating that this verse is a rhetorical question. The expected response to this question would be an uncontestable affirmative, another instance of self-incrimination. The judgment is deserved. What is the this (zōʾt) to which God refers and that triggers his wrath? The term signals an inclusio with the first two words of the section in v. 4 (šimʿû zōʾt, Hear this). Although some believe that it refers to the oath in the preceding verse,276 more likely this refers to the injustices described in vv. 4–6 and their terrible impact on the weak.277 As with the other divine oaths (4:2; 6:8), an announcement of judgment follows the oath in v. 7.

The first thing to notice is that sin negatively impacts creation, a reality stated in other prophetic books (Isa 24:4–6; Jer 12:4; 23:10; Hos 4:3) and a fundamental theological principle since the transgression in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:17–19).278 The series of natural calamities in 4:6–9 had been sent to drive Israel to repentance. That time has passed; this natural disaster will surpass anything that they have experienced heretofore. The first two visions spoke of incredible disturbances in the natural order as judgments, but Yahweh relented from bringing those to pass (7:1–6). Now, there is no escaping a great catastrophe: The land will tremble.

The verb (rgz) is used for shaking the ground (e.g., Pss 18:7 [MT 18:8]; 77:18 [MT 77:19]; Joel 2:10),279 so it likely refers to an earthquake. The superscription mentions an earthquake (1:1), and several passages in the book may depict its destructive power (2:13; 3:14–15; 4:11, 13; 6:9–11; 9:1, 5, 9). Some scholars, however, see this clause as figurative of something gone awry in the land (cf. Prov 30:21), partly because the second part of the verse seems incongruous with such a disaster (see below).280 It might allude to warfare, since the same verb is used in the context of overwhelming military conflict (1 Sam 14:15; Joel 2:10; cf. the verb rʿš, Jer 8:16; 51:28–30). Nevertheless, the significance of a literal earthquake in the book makes that the best option. Yahweh is announcing an imminent earthquake as part of his punishment (which will also include an invasion).281 The reaction of all of its inhabitants will be pervasive lament for the destruction wrought and the lives lost in the earthquake. The mourning in 5:16–17, and probably in 8:3, was for the dead in battle. This verse expands the mourning to the ones who will perish in this natural disaster.

The second line of the verse symbolically depicts the earthquake. It is as comprehensive as the mourning: All of the land will be affected. There are several textual issues, however. Besides the universally accepted emendation of kāʾōr (“like the light”) to kayʾōr (“like the Nile”),282 two terms in the Hebrew text are a challenge. The first is the verb nigrəšâ, tossed about (niphal of grš; cf. Isa 57:20). It does not appear in the similar line of 9:5, and there is no equivalent in LXX. Many commentators cite these facts and delete it.283 Some believe that it was inserted to clarify the simile of the rise and fall of the Nile and link it to an earthquake. This conjecture is a possibility,284 but literarily it does serve the purpose of interfacing the two lines of the verse with earthquake imagery. The second problem is the verb nišqəhā (niphal of šqh, “to water, drink”). Scholars and modern versions opt for the qere form, vənišqəʿâ, sink (niphal of šqʿ; see the translation notes). The MT is most likely a scribal error.

The language of the second line is puzzling. Cripps calls the association of the earthquake with the rising and falling of the Nile “a perplexing simile,” and Eidevall calls it a “strange image.”285 One would expect any comparison to be about swift, strong action. The Nile rises and falls, but that process takes months. This line, however, is not about the devastating shock of an earth-quake, which is over quickly. The lesson likely concerns the irresistible force of that huge river that periodically impacted a vast territory. Such is the case in Jer 46:7–8, where the Nile is compared to a vast army (cf. the Euphrates for the Assyrian invasion in Isa 8:7–8). The simile portrays the unmatchable power of Yahweh in his judgment, as do the three hymnic passages (4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6).286

One final concern is to understand the possible relationship between 8:8 and 9:5. Although the two verses are largely equivalent, there are notable discrepancies. The verses begin differently. In 8:8 the land trembles; in 9:5, however, the Lord Yahweh Ṣəbāʾôt is the subject; he touches the land, causing it to teeter.287 To this direct and personal intervention is added the connection to the heavenlies in 9:6. These dissimilarities are significant. If the verb tossed about actually does belong in 8:8, it grounds that verse in the historical moment of the earthquake. Amos 9:6 is cosmic in an eschatological sense; 8:8 is not.288 The prediction of 8:8 responds to dealings in the market in vv. 4–6, and the fact that an earthquake is mentioned elsewhere also suggests that this is not a cosmic event. This verse speaks of what is coming soon upon the land of Israel and the mourning that will occur then. The local scale of the verse is superseded by the magnitude of what is celebrated in the hymn of 9:5–6, which will be similar to, but grander than, the earthquake of 8:8. The language of 8:8 anticipates 9:5 and establishes a point of comparison with the last hymnic passage.

Critical debates wrestle with whether the composition of 8:8 is chronologically prior to 9:5 (or the other way around), whether there was mutual influence between the two verses, or whether a well-known hymn lies behind both. There is no way, however, to reconstruct with confidence the direction of dependence, and scholars defend diverse views.289 A literary approach can appreciate that, in the flow of the text, 8:8 sets the stage for 9:5–6 and keeps the unfolding drama of the fate of Israel moving forward. What is clear is that this divine theophany will be overwhelming and unexpected. It will contradict popular expectations of the appearance of God (5:14, 18–20).290 In the words of an earlier passage, Prepare to meet your God, O Israel! (4:12).

b. Mourning the Judgment (8:9–10)

9And it will come about on that day—a saying of the Lord Yahweha—I will make the sun go down at noon, and I will darken the land in broad daylight.b

10I will turn your festivals into mourning and all of your songs into lament, and I will put sackcloth on all loins and baldness upon every head, and I will make it like mourning for an only son and the end of it like a bitter day.c

a. Unlike here, in v. 11 LXX has simply kyrios for MT ʾădōnāy yhwh (“Lord Yahweh”). For the translation of the divine names in LXX, see the discussion in the introduction under “The Text,” p. 111.

b. LXX has “sun” and “light” as the subjects with third-person verbs. For a possible explanation, see Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 197–98.

c. For LXX (“And I will make him like the mourning for a loved one and those with him like a day of suffering”) and suggestions for the identity of “him” and “those with him,” see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 252–53; Glenny, Amos, 142–43.

Although this subsection is introduced by a combination of formulas (And it will come about on that day and a saying of the Lord Yahweh), it is also connected syntactically to 8:4–8 by a waw conjunction. That same pair of formulas also appears in 8:3. Structurally, therefore, this passage is a continuation of 8:1–3 and 8:4–8. This subsection also links thematically to those two passages by continuing the mourning motif (vv. 3, 8). The association is also lexical: The šîrôt (“songs”) of v. 3 find their counterpart in šîrêkem (“your songs”) in v. 10, and the verb ʾbl (“mourn”) of v. 8 in the noun ʾēbel (v. 10 twice; also qînâ, “lament”). The description of mourning in v. 10 is much more extensive than in vv. 3, 8. Five first-person verbs with Yahweh as the subject underscore his involvement in the sadness wrought by the judgment.291

9 The passage begins with an announcement about that day. The theme of the “day,” like in the rest of the book (with the exception of 9:11, 13), is about loss (e.g., 1:14; 2:16; 3:14; 4:2; 5:18–20; 6:3; 8:3, 13). As with the other occurrences, the time of fulfillment is indefinite. Disaster is coming soon. Some details about the catastrophes may be provided, but nothing is said about when these events will come to pass. The phrase a saying of the Lord Yahweh alerts the reader that what follows will be God’s words. This is confirmed by the series of first-person verbal forms, the first two of which are in this verse.

Yahweh will make the sun go down at noon and will darken the land in broad daylight. This theme of darkness harkens back to 5:8 and 5:18–20. The hymn of 5:8–9 extols the incomparable power of Yahweh, who can darken the day to night, while 5:18–20 depicts the imminent day of Yahweh as deep gloom. The present line stresses the reality of that power again, with Yahweh as the subject of the two verbs. A partial eclipse occurred on June 16, 763,292 and that may have inspired in a very tangible way the imagery of darkness here.293 This threat is directed specifically at the land (ʾereṣ) of Israel and not against the entire earth. As in 8:8, there is no need to extrapolate the scope of the event to eschatologically cosmic proportions. The day of Yahweh is portrayed as darkness on several occasions, where the referent is an imminent invasion, and its terrible aftermath lies in Israel’s future (e.g., Isa 5:30; Jer 13:16; Zeph 1:15).294 An invasion and an earthquake lie in Israel’s future.

10 With an eclipse comes the swift transformation of sunlight to utter, ominous darkness. The theme of the rapid change of things that should bring gladness to things characterized by sorrow and loss drives this verse. The wording engenders a sensation of total despair, with the triple repetition of kōl (all your songs, all loins, every head) and the death of the firstborn. Again, the subject of the verbs is Yahweh.

The vocabulary in the first clause is rooted in previous passages. In 5:7–8 and 6:12 the verb “turn” (hpk) is used for transforming an item into what it is not. When Israel is the subject (5:7; 6:12), the conversion represents a perversion of God’s ethical demands. In 5:8, it demonstrates the omnipotence of divine intervention in the natural realm. Here, the turning comes because of Yahweh’s judgment, and the setting is the cult. The phrases your festivals (haggêkem) and your songs (šîrêkem) are found in 5:21, 23.295 These feasts were the annual pilgrimages to the principal sanctuary (Exod 23:14–17; 34:22–25; Lev 23:4–8, 15–22, 33–43; Deut 16:1–17).296 These large communal gatherings were to be occasions for blessing Yahweh with songs of joy for the gifts of his provision and care. Instead, Yahweh decrees that they will be times for mourning (ʾēbel) with songs of lament (qînâ); 8:3 adds wailing.

To the laments in the temple are added mourning for the dead in the next two lines.297 Loci of lament are mentioned in 5:16–17: the public square, streets, and vineyards (there surely would have been others, like the homes). The Old Testament contains many passages that describe how the Israelites reacted to death. This verse gives attention to two activities, putting on sackcloth and shaving one’s head (or beard), but other actions also included wailing, tearing one’s clothes, rolling in dust or ashes, abstaining from anointing the head or beard with oil, and fasting (e.g., 2 Sam 1:11–12; 3:31–34; 1 Kgs 21:27; Neh 9:1; Esth 4:1–4; Dan 9:3).298 Sackcloth was a coarse garment usually made from goat’s hair. Rough and uncomfortable, it was bound around the waist in times of mourning (Lam 2:10).299 Shaving the head (or beard), although prohibited in a few passages, perhaps because of overtones of pagan rituals (Lev 21:5; Deut 14:1), was another expression of grief (Mic 1:16). These two practices frequently appear together (e.g., Isa 3:24; 22:12; Jer 48:37–38; Ezek 7:18; 27:31).

The third first-person verb states that Yahweh will make the events of that day like mourning for an only son.300 This is a devastating, heart-breaking loss for anyone. In ancient Israel, however, the death of a firstborn son was particularly significant. If there were no more children, it meant the loss of the family’s posterity and the disappearance of the family line (Gen 22:2, 12, 16; Prov 4:3). The death of the firstborn is associated with bitterness in the two other prophetic passages that mention the death of the firstborn (Jer 6:26; Zech 12:10). Indeed, the final clause of the verse sums up (the end of it301) what is announced in this pericope as a bitter day (cf. Zeph 1:14).


c. A Famine of Yahweh’s Word (8:11–12)

11Behold, days are coming—a saying of the Lord Yahweha—and I will send a famine on the land. Not a famine of bread and not thirst for water, but surely of hearing Yahweh’s words.b

12And they will stagger from seac to sea, and from north to east. They will roamd to seek the word of Yahweh,e but they will not find [it].

a. See p. 459 n. a above.

b. Some manuscripts of MT, LXX, Syr., and Vulg. have the singular “word” (NEB, NJB, CEB); cf. Barthélemy, Critique Textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 686–87. This is perhaps to harmonize with v. 12 or with 3:1; 4:1; 5:1 (cf. 7:16). See the exposition.

c. LXX misread “sea” (miyyām) as “waters” (hydata)—perhaps because that Hebrew term has the same consonants (mym)—and made it the subject of the clause (“the waters will be shaken as far as the sea”). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 131–32. Also note, however, that water (mym) appears in 4:8, the other place where the verb “wander” (nwʿ) occurs.

d. Following the Masoretic division, They will roam (yəšôṭəṭû) is placed with the second line of the verse (NRSV, NASB, NKJV, NJPS, ESV, CEB), not at the end of the first (NJB, NEB, NIV, HCSB). The initial verb, nāʿû (“They will wander”), does double-duty for the first line. See the exposition.

e. Tg. has “instruction from the Lord.”

The judgment shifts from natural disaster (and perhaps invasion in 8:3) to the absence of a word from Yahweh. The language of hunger and drought echoes 4:7–8, but whereas those verses referred to physical want, 8:11 speaks to the deprivation of communication from God and 8:12 to the desperate desire to hear a prophetic word. This is Yahweh’s response to Israel’s obstinate refusal to listen to the prophets (2:11–12; 7:10–17) and respond to the offers to seek him (5:4–6, 14–15)—even as they continue with their unacceptable religious activities. This dearth of God’s word complements his rejection of those rituals (5:21–23; 8:3) and the reversal of celebration into mourning (8:9–10). Twice the book records the people’s Hush! after disaster, which expresses anger and disappointment with Yahweh (6:10; 8:3). Now Yahweh mandates his own silence.

11 The two opening formulas, Behold, days are coming and a saying of the Lord Yahweh, mark the start of a new oracle. The first occurs in 4:2 in the context of a pronouncement of judgment upon well-to-do women. It also inaugurates an oracle at 9:13 that portrays the abundant restoration of Israel in its land. In 8:4–14, Behold, days are coming stylistically differs from it will come about on that day, which occurs at 8:3, 9, 13, even as it continues to develop the theme of the day of divine judgment. At the same time, a saying of the Lord Yahweh is consistent with earlier oracles of the chapter (8:3, 9), reinforcing the sense of continuity.

The first-person verb (and I will send) also maintains the connection with the previous two verses and their five first-person verbs that announce what Yahweh will do. “Send” (šlḥ) is in the hiphil, one of the five occasions in which the Old Testament uses the verb in this stem, each time with Yahweh as the subject. In every other case, he brings misfortune: either a plague (Exod 8:17; Lev 26:22; Ezek 14:13) or an enemy (2 Kgs 15:37). Now, Yahweh will send a famine. But dramatically, the verse clarifies that this will not be a physical famine, nor will it be a literal drought—two terrifying natural disasters in the ancient world. The litany of disasters of 4:6–11, which had been designed to drive Israel back to God, begins with hunger (v. 6) and the lack of water (vv. 7–8).302 The allusion here is brilliant and frightening. This catastrophe will be divine silence; Yahweh will no longer be heard (cf. 1 Sam 3:1; 28:6; Mic 3:6–7). It will be worse than what they experienced in the physical realm (Deut 8:3; Ps 42:1; cf. Matt 4:4).

What they will not hear are Yahweh’s words.303 In context, this plural probably refers to the words of the prophets, in particular of Amos (cf. Jer 10:1; 18:18; 37:2).304 That is, there will be no more divine messages delivered through God’s spokesperson, as he has been commanded to leave and return to Judah. The verb “hear” (šmʿ) also can have the meaning of “obey.”305 If that nuance is in any way implied here, it is an ironic statement. Just as there will be no more words from Yahweh, so Israel’s disobedience to his words will continue. This statement would surely come as a surprise. There is no suggestion in the confrontation at Bethel, for instance, that Amaziah feared the absence of God with Amos’s departure. The priest demands that the prophet leave (7:12–13), but he does not appear to expect that the religious life at Bethel will change. Israel tried to intimidate Yahweh’s prophets (2:11–12), but they assumed that their rituals were valid and efficacious and that they would encounter God at the sanctuaries. But in those spaces and on those occasions, there was no meeting Yahweh (4:4–5, 12–13).

12 The impact on the people of God’s silence is portrayed in dramatic fashion. As in 8:11, the initial verb (nwʿ) recalls 4:7–8. This verb is used in 4:8 to describe how people staggered about looking for enough water to drink. One of the meanings of this verb is “to wander” (e.g., Ps 59:15 [MT 59:16]; Jer 14:10; Lam 4:15), but in certain settings it suggests “stumbling around” in that wandering (e.g., Pss 107:27; 109:10; Isa 24:20; 29:9; Lam 4:14). Another definition is simply “to tremble” (e.g., Exod 20:18; Isa 6:4). The nuance of staggering fits best here, especially in light of v. 13.

In 4:8, the Israelites search from town to town. In this case, the range is incredibly wide, from sea to sea, and from north to east. Most understand the phrase from sea to sea to signify from the Mediterranean Sea to the Dead Sea or vice versa (i.e., from west to east or east to west). Paired with north to east in the next phrase, the idea is that the people will comb the entire national territory. On the basis of Psalm 72:8 and Zech 9:10, some understand from sea to sea to denote the ends of the earth, which could provide greater rhetorical impact.306 Nevertheless, the focus on the land of Israel in this section (8:4, 8, 9, 14) suggests the first and more common interpretation. What seems to be missing is a southern boundary. It has been suggested that the Dead Sea (or alternatively the Gulf of Aqaba; cf. 2 Kgs 14:25; Ps 107:3) marks a southern limit.307 Some say that the south is not mentioned because the word of God was received and active in Judah.308 There is no obvious explanation, however, for the absence of a clear reference to the south. What is not in doubt is the intent to stress Israel’s expansive and fruitless wandering.

The next verb is roam (šwṭ, cf. 2 Sam 24:2, 8; 2 Chr 16:9; Dan 12:4). MT’s accents indicate that, instead of this verb continuing the first part of the verse to match stumble,309 it is to be connected to the following infinitive: They will roam to seek…310 This is roaming with an express purpose. Israel desires the word of Yahweh. The singular word of Yahweh is more generic than Yahweh’s words in v. 11. The people pursue any communication from God. The phrase to seek (bqš) the word of Yahweh is unique in the Old Testament, but the encouragement to seek Yahweh is pervasive (e.g., 2 Chr 20:4; Pss 27:8; 105:3; Prov 28:5; Hos 3:5; Zeph 2:3).311 Earlier, the people were told to seek Yahweh and good (5:4–5, 14). The verb utilized there is drš, a synonym of bqš. The book depicts a religious Israel, for whom the cult would have been the normal means of encountering God. But the performance of rituals is no guarantee that he will be found. Yahweh has rejected the cult and its manner of seeking him (cf. Hos 5:6; see, with different verbs or objects, Prov 1:28; Ezek 7:26; Mal 2:7).

d. The Failure of False Faith (8:13–14)

13On that day, the beautiful virgins and the young men will faint with thirst.a

14The ones who swear by the guiltb of Samaria and say, “By the life of your god, O Dan, and by the life of the wayc of Beersheba,”d they will fall and not rise again.

a. For this verse, Tg. has: “At that time, the congregations of Israel, who are like beautiful maidens that in their beauty fornicated with wicked young men, shall be weary and they shall be struck down and prostrated with thirst.”

b. This is the translation in most English versions. LXX has “atonement” (hilasmou); Syr., “idols”; Tg., Vulg., “sin”; cf. Barthélemy, Critique Textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 688–89. See the exposition.

c. Perhaps to harmonize with the preceding clause, LXX has “your god” (ho theos sou) for “the way.”

d. For the quote, Tg. reads, “The god who is in Dan lives, and the laws of Beersheba endure.”

This is the final oracle in the section that expands on 8:1–3. It is connected in several ways to other verses in 8:4–14 and beyond.312 To begin with, the introductory formula on that day is similar to 8:9 (but without the verb) and opens the last in the series of oracles about the “day(s)” (8:9–10, 11–12) that depict the end of Israel (8:3). The thirst in v. 13 alludes to 8:11–12 and suggests that this pericope develops the theme of the fruitless search for the word of God. The swearing by those condemned to ruin in v. 14 contrasts sharply with the swearing of the omnipotent God in 8:7, who judges the evils of vv. 4–6. The oaths are reminiscent of the sentiments of the oppressors that are cited in v. 5. These various links weave this oracle into 8:4–12 and make it a fitting conclusion to the section.

There are at least four connections to earlier passages in the book. The young men of 8:13 appear in 2:11 and 4:10. The term virgin is the descriptor of Israel in 5:2, which also has the phrase has fallen, never to rise—essentially repeated in 8:14. Finally, Beersheba reappears as a cultic site (5:5).

13 This verse continues the figurative meaning of the deep thirst for the word of Yahweh in 8:11–12. Those verses said specifically that the hunger and thirst that Yahweh is sending are not about physical need but about the scarcity of the word of God. The stumbling and wandering quest for such a word is to encompass the breadth of Israel’s territory. That seekers will faint with thirst (cf. Jonah 4:8) in this verse follows naturally on the metaphor of the preceding pericope.313 Their efforts will be incredibly fatiguing. The rhetorical purpose of switching the subject from the nation in 8:12 to a certain group, specifically the maidens and young men,314 is to make the most vigorous segment of the population exemplars of the effect of the drought of hearing from God (cf. Isa 40:29–31). Even the strongest cannot endure! The next verse returns to the broader public.

The nation of Israel is the virgin who lies dying in 5:2. Here, the beautiful virgins within Israel are weak from not being able to secure some word from Yahweh. Young men are mentioned first in 2:11. From among them, Yahweh had chosen some to be Nazarites, men who were models of devotion. In contrast, in 8:13, they represent the obstinate yet religiously active nation that suffers from not obeying the ways of God. In the recent past, Yahweh had slain the young men in battle in an effort to have Israel return to him (4:10); in the near future, they will be faint because he will not give them spiritual sustenance.

14 There are two significant interpretive matters in this verse. The first is the identity of the ones who swear (participle) and say (finite verb). Literarily, the young women and men in the previous verse are the subject of both verbal forms as, syntactically, the opening participle maintains the description of the preceding verse.315 It is to be remembered, however, that these young people are representative of Israel (v. 13) and that the natural calamities and the famine of the word of Yahweh will befall the entire nation (vv. 8–12). In addition, the last line of the chapter, they will fall and not rise again, is almost identical to 5:2, which speaks of Israel’s fate. Consequently, this verse can also refer to the actions and words of the broader population.316

Andersen and Freedman, on the other hand, connect the participle to 8:4 (those who tread). In both cases a damning quote and a sentence of judgment follow (8:5–7). In addition, the divine oath of v. 7—a strong contrast to the oath in this verse—could serve as an inclusio for 8:4–14. This would connect those who swear to those who take advantage of the vulnerable.317 There are potentially two other points in favor of their interpretive suggestion. On the one hand, other objectionable speech in the book comes from the mouths of those in positions of privilege (4:1; 7:10–13; perhaps 9:10). The book also exhibits a pattern of universal censure accompanied by a focus on specific groups within the nation. Note, for example, that interplay in 3:9–4:3; 5:1–17. This movement from the broader to the concentrated is true of speech as well, where there are occasions in which all are culpable (2:12; 6:10; 8:3), not just the privileged. In other words, 8:4–14 could be another example of this pattern that has both the nation and a smaller target in view. The position taken here, however, is that it is primarily the people as a whole who are censured. Other links with the rest of the book substantiate this interpretation.

The second interpretive challenge is to ascertain the meaning of the religious references in the first three clauses. The complexity of the alternatives and their combinations can be daunting. To anticipate the conclusion: I hold that the text condemns a distorted Yahwism; any allusion to other deities would be secondary.

To swear by a deity affirms belief and trust in, and loyalty to, that deity in the process of making a statement or a vow. Israel was to swear only by Yahweh and his name (e.g., Deut 6:13; 10:20; 1 Sam 20:42; Ps 63:11 [MT 63:12])318 and had been warned not to swear by any other god (e.g., Josh 23:7; Jer 5:7: 12:16; Zeph 1:5). This much is clear, even as is the difference between swearing by the guilt of Samaria and Yahweh’s oath in 8:7, between the swearing of those exhausted in their futile search and that of the deity who judges them.

What does it mean to swear by the guilt of Samaria (ʾašmat šōmərôn)? Some argue for emending guilt to retrieve an original mention of a goddess, which this descriptor replaced. One proposal is that at one time the text read “Asherah (ʾăšērat) of Samaria” (cf. 1 Kgs 16:33; 2 Kgs 13:6),319 an option that requires several changes to the text and has not found much support. The worship of Asherah (or some vestige of it) in ancient Israel is a generally accepted fact, especially after the much-debated discoveries at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom. But even Hadley, who believes that the goddess (and her symbol) was part of the religious landscape, does not find the emendation persuasive.320 A more common view repoints the text to read “Ashima (ʾăšimat) of Samaria.”321 This goddess may have been brought to Israel after its defeat by the Assyrians in 722 by groups that the empire transplanted there (2 Kgs 17:30), decades after the putative dates of Amos’s ministry.322

There is no need to alter the Hebrew text, however, even if one holds that guilt is a pejorative reference to a goddess. It is an evaluative term that could signify any deity or unacceptable practice that brought fault upon Israel. What must be decided is whether the veneration of a goddess (or any deity) is meant or if the target is an improper Yahwism and what that might have looked like. If the latter, there are at least two possible ways to understand the guilt of Samaria. The phrase could allude specifically to the golden calf or bull at Bethel, Israel’s most important state shrine that had been established by Jeroboam I (1 Kgs 12:28–30).323 This image was foundational for Israel, whose capital at this time was Samaria. Hence, Hosea calls it the “calf of Samaria” (8:5–6; cf. 7:1; 10:5–8; Mic 1:5–7; Jer 23:13).324 Another option is to take the guilt of Samaria as a general reference to what the prophet saw as the illegitimate worship centers and rituals that negatively impacted true faith in Yahweh in Israel. Either way, the issue concerns proper belief in Yahweh. Could other deities have motivated this insulting label? Yes, but the harshest prophetic invective in the book is directed at a skewed Yahwism that was precipitating Israel’s demise. Either Israel swore by a false Yahweh out of desperation as it looked to somehow receive a word or these sorts of oaths were another reason for their deserved judgment.

The next two clauses are introduced by a finite verb (and [they] say). Is the change from the participle (the ones who swear) to this verbal form a stylistic modification, or is the intention to distinguish the two activities? If the purpose is to make a differentiation, swearing by the guilt of Samaria could be a generic summary and the oaths related to Dan and Beersheba particular examples of wrongdoing. They would form a merism incorporating the geographic scope of Israel’s religious sin (“from Dan to Beersheba”; cf. 1 Sam 3:20), as 8:12 had done in its own way. That is, the condemnation would incorporate the most northern cult site at Dan and the pilgrimage to Beersheba in southern Judah that is mentioned in 5:5.325 If this interpretation is correct, then the absence of Bethel and Gilgal, which appear elsewhere in the book, is explained. There would be no need to refer to them within this sweeping framework.

The oaths are by the life of (ḥê)…. The term “life” is pointed differently when it refers to Yahweh or is spoken by him (ḥay; the only exception is Dan 12:7) than when it refers to someone else or another deity (ḥê).326 The choice of ḥê in this line could signal that these are not suitable oaths. The first of the two is by the life of your god (ḥê ʾĕlōhêkā), O Dan. In Hebrew, your god is a plural and could be translated as “your gods,”327 but scholars usually assume the singular. A few take this to be a reference to a local Baal or another deity,328 but many understand this to be the golden calf or bull installed by Jeroboam I (along with the one at Bethel; 1 Kgs 12:28–30).329

Recent archaeological studies at Dan in Area T, Stratum II, are helpful at this juncture.330 Excavations reveal the existence of a functioning cult center at Dan in the eighth century. The finds demonstrate significant correspondence with aspects of Yahwistic feasts listed for the offerings (e.g., Lev 4–7; Deut 18:1– 8). These include the makeup of the animal remains and various cultic realia, like shovels and bowls (including probably a mizrāq vessel). In addition, the layout of the cultic area is similar to that of Solomon’s Temple in 1 Kgs 6–7. Interestingly, the data imply both formal cultic activity and more communal family feasts and rites offered by individuals (cf. 1 Sam 1:3–28; 2:12–17). While many of these items have much in common with religious sites and practices across the ancient Near East, the level of resemblance with what is prescribed for venerating Yahweh in the Old Testament strongly suggests that 8:14 speaks of the worship of Yahweh at Dan, even though the nature of this Yahweh is distorted.

By the life of the way (derek) of Beersheba is interpreted in several ways, some of which are based on emendations. Each of these seeks to inject a deity into the clause,331 whether Yahweh or another deity. A prominent suggestion is “your uncle” or “your loved one” (dōdəkā), signifying a patron deity.332 Another possibility is “power,” based on the Ugaritic drkt (“dominion, strength”). This would yield the divine epithet “the strength of Beersheba.”333 A more recent proposal comes from Linville, who argues for a participle, “the one who strides” (dōrēk).334 Nevertheless, the phrase by … the way of Beersheba can be taken at face value as referring to the pilgrimage road or journey to that Southern site.335 The inscriptions at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud in the northern Sinai include the phrase “Yahweh of Samaria and his Asherah.” This could indicate that some from Israel traveled south; so, presumably, pilgrims from the Northern Kingdom made their way to Beersheba to worship Yahweh there. The value of this interpretive option is that it reinforces this concept in 5:5.336 The book of Amos mentions traveling to cultic sites in two other passages (4:4–5; 5:4–5). The two clauses in this verse expand their geographical extent and connect oath-taking to pilgrimages (cf. Hos 4:15).337

In sum, the three oaths in 8:14 all have Yahweh as their primary referent. This position does not deny that there may be a hint of venerating other deities, but the evidence does not explicitly point in that direction for this verse. The possible links to the tradition of Jeroboam I (1 Kgs 12:28–30), the Israelite religious context of the rest of the section (especially 8:5, 11–12), the mention of pilgrimage to Beersheba elsewhere (5:5), archaeological research (particularly at Dan), and the connection of the last line to 5:2 and Israel’s defeat (see below) prompt the conclusion that the text continues its attack on the Yahwism of the Northern Kingdom.

An additional feature that surfaces in this verse is the probable existence of local manifestations of belief in Yahweh. It is beyond the purview of this commentary to enter into debates about whether these manifestations were simply local or regional beliefs and practices related to a generally unified concept of Yahweh or if they represent what has been called fragmentation, where each manifestation is of a somewhat distinct deity, with each sharing the name and other aspects of a more fluid understanding of Yahweh.338 Either way, the prophet found this religious worldview and its activities unacceptable and worthy of judgment. This Yahweh was not the Yahweh who had called him to prophesy and to announce Israel’s ruin.

This section, 8:1–14, expands on 8:1–3 and its declaration that the end has come to my people Israel. The last line of this verse vividly expresses this same verdict: They will fall and not rise again. It sums up the series of oracles as the inevitable outcome of the nation’s social and religious attitudes and behaviors. This line echoes 5:2, which metaphorically described a terrible military defeat. In 8:1–14, the judgment is through natural disaster and divine silence.

D. A VISION OF DIVINE SOVEREIGNTY IN JUDGMENT (9:1–15)

1. Vision: Shaking the Temple (9:1–6)

1I saw the Lord standing bya the altar, and he said, “Smiteb the capitalsc so thatd the foundations shake, and cut off the heade of all of them; and those who are left I will kill with the sword.f Noneg of them can flee,h and no fugitive among them will escape.

2If they go dig into Sheol, from there my hand will seize them.i

If they go upj to the heavens, from there I will bring them down.

3If they hide themselves on the top of Carmel,k from there I will search to seize them.

If they hide from my eyes in the midst of the sea, from there I will command the serpent,l and he will bite them.m

4If they go into captivity before their enemies, from there I will command the sword and it will kill them.

I will set my eyen on them for evil and not for good.”

5The Lordo Yahweh of Hosts,p the one who touches the earth so that it tottersq and all its inhabitantsr mourn; and all of its rises like the Nile and sinks like the Nile of Egypt;t

6Who builds his stepsu into the heavens, and he establishes his vaultv above the earth;

who calls the waters of the sea and pours them upon the face of the earth.w

Yahwehx is his name.

a. The phrase niṣṣāb ʿal can be translated as “standing by/in front of/around” (e.g., Gen 18:2; 24:13; 1 Sam 22:6–9) or “standing on” (e.g., Exod 33:21; 34:2).

b. Instead of the imperative, some suggest a waw-consecutive preterite vayak (“and he smote”), the participle makkēh (“smiting”), or hakkēh ʾakkeh (“I shall surely smite”); cf. BHS, yet note the comment in BHQ, 87*. There is no support for these alternatives in the ancient versions.

c. MT has the singular hakkaptôr, probably a collective in light of the plural foundations. LXX reads to hilastērion (“the mercy seat”), which reflects Hebrew hakkappōrāt. This is an error of metathesis, with the reversal of the last two consonants. It could indicate that the translator took this as a description of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 263–64; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 250–51; Amos, 148–49.

d. The waw + imperfect following the imperative is taken as a result or purpose clause. See GKC §165.

e. A number of emendations have been offered for bəṣaʿam bərōʾš (cut off the head). See a summary in Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 689–93. The verb is a problematic qal imperative form of bṣʿ (cf. GKC §61g; Paul, Amos, 275). Proposed emendations include the first-person imperfects ʾebṣāʿēm and ʾăbaṣṣʿēm (qal and piel respectively); cf. BHS, yet note the comment in BHQ, 87*. LXX diakopson eis kephalas pantōn (“cut through the heads of all”) reflects MT (Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 265–66; Glenny, Amos, 150–51). See the exposition.

f. Tg. has, “The prophet said, ‘I saw the glory of the Lord; it ascended by the cherubim and rested on the altar, and he said, “If my people Israel will not return to the law, extinguish the lamp; king Josiah will be slain, the temple shall be laid waste, and the temple courts shall be destroyed; and the vessels of the sanctuary shall be taken into captivity.”’” For a discussion of the changes to 9:1–6 in Tg., see the introduction under “The Text,” p. 112.

g. The participle nās, from nûs (“flee”), is taken as an indefinite referent. See GKC §144e; R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax: An Outline, 2nd ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1976), §222.

h. The imperfect as modal; see GKC §107w; IBHS §31.4c.

i. Tg. reads, “They shall be taken by my Memra.” The anthropomorphisms of Yahweh’s hand and eyes in vv. 2–4 are replaced with God’s Memra, or Word. In v. 3, God does not search; he will “command searchers, and they will search them out.” In v. 5, Yahweh “rebukes” instead of touches—again, probably to maintain an acceptable distance between the sovereign God and the human sphere.

j. Tg. inserts “high buildings,” probably on the conviction that humans cannot reach the heavens.

k. Tg. has “city towers.”

l. LXX translates this as drakonti (“dragon”). See Glenny, Amos, 151.

m. Tg. has, “If they hide from my Memra among the islands of the sea, there I will command nations who are strong like the serpent to slay them.”

n. LXX and Vulg. have the plural, probably to harmonize with v. 3.

o. There is a conjunctive waw that I have left untranslated. For its literary and theological significance, see the exposition.

p. LXX has kyrios kyrios ho theos ho pantokratōr. The other ancient versions also reflect the three elements of the epithet. See the exposition.

q. The standard translation of tāmôg (from the verb mwg) in some commentaries and most English versions is “melt.” Exceptions among the English versions are NEB, NJPS. LXX has saleuōn autēn (“shaking it”; cf. 8:12), for which see Glenny, Amos, 152. See the exposition.

r. Mur XII (88) 8:15 has the singular. In the corresponding phrase in 8:8, MT has the singular.

s. Regarding LXX “consummation” for all of it, see the translation note at 8:8.

t. Tg. has, “All who dwell in it will be desolated. And a king shall come up against it with his army, which is great like the waters of a river, and he shall cover it all and it shall sink like the river of Egypt”; see the translation note at 8:8.

u. “Steps” is the lexical meaning of maʿălâ. A common emendation is to drop the initial mem from mʿlwtw as dittography (with the preceding baššāmayim, “in the heavens”), and read ʿăliyyātô or the plural ʿăliyyôtāyw (“his upper chamber[s]”); cf. BHS; HALOT, 614; DCH 5:404; most English versions (except NEB). LXX has anabasin autou (“his ascent”), and similarly, Vulg. has ascensionem suam, which could attest MT. Mur XII (88) 8:16 presupposes MT; cf. Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 693–94.

v. This is the rare term ʾăguddâ (HALOT, 10; DCH 1:116). See the exposition. The English versions vary: “his ceiling” (NEB), “his vaulted dome” (NASB), “its foundations” (NIV), “his vault” (NRSV, NJB, NJPS, ESV, HCSB), “his residence” (CEB). LXX has tēn epangelian autou (“his promise”). Apparently, the translator did not know the term and related it to the hiphil of ngd (cf. 4:13). See Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 83–84; Amos, 152–53.

w. Tg. has, “It is he who made the Shekinah of his glory dwell in the lofty stronghold and established his congregation on the earth; who commanded to assemble armies as numerous as the waters of the sea and scatters them upon the face of the earth.”

x. LXX adds ho theos ho pantokratōr (“God Almighty”); Syr. adds “Almighty.”

This section begins with the final vision of the five-vision sequence. The most obvious difference between this vision and the others is that there is no exchange between Yahweh and the prophet. Amos simply states that he saw the Lord (ʾădōnāy) standing by the altar and giving the order to strike the capitals of the temple (v. 1). The participation of the prophet in the vision accounts progressively decreases, from interceding in the first two to the question and answer format of the third and fourth to only the Lord appearing in this fifth vision with no involvement by the prophet except to record what he sees and hears. This receding in importance in order to foreground God and judgment is appropriate for this final, climactic vision. The juxtaposition of the doxology in vv. 5–6 (no other vision has a hymnic piece attached) adds to the sense of finality.

Integral to this vision, as with the third and fourth, is a declaration of doom (cf. 7:9; 8:3). In this case, however, the declaration’s reach is broader (9:2–4). Other analogies to previous visions and their expansions include that the Lord is standing by something. In 7:7, he stood next to a tin wall, a deceptively weak fortification that could not defend Israel from attack. In 9:1, the Lord is inside what usually would have been the most protected area within an ancient city, the temple-palace precinct, and he initiates his judgment there. Bethel was Israel’s premier high place (7:9), the sanctuary of the king and the temple of the kingdom (7:13). This vision of the Lord at Bethel’s altar follows the drought of Yahweh’s word, the frustrated search for it, and the censure of oath-taking by a false Yahweh (8:11–14) and makes more dramatic the condemnation of Israel’s religious world. The sword in 9:1, 4 targets not just the king and his dynasty (7:9, 11) or the family of the chief priest (7:17), but any who try to flee God’s judgment. The temple setting and the comprehensiveness of human loss is reminiscent of 8:3, and the inclusiveness of the merisms of 9:2–4 resonate with the geographical breadth of 8:12–14. In sum, Amos 9:1–4 builds on 7:7–8:14 as it culminates the vision series.

The hymn of 9:5–6 is connected literarily to 9:1–4 in several ways.339 Syntactically, the initial conjunction in v. 5 links it to the preceding verses. These two sets of verses (9:1–4, 5–6) share the book’s common feature of utilizing pentads. Five conditional sentences in vv. 2–4 begin with the preposition ʾim (“of”), completed with five instances of šam (“there”), while in vv. 5–6 there is a pentad of verbs with Yahweh as subject (as in the other two doxologies of 4:13; 5:8–9).340 Thematically, the impact of Yahweh’s power in the heavens and on earth in vv. 5–6 corresponds to the scope of his reach from Sheol to the heavens in v. 2. All its inhabitants in v. 5 echoes all of them in v. 1, and the sea in v. 6 finds its counterpart in v. 3. Most striking is the contrast between the heavenly scene in which Yahweh builds in v. 6 and the earthly temple which will shudder at his command in v. 1. The doxology depicts the omnipotence of the God who has announced all-encompassing judgment in 9:1–4 (cf. 4:13; 5:8–9). Fittingly, the epithet the Lord in v. 1 expands to the Lord Yahweh of Hosts in v. 5. The coherence and the development of themes within 9:1–6 are a significant basis for accepting it as a literary unit.

Amos 9:1–6 also picks up and expands on themes from earlier in the book. The charge to shake the temple at Bethel goes hand in hand with the announcement of 3:14 and is not an unexpected one in light of the book’s harsh critique of the cult (4:4–5; 5:4–6, 21–24). The verb rʿš (shake) in 9:1 could evoke the noun raʿaš (“earthquake”) in 1:1, and the top of Carmel (v. 3) could evoke the same phrase in 1:2. In 1:2, it withers; here it is a possible hideaway. Those who are left (ʾaḥărît) in v. 1 are not from the well-to-do as in 4:2 but from the entire nation. In 9:1–4, the inability to flee (the verbs nws, “flee”; mlṭ, “escape”) is not limited to soldiers running from battle (2:14–16), nor is it depicted in a generic metaphorical sense (5:19). The victims of Yahweh’s sword in 9:1, 4 are not just the young men (4:10) but potentially everyone running from the disaster. Whereas earlier, exile at the hand of Israel’s enemies was the destination of judgment (4:2; 5:27; 6:7; 7:17), in 9:4 it reflects in the minds of some a place to escape divine wrath. The lament and the rising and falling of the Nile in 9:5 repeat 8:8, but this is juxtaposed with a scene in the heavenlies. The snake (nāḥāš) of 5:19, which bites (nšk), morphs into the sea serpent (nāḥāš) of 9:3 that bites (nšk). Finally, the hymn of 9:5–6 is distinct from the other two (4:13; 5:8–9) in that it is introduced by a long epithet for God. It also speaks of Yahweh’s power in nature (even incorporating a line from 5:8) but transcends the others’ horizon with the reference to the heavenly realm. In some ways, then, 9:1–6 is an escalation and climax of what has gone before. These verses also anticipate the final section. This announcement of total destruction is tempered in 9:7–10 and reversed in 9:11–15. The introduction to 9:7–15 will develop these connections.

Some critical scholars consider portions of 9:2–4 to be the product of redactional work, and many place the hymnic piece within a later framework as well. The latter was discussed in the excursus on the doxologies (pp. 281–82). Studies on the authenticity and unity of 9:1–4 abound.341 The differences between the fifth vision and the earlier four have prompted questions about whether it is part of the original vision series, which for some culminated with the pronouncement in 8:2 that the end had come. The most highlighted dissimilarity is the absence of a dialogue between Yahweh and the prophet in the introduction in 9:1. The abrupt change in the last line of 9:1 from the theme of destruction to the impossibility of escape (which is extended in vv. 2–4a) also heralds redaction for critical scholars. In addition, the shifts from what appears to be an earthquake in v. 1a to the sword in v. 1b (implying military defeat) to the mythological in v. 3 (the sea serpent) suggest to some scholars that diverse hands are at work. The awkward syntax in some places is felt to be evidence of editing, too. The echoes of the vision of Yahweh in the Jerusalem temple in Isaiah 6:1–8, of the hopelessness of fleeing from God in Psalm 139, and of the setting of God’s eyes in Jer 24:6 have also generated debate about the direction of possible intertextuality. Finally, the allusions to the rest of the book in 9:1–4 are interpreted as a redactional effort to integrate the fifth vision. No consideration is given to the possibility that the prophet might reuse and extend previous material in the literary-theological movement, a literary feature that characterizes the entire work. As in the case of 8:4–14, critics hold to a very static view of the prophet’s potential theological creativity and limit imaginative reappropriation strictly to later redactors. The exposition will pursue some of these critical observations further, but what is of interest at this juncture is that recent scholarly engagement with 9:1–4 has changed in significant ways.

In the past, on the assumption that all five visions came from Amos, the distinctive features of this vision were often attributed to a changed perspective from another period in the prophet’s ministry.342 Recent scholarship argues that this vision does not derive from the prophet Amos at all. Some argue that the initial series of visions was made up of only the first four, to which the fifth was adjoined later.343 Others posit a different first combination of visions to which the others were subsequently affixed.344 These matters have spawned several redactional schemes to explain the creation of the text as it now stands.345 Some scholars have also connected their ideas about the compositional history of 9:1–4 to their hypotheses concerning the shaping of the Book of the Twelve.346 What all of these studies have in common is a conviction that the fifth vision is dated later than the prophet Amos. Here, too, however, there is disagreement, though most locate its origin in the exilic or postexilic period.347

1 Unlike the other visions, this fifth vision348 does not begin with the Lord (ʾădōnāy) showing (rʾh hiphil) the prophet something but with Amos seeing (rʾh qal) the Lord. In this scene, God is standing by the altar. The presence of the article indicates that this is a particular altar.349 Although some take this to be the altar in Jerusalem,350 in the context of chapters 7–9, as indicated above, most scholars agree that this is the altar at Bethel.351 The horns of the altar of Bethel have been destined to fall to the ground (3:14), and the high places of Israel are to become desolate (7:9). The time has come for the final defaming of Israel’s primary sanctuary at Bethel, the place from which the prophet had been expelled in his confrontation with Amaziah (7:12–13) and where there will be wailing (8:3). If the general layout of the temple precinct at Bethel followed that of the Jerusalem temple, which would be expected, the altar was not inside the temple itself but in the courtyard. There, sacrifices were offered in praise or petition to Yahweh. But all of these have been rejected (5:21–23); the activities at this altar are sin (4:4–5), and the temple’s personnel have been disqualified (7:16–17). Yahweh has not met them there, but now they will meet the true Yahweh there—directly and without mediation (4:11–12)!

The Lord gives the command to smite. Some scholars emend the text so that God is the subject of the verb. This has been done by emending the imperative to “I shall smite” or “I shall surely smite”352 or by changing the verb to “and he smote” and then moving he said to after the foundations to alter where the divine command begins.353 Neither change is necessary, as the text makes sense as is. From the notice of Amos seeing the Lord, the verse moves quickly to the order to commence the judgment. Without an emendation that makes ʾădōnāy the subject of the verb, the one who is to smite is left unspecified. One option is to assume that the prophet is addressed354; another is that the Lord is commissioning a heavenly being (cf. 2 Sam 24:16; 2 Kgs 19:35; Ezek 9:5, 8).355 It is best to accept the vagueness of the referent (cf. 3:9), as rhetorically it keeps the focus on what happens at the altar and the temple building.356 The open-endedness about the agent also allows for the means of judgment to emerge in the following lines. It is Yahweh’s word that accomplishes the action, a consistent theme throughout the book.357 The jarring of the capitals, which were located on the top of the columns holding up the roof of the temple, is to be with such force that the foundations will shake.358 These two items form a merism (cf. Zeph 2:14): the entire temple, from top to bottom, will tremble.359 It is usually assumed that the temple will fall down (presumably because of an earthquake), but the text does not say that it collapses.360 Of course, this is a possibility, but as in Isa 6:4, this scene is registering the impact of the Lord’s presence.361

The next clause is, as Shalom M. Paul says, a crux interpretum,362 for which I offer the following interpretation. A wooden translation could be, “Cut them off, [at] the head of all of them.” The more fluid version is, Cut off the heads of all of them. This translation is based on three interpretive decisions. The first concerns the meaning of the verb (bṣʿ). It does not mean “break” (NASB, NKJV), “bring down” (NIV), “shatter” (NRSV, ESV, CEB), or “knock down” (HCSB). These translations are based on the assumption that the third masculine plural suffix on the verb refers to the capitals crashing down on those in the temple (cf. Judg 16:23–30; 2 Kgs 10:21).363 The verb means “cut off, sever” (NJPS).364 In my view, the suffix refers to the people in the area, not the capitals. Their life is to be cut off (cf. Job 27:8; Joel 2:8), figuratively expressed here as their losing their heads.365

The second interpretive challenge is to decipher the verbal form, whose pointing is anomalous. Our translation maintains the imperative (perhaps repointing as bəṣāʿēm) to coordinate with the initial command smite.366 Some commentators emend the verb to a first-person singular to parallel the verb in the next clause (I will kill),367 but this is unnecessary. With the imperative, the decree to judge continues, but now the action is directed at people.

Third, I understand bərōʾš kûllām (“on/at” the head of all of them) to signify the heads of those present in the temple and its courts (and figuratively, perhaps everyone beyond).368 This will be a sweeping judgment from which none can flee (cf. 8:2). A number of commentators emend bərōʾš to bəraʿaš (“by an earthquake”), which could make sense if the temple were falling down (note, too, the verb rʿš in the preceding clause); it could also remove some of the awkwardness of the text.369 Paul rightly points out that this suggestion should be discarded. It disrupts the catchword connection of rʾš with v. 3 (the top of Carmel, rōʾš hakkarmel) and the pairing with those who are left in the next clause.370 There is also no support for this emendation in the ancient versions. Some try to define head in a more restricted fashion as the religious personnel (cf. 2 Kgs 10:25),371 Israel’s elites or leaders,372 or the king,373 who would theoretically be worshipping in the temple at the time of the earthquake. Still another interpretation is that a homonym of rōʾš (“poison”) is meant.374

Because this verse does not necessarily announce an earthquake, those who are cut off are not limited to those inside the temple at that time who perish with the building’s supposed collapse (whoever they might be). Neither are those who are left simply the survivors of that disaster (whether among the leaders, those other than the leaders, or all Israel).375 The line’s two colons are parallel: All of them and those who are left signify the scope of the judgment (cf. 4:2; 5:3; 6:9–10; 8:3), which the following line and the series of five concessive clauses (if…) reinforce.376 This interpretation has the additional merit of not having to explain the change from an earthquake to a military attack. If in fact the vision alludes to an enemy assault with the mention of the sword (cf. 7:9, 11, 17), then it bolsters the depiction of the disaster in the third and fourth visions as military (7:7–9; 8:1–3), echoes the fate of the nation, king, and priest pronounced in 7:10–17 (death and exile), and repeats the themes of defeat and exile in the rest of the book (e.g., 3:11–4:3; 5:1–3, 27; 6:7–14).

The next line declares that no one in Israel will be able to flee or escape. These two verbs (nûs and mlṭ respectively) are used in 2:14–16 in reference to soldiers running from a battle. In this verse, this is the fate of the entire nation. The difference is that nowhere in 2:14–16 is it said that God pursues the soldiers. Perhaps 9:1 reveals what his visit to the altars at Bethel entails (3:14) and how that sanctuary will come to nothing (5:5). Yahweh was involved directly in the predicted demise of the nations of the OAN. He sent fire, slayed, and brought his hand against them (1:5, 7–8, 10, 12, 14; 2:2). In 6:14, Yahweh announced that he would raise up an enemy. Here, his direct participation against Israel is clear: Yahweh turns his sword against Israel (cf. 4:10).

2 The broad statement in v. 1 that none can flee expands into a series of five if … from there scenarios. Some of these utilize a merism, stating two extreme locations to which the Lord can extend his reach. The first merism couples Sheol and the heavens. This pairing appears several times in the Old Testament (e.g., Isa 14:13–15; Job 11:8), and many notice a strong similarity to Psalm 139:8. The dissimilarities, however, between Amos 9:2 and Ps 139:8 are stark. Psalm 139 declares God’s omnipresence, while this verse emphasizes “divine mobility and universal potency.”377 From the lowest parts, the Lord’s hand will seize them, and from the highest he will bring them down. God’s personal involvement is expressed through the first-person verbs.

Sheol is the realm of the dead under the earth.378 It represents the farthest point from God and a place where no one can praise him (e.g., Ps 6:5 [MT 6:6]; Isa 38:18). Some passages plead for or celebrate Yahweh’s delivering the worshipper from Sheol (e.g., Pss 30:3 [MT 30:4]; 86:13). This verse portrays the opposite; these persons are brought up from Sheol, but not for deliverance. Sheol is also presented as desiring people’s death (e.g., 2 Sam 22:6; Ps 18:5 [MT 18:6]; Isa 5:14; Hab 2:5). Ironically, then, the ones who flee bolt willingly toward their doom. The verb used is dig (ḥtr). In other words, this is a desperate attempt to hide themselves from God, even at a potentially great cost. In Job 14:13, Job asks God to hide him in Sheol until his wrath passes; here, Israelites are trying to hide themselves there to escape judgment. The other option is to go toward God in the heavens, and once again there is removal. Does this mean they will seek Yahweh in a more proper place, before his throne (cf. 5:4–6; 8:12–14)? If so, that option is denied. It is not that God is inaccessible; he is inescapable.

3 This next merism employs two synonyms meaning to hide (ḥbʾ and str). In the first scenario, people try to hide on the top (rōʾš) of Carmel. At about 1800 feet above sea level, Carmel is one of the highest peaks in Israel and was known for its thick forests and caves. Although this may seem like a good place for those fleeing to conceal themselves, the Lord will search there379 to seize them. This destination recalls 1:2, where the top of Carmel dried up at Yahweh’s roar. In this verse, it cannot serve as a refuge.

The next line’s wording is telling. Those who flee seek to hide themselves where, the text says, the Lord’s eyes (cf. 9:4, 8) cannot see them, at the bottom of the sea. In 8:12, people wandered from sea to sea looking for a word from Yahweh, but now they run to the sea to avoid his gaze. Interestingly, God’s response is not to say that he can see them (in contrast to Jer 16:17; 23:24) but that he will command the serpent to bite them. Whether in Sheol or the heavens, the heights of Carmel or the depths of the sea, Yahweh will sovereignly carry out the sentence he has decreed. In 5:19, someone flees into his home and is bitten on the hand by a snake. There may be a mythological nuance in 9:3, as this snake could conjure up images of the sea serpent, which several poetic passages state that Yahweh defeated at creation (Pss 74:13; 89:10 [MT 89:11]; Isa 51:9), or of the mighty Leviathan (Job 41; Pss 74:14; 104:26). The hyperbolic framing of the merism does not imply that the widespread beliefs and superstitions about the great chaos monster are meant literally,380 especially since this serpent will do God’s bidding. The imagery adds to the sense that this vision is an escalation of previous judgment passages.

4 The fifth in the sequence of the people’s hypothetical efforts turns to their captivity381—in other words, the exile that is mentioned several times as the judgment on Israel (4:2–3; 5:27; 6:7; 7:17). This way of escaping Yahweh is different from those of the previous lines, where the people attempt to go down (Sheol, the depths of the sea) or up (the heavens, the top of Carmel). Now, the distance between them and God is geographical, into another land at the hands of the enemy. Unlike the other instances, although they go, this is not by choice. Could the theological target of this line be the ancient Near Eastern notion that deities were tied especially to their lands and the people in those lands?382 That is, does it hit at belief that Yahweh could not reach beyond Israel’s borders and that, ironically, the destination of their deportation would be a refuge? The structure of the response is like that in the preceding verse: The Lord will command something to execute his judgment. In this case, his instrument is the sword. In v. 1, he will kill with the sword; here, he charges the sword to kill them (cf. 4:10). Sword and death function as an inclusio with 9:1. The long announcement of inescapable judgment (9:1b–4a) begins and ends with this pair.

The fivefold series concludes with the Lord stating that he will set his eye on them for evil and not for good. Elsewhere, setting eyes on someone is usually for their well-being (Gen 44:21; Jer 24:6; 39:12; 40:4), but that is reversed here (cf. Amos 9:8).383 This line resonates with 5:14, where Israel was admonished to seek good and not evil. The book condemns the nation for opting for evil, so Yahweh, too, chooses evil for them. Evil also recalls what Yahweh can bring to a city (3:6). There is a play on the word evil here: There is the evil (rāʿâ) Israel does against the vulnerable in their midst, and there is the divine evil (rāʿâ) of judgment. The former arises from human exploitation, greed, and cruelty; the latter is motivated by Yahweh’s holy demands. It is the “evil” of the disastrous impact of war and a cataclysmic event in nature. Because Israel has not turned from its evil, Yahweh’s is inevitable (cf. Jonah 3:10). This line could perhaps shed light on the non-mention of seeing in 9:3b. The Lord actually does see, but his seeing is more than visual; it involves active engagement (sending the serpent).

5 This last hymnic piece of the book is composed of two verses (9:5–6). Yahweh’s actions are expressed with five verbs, three of which are participles that are key descriptors: He touches, he builds, he calls. Unlike the other two (4:13; 5:8–9), this doxology opens with an epithet, the Lord Yahweh of Hosts, which is one of the longest in the book.384 This epithet forms an envelope structure with Yahweh in the last line of v. 6.385 This impressive beginning could signal that this is the climax of the three doxologies. The waw conjunction on the phrase indicates that, syntactically, it is connected to and caps the fifth vision:386 the all-powerful God will accomplish what he has decreed in 9:1–4. It is not surprising that some scholars believe that 9:5–6 marked the end of an earlier version of Amos’s text.387

This verse has much in common with 8:8, and a brief comparison of the two helps clarify the sense of 9:5. The second line is an almost verbatim equivalent of 8:8, but the first line of 9:5, differs from 8:8 in two ways. First, the verbs are different. The first colon of 8:8a has only one verb; it describes how the land trembles (rgz) in response to the divine oath of 8:7. By contrast, 9:5a has two verbs, the first of which is one of the three defining participles mentioned earlier. The term touch (ngʿ) can connote an aggressive or afflicting touch (cf. Pss 104:32; 144:5),388 and, in context, the one who touches delivers not a gentle but an impressive blow. The second verb is a finite form and concerns the impact of Yahweh’s touch, which is that the land (or earth) totters (mwg). The standard translation of mwg in English versions is “melt.” In other passages where it occurs in the qal stem, however, the meaning “tremble” is appropriate (Ps 46:6; Isa 64:7; Ezek 21:15 [MT 21:20]), and something like totters is the better option here too.389 The connections with 8:8 (rgz,390 the rising and falling of the Nile) substantiate this translation decision for the imagery of the ground lurching, not melting. The second difference is that in 9:5, Yahweh is the subject of the action, while in 8:8a, the earth trembles but without Yahweh’s explicit participation.

The second colon and the next line of 9:5 are also almost an exact echo of 8:8. All the people mourn the intervention of God, whose overwhelming power is described as comparable to the periodic rising and fall of the mighty Nile River. Finally, an obvious divergence from 8:8 is that the second colon of 9:5b has just one verb (šqʿ, sink) instead of the two in its counterpart.391

In 8:8, ʾāreṣ was the land of Israel. Is that the meaning here too? The parallels to 8:8 might lead one to believe that this is the case in 9:5, as would the setting at the Bethel temple in 9:1. Yet the vision of the doxology widens with the range of the attempted escapes in 9:2–4a and the presence of the sea serpent to include the multiple spheres of creation—its most extreme parts above and below the ground and in other countries. Therefore, the mourning is potentially of all the inhabitants of the earth. The descriptions in 9:6 will expand the vista even further. Nevertheless, the more cosmic scope is still connected closely to the land and people of Israel through the announced imminent historical judgment.

6 In v. 5, the first of the three participles of the doxology portrays Yahweh’s earth-shaking touch that causes the earth to sway, rise, and fall and causes all to grieve. This verse presents two more participles (each with an accompanying finite verb). The first line is enigmatic, and its significance is debated.392

The challenge is not to define the meaning of the first participle (who builds) but to identify what he constructs. The text has that Yahweh builds his steps,393 but almost every English version and many commentators emend it to render “upper chamber(s)” (cf. 1 Kgs 17:19, 23; Neh 3:31, 32; Ps 104:3, 13), Yahweh’s heavenly dwelling.394 The steps could refer either (1) to those that go up to Yahweh’s heavenly palace (the cosmic temple)395 or up to the raised dais of his royal throne within that palace396 or (2) to the steps that connect the earth with Yahweh’s heavenly abode.397 With or without the change, the ultimate focus is the same: Yahweh’s heavenly palace (temple).

We can only speculate about the significance of Yahweh building steps. Is the image meant to portray Yahweh distancing himself from the temple at Bethel, which was supposed to be the earthly residence of the deity (in the ancient world it was to be built under the direction of the deity, who would protect it) and the place for connecting the earthly and heavenly realms, as a replica of the heavenly dwelling? Or is the point to contrast the divine command to strike the capitals of the rejected Israelite sanctuary in 9:1 with Yahweh’s constructing an eternal abode (or access to it), which is the stable center point of all creation? Either option would be a weighty critique of the Bethel temple and of all that it signifies to the nation religiously and, therefore, sociopolitically and ideologically. That temple and the religious life it sustains are illegitimate in Yahweh’s sight and are on shaky ground, whether literally or metaphorically. The vision and the hymn, following as they do the confrontation in 7:10–17, the aftermath of the fourth vision (8:3), the famine of God’s word (8:11–13), and the condemnation of other sanctuaries (8:14), underscore even more that the world as Israel imagines it has come to an end (8:2). Yahweh is moving up to the throne in his heavenly palace, from which he will judge the nation (cf. Ezek 1:26; 10:1).

The second clause of the first line is also difficult to translate because of the rare term ʾăguddâ (vault). It appears only three other times (Exod 12:22; 2 Sam 2:25; Isa 58:6) with different referents (hyssop, troops, and ropes of a yoke respectively) that apparently have in common something being held together. In this context, the term refers to the vault above the earth,398 which in other passages is called by other names, particularly rāqîaʿ (Gen 1:6–14; Ps 19:1 [MT 19:2]; Ezek 1:22–26).399 That Yahweh establishes this above the earth is another expression of his absolute sovereignty over the entire created order that encompasses the earth and the heavens. Other suggestions are some sort of foundation—either of the cosmic temple or of Yahweh’s throne400—the columns supporting the canopy of God’s heavenly throne,401 or a conceptual synonym of the steps in the preceding clause.402 It is hard to be sure.

The doxology continues with Yahweh calling (the third participle of the hymn) the waters of the sea and pouring them upon the face of the earth. This is a verbatim repetition of the last line of 5:8 in the second doxology (5:8–9). As was discussed in the exposition of that passage, this could be a reference to unleashing the waters separated at creation in another deluge. Just as the second doxology is an escalation of the first, this third doxology magnifies the second by repeating one of its lines and placing it within a cosmic context that is beyond the purview of that previous hymnic piece. Each doxology describes the incomparable power and rule of Yahweh, the Creator, who is God of Israel. Yahweh has announced the reasons for judgment, and these doxologies declare that he has absolute authority and incalculable force to accomplish this task. This third doxology, which concludes the section of the last vision, presents the grandest picture of all of this incomparable one. Yahweh is his name.403

2. Expansion: Hope beyond the Ruins (9:7–15)

The final nine verses of the book of Amos explicate the definitive judgment on Israel in 9:1–6 by the Creator God. The passage can be divided into two subsections. The first clarifies the meaning of the imminent comprehensive judgment (9:7–10) while the second reveals the hope beyond that judgment (9:11–15). The exposition follows this two-part structure.

a. The Meaning of Comprehensive Judgment (9:7–10)

7Are you not like the Cushitesa to me, O people of Israel?b A saying of Yahweh. Did I not bring Israel up from the land of Egypt and the Philistines from Caphtorc and Aram from Kir?d

8Behold, the eyes of the Lord Yahwehe are on the sinful kingdom, and I will destroy it from the face of the ground. Nevertheless, I surely will notf destroy the house of Jacob. A saying of Yahweh.

9Indeed,g behold, I command and I will shake the house of Israel among all the nations as one shakesh a sievei and not a pebble falls to the earth.j

10By the sword all the sinners of my people will die, those who say, “Evil will notk come near or overtake us.” l

a. MT kušiyyîm. Other translations include “Ethiopians” (NRSV, NASB, NKJV, NJPS) and “Nubians” (NRSV note). This is the only place in the Old Testament where the gentilic “Cushites” is spelled with two yods (the same is true for pəlištiyyîm, “Philistines”); cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 868; Paul, Amos, 282.

b. Tg. reads, “Children of Israel, are you not regarded as beloved children before me?”

c. LXX has kappadokias (“Cappadocia”; cf. Deut 2:23), as do Vulg., Tg., and Syr. For a contextual explanation of this translation, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 272–74; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 174–76; Amos, 154.

d. LXX reads ek bothrou (“from a hole”). This rendering could be an example of anti-Syrian polemic. (The same Hebrew word in 1:5 is translated differently.) See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 274–82; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 64–67, 176; Amos, 154–55.

e. Instead of the fuller MT phrase, BHS proposes “my eyes” (ʿênay). This suggestion is not mentioned in BHQ. See the comments in Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de le l’Ancien Testament, 694. Tg. eliminates the reference to the eyes of the Lord and has, “Behold, the works of the sinful kingdom have been revealed before the Lord God.”

f. This is an irregular placement of the negative particle, which is normally located between the infinitive absolute and the finite verb (GKC §113v).

g. Taking kî as assertive (GKC §159ee; Williams, Hebrew Syntax §449).

h. This is an impersonal niphal. See GKC §121a.

i. MT kəbārâ is a hapax legomenon (HALOT, 459; DCH 4:359). LXX has likmos (“winnowing fork”), Vulg. cibrum (“sieve”). Tg. reads, “And not a stone from it falls through the meshes to the ground.” See the comment in R. P. Gordon and Cathcart, The Targum of the Minor Prophets, 96.

j. Apparently, LXX did not recognize the rare word ṣərôr (“pebble,” HALOT, 1055, DCH 7:160) and translated the clause ou mē pesēi syntrimma epi tēn gēn (“Nothing crushed shall fall to the ground”). This suggests an oracle of salvation. For discussion, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 285–89; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 84–85, 213–15; Amos, 156–57. Tg. has “stone,” as does Vulg. (lapillus). For the various renderings of this line in the English versions, see the exposition.

k. Instead of the single negative before the initial verb, LXX intensifies the quote with a double negative (ou mē) before each of the two verbs.

l. Most commentators and English versions (NEB is the exception) take “evil” (hārāʿâ) as the subject. The verbs in MT are in the hiphil stem and can be parsed as either third-person feminine singular or second-person masculine singular. This translation opts for the third-person feminine. Some argue that taking “evil” as the subject requires revocalizing the verbs as a niphal (tiggaš, “will not come near”) and piel (təqaddēm, “overtake”); cf. BHS. This change is not necessary. The hiphil of these verbs can be taken to mean “come close, confront” (HALOT, 1069; DCH 5:616–17; 7:186; cf. Andersen and Freedman, 871–72, 910).

This subsection has been categorized form-critically as a disputation speech that responds to questions that might have been raised about Israel’s unavoidable and devastating fate announced in 9:1–4.404 On the one hand, Israel has to accept the fact that, like any other nation, it deserves punishment. The cherished belief that its special status is a safeguard against judgment is misplaced (9:7). But the predicted devastation of the nation will not eliminate everyone. Not all will perish, even though the Northern Kingdom will cease to exist as a political entity (9:8–10).405

Neither of these are new concepts. They are woven into earlier chapters and reappear in the closing lines of the book. For many scholars, however, the “democratization” of the exodus in 9:7 is a stunning repudiation of Israel’s faith. This comment by Mays expresses a common sentiment: “There is no other text quite like it in the entire Old Testament; compared to the usual statements about Israel’s relation to Yahweh, it is radical and perplexing.”406 Yet the book has clearly been moving to this point, and these words are not shocking within its flow. Israel’s inclusion literarily and theologically in the OAN makes it clear that the nation lies within the scope of Yahweh’s judgment, even though the sins denounced in 2:6–12 differ from those of its neighbors. The OAN also demonstrate that Yahweh is active in other people’s histories. Israel’s self-perception as elect because of the exodus and thus immune from chastisement was refuted in 3:1–2. In fact, that very election is a key reason for their being held accountable (cf. 2:10)! Amos 9:7 reaffirms Israel’s equal standing among other peoples and God’s international involvements. One could suggest that 9:7–10 stand as a thematic inclusio with 1:2–3:2. The OAN and this passage combine Israel’s particular election and membership in the global community with predictions of targeted condemnation and universal judgment.

The possibility suggested in 9:8–9 of a remnant that survives the coming earthquake and war is obvious in that some will go into exile (4:2–3; 5:5, 27; 6:7; 7:17). It is evident, too, in the scenes and metaphorical descriptions of those who remain in the aftermath of destruction (3:12; 5:2–3, 15) and who will mourn the dead (5:16–17; 6:9–10; 8:3). Ultimately, the survival of a remnant depends on the mercy of Yahweh (5:15). The promise of return and restoration in 9:11–15 builds on the assumption that not all are lost.407 To read 8:2 (and other passages) woodenly as the definitive end of Israel reflects a narrow reading of judgment texts (which are characteristically hyperbolic) with a modern literalistic lens.408 Finally, the targeting of the sinners in Israel (9:10) within the comprehensive national judgment is a constant theme in the book, too, beginning with the Israel oracle, where oppressors are condemned (2:6–8). In the coming judgment, the military will be defeated (3:11; 5:1–3; 6:8–11), and some will flee (2:14–16); the comfortable will be forced to march through the breaches in the walls (4:2–3) and lead the way to a distant land (6:7); the monarchy will see its demise (7:9); the head of the religious hierarchy will lose his land and family and be taken away (7:17); and unjust merchants will have triggered a divine oath of wrath (8:4–6; cf. 5:10–13).

Other elements of 9:7–10 occur in previous chapters. Two stylistic elements particularly stand out. The first is the use of rhetorical questions. There are two in 9:7 that begin in the same manner (he-interrogative particle) as those in 2:11 and 3:3–5. Second, once again the guilty are quoted (9:10). As in the previous instances, their arrogant words highlight their blindness to the ways of God (2:12; 4:1; 6:10, 13; 7:10–13; 8:5–6, 14). Read against this backdrop, 9:7–10 proves to be a summative recap and development of key elements of the book’s message.

This subsection also has links to the immediately prior passage (9:1–6). At least six catchwords or topics establish a connection. First, the eyes of Yahweh that lead to judgment (v. 8) recall the effort to avoid those eyes in 9:3 and the placement of his eye on Israel for evil in 9:4. Second, Yahweh commands Israel’s scattering among the nations (v. 9), even as he commanded the serpent and the sword in 9:3–4. Third, the sword reappears as the instrument of God (v. 10; cf. 9:1, 4). Fourth, the comprehensive descriptor all is used twice (vv. 9, 10) to emphasize the totality of the chastisement that is coming upon the people generally and on the sinners in particular (cf. 9:1, 5). Fifth, in 9:7 the revelation of Yahweh’s involvement with the Philistines and Aram (1:3–8) returns to the issue of the enemies of Israel (v. 4). Last, the names of God in 9:7–10 connect with 9:1–6. Yahweh in 9:7, 8 picks up Yahweh at the close of 9:6; the Lord Yahweh in 9:8, although not as full, recalls the epithet the Lord Yahweh of Hosts in 9:5 that opens the hymn of 9:5–6.

Wolff recognizes these echoes (“Amos’s own oracles are both recalled and developed further”), but credits the disciples of the “Amos school” with creating the passage.409 Some recent scholars date 9:7–10, in whole or in part, to the exilic or postexilic period.410 Critical studies analyze 9:7–10 in different ways. Some divide their treatments into 9:7, 8–10,411 others into 9:7–8, 9–10.412 Decisions regarding details—e.g., the placement of a saying of Yahweh in v. 7,413 the emendation of the eyes of the Lord Yahweh in v. 8 to simply “my eyes,”414 and the questioning of the originality of among all the nations in v. 9415—are placed within larger redactional schemata for this subsection. A significant issue is the view that the exception clause in the last line of v. 8 (Nevertheless, I surely will not destroy the house of Jacob) is a corrective by a later redactor to the preceding line about Israel’s destruction.416 These suggestions are based on criteria about what is an acceptable order of ideas or phrases and do not find support in the ancient versions.417 In addition, each item about which critical scholars raise doubts actually contributes to the theological flow of the passage. This is particularly true of the exception clause of v. 8, which is consistent with the book’s remnant theme.

Another topic in some critical studies concerns the original placement of 9:7 (or 9:7–8a). Harper inserted 9:7–8a after the fifth vision (9:4), believing the doxology of 9:5–6 to be “a later interpolation.”418 Weiser placed 9:7 between 9:4a and 9:4b,419 while Sellin thought that 9:7 and its reversal of the exodus pointed to it having once followed 3:2.420 More recently, Hadjiev proposed that the leveling of Israel with the other nations in 9:7 would have fit naturally after the Israel oracle (2:16).421 It is not surprising that scholars think that this line may have belonged somewhere else, as 9:7 reengages the important theme of Israel’s election. Its present location, however, strategically helps to conclude the nuanced view of judgment that is communicated in previous chapters. The reuse of themes—that is, recurrence with development—is a consistent literary feature of the book of Amos.

7 This subsection begins with a distinct change in voice and form from the doxology of 9:5–6. Instead of a third-person description, in this verse Yahweh addresses the people of Israel with two rhetorical questions.422 These questions are separated by the phrase a saying of Yahweh, which appeared in the preceding chapter, like here, in the context of judgment (8:9, 11). It interrupts the question sequence and could add an element of solemnity to what it said: This is the word of Yahweh.423 Separating the questions also helps to distinguish their different aims.

The doxology of 9:5–6 underscored the disfavor of Yahweh; in it, he ascends to his heavenly dwelling to judge Israel and the temple at Bethel. Here, the distancing of God is not geographical but theological. He dismantles any self-deceiving belief that Israel’s historic relationship with him makes it immune to judgment. Yahweh begins with what must have been a shocking query: Are you not like the Cushites to me, O people of Israel? This contradicts the conventional certainty of the nation’s unique status.424 While some scholars assume that the question expects an affirmative answer,425 in the prophet’s experience in Israel, it assuredly would have been met with a resounding “No!” It is important to distinguish what readers today think should be the correct response from the divine point of view and the likely reaction of Amos’s audience (in actuality or in ways commensurate with the portrait of Israel in the book). Once again, a question confronts popular belief and provokes the people to face something that challenges their thought and behavior (cf. 2:11; 5:18–20). These two questions function differently than the series in 3:3–6, 8, which were based on commonsensical observations of the natural world to which all would agree. The questions in 9:7 directly challenge fundamental convictions and would have elicited a vigorous reply.426

Cush was a land situated to the south of Egypt, below the second cataract of the Nile, in an area that today is part of Sudan.427 This is the only place that the book mentions it (unlike the two other nations in the verse, Philistia and Aram). Why cite the Cushites at this juncture? The possible reasons for this choice can be divided into three categories.428 Some scholars in the past used the color of the Cushites’ skin as the basis of their otherness (cf. Jer 13:23). Sometimes this was coupled with an assumption of their status as slaves.429 This view reflects racist presuppositions and is discussed in the introduction (“The Message of Amos for Today,” p. 106). The second and most common reason that commentators propose is that Cush represents a people at a great distance from Israel (Esth 1:1; 8:9; Isa 11:11; 18:1–2; Zeph 3:10). Their mention says that even those on the edge of Israel’s known world are important to Yahweh.430 A third option is political. It posits the presumed diminished status of Cush in the late seventh century as the reason (Zeph 2:12; Nah 3:9; Jer 38:7–12; 39:16–18; 46:9). Besides not squaring with the dates of Amos’s ministry, this interpretation can rely on the erroneous idea that Ebed-Melek (Jer 38–39) must have been a servant in Jerusalem in Jeremiah’s day and represented this loss of significance.431 Strawn proposes that Egypt’s twenty-fifth dynasty, which was Cushite, could be the backdrop to this line. This interpretation requires pushing back Amos’s dates and presupposes an unattested Cushite exodus-type event.432 The position taken here is that Cush’s distance is the point at hand (the second option): Yahweh’s concerns are geographically much broader than just Israel.

The line’s longer second question follows the phrase a saying of Yahweh and moves in a different direction. Initially, it continues the first-person speech of the preceding line and returns to the theme of the exodus, which was used earlier to indict the nation (2:10; 3:1–2; 4:10). The verb ʿlh (“bring up,” hiphil), a term associated with that historic event (Exod 32:1; Deut 20:1; Judg 6:13), is now extended to two other nations, the Philistines and Aram.433 Both were historic enemies of Israel and are condemned in the OAN (in reverse order in 1:3–8). It may be too much to say that what is meant is a liberating experience equal to Israel’s in every respect,434 but at the very least it reveals Yahweh’s active involvement in their histories and in some way for their benefit.435 It is also not that Yahweh has now turned to these nations because of Israel’s sin; he has long been working in and with them, independent of Israel.436 Although the locations of Caphtor and Kir are uncertain,437 the theological point is that God is not bound solely to Israel. He is engaged even with their historically hostile neighbors!438 Interestingly, the Philistines and Aram, like Israel, will have their own original “exodus” status negated and suffer a corresponding fate. The Philistines will experience the destruction of fortresses, the demise of their rulers, and the death of much of the general population (1:7–8). Aram will suffer all this and go into exile (1:4–5).

In other words, the histories of Israel, Philistia, and Aram are analogous both in their past and in their imminent future. To posit that a comparable standing within history before God in some dimensions means the absolute negation of Israel’s special relationship with Yahweh, however, is to misread the text’s rhetoric. As mentioned in the introduction to this subsection, the interplay between privilege and judgment is present from the opening chapters of the book. The judgment does not nullify that special relationship. What Yahweh contradicts, both directly and through his prophet, is Israel’s misconstrual of its significance and responsibilities. He rehearses their exceptional history in 2:9–10 and reminds Israel that he gave them Nazarites and prophets (2:11–12). This includes Amos (7:14–15)! Yahweh has endeavored to bring this nation back to himself (4:6–11) and has urged them to seek him (5:4–6, 14–15) and justice (5:24). He relented twice because of Amos’s intercession (7:1–6), will spare some (the themes of the remnant and exile), and in the future will restore his people to their land and homes (9:8–15). In fact, the book ends with an implicit affirmation of the special relationship: not simply says Yahweh but says Yahweh your God (9:15)! The relationship endures, but not as it was popularly or officially conceived.

8 Up until this point in the book, behold has heralded judgment (2:13; 4:2, 13; 6:11, 14; 7:1, 4, 7; 8:11; but see 9:13). It is no different here. The opening words (the eyes of the Lord Yahweh) recall 9:4, which announced that Yahweh’s eyes are upon Israel for evil. This verse provides a fuller explanation of what that means. The phrase the sinful kingdom (mamlākâ haḥaṭṭāʾâ) could evoke 7:13, where the sanctuary at Bethel is called the temple of the kingdom (bêt mamlākâ). If so, then in some fashion Israel is the nation in view. On the basis of the temple link of 7:13 and the connection of land (ʾădāmâ) to the king and priest in 7:11, 17, respectively, some define the referent of kingdom as the political entity that was Israel439 or limit it to the monarchy or the elite more specifically (cf. 1 Kgs 13:34).440 Others believe that Israel in a general sense is the target.441 Of these options, the idea of the state of Israel as the referent is most viable.

At the same time, there is an element of ambiguity. To begin with, the juxtaposition with 9:7 and the explicit broadening there of Yahweh’s concern suggest that any sinful nation might be in view.442 Of course, the universal moral demands of God are the essence of the OAN (which include the Israel oracle). What is more, the verbal form in the next clause (hišmadtî, I will destroy) is used of Yahweh’s action against the Amorites in 2:9 (the verb is used twice in 2:9, three times in 9:8). All nations that violate Yahweh’s moral order will be judged. Either option regarding the target of destruction (Israel or any nation) makes sense literarily and theologically. My interpretive choice appears below.

The next line, an exception clause, can be taken in ways that could sustain either possibility, too, depending in part on the identity of the house of Jacob. As discussed earlier, although many scholars see v. 8b as the negation of 9:1–4 and its message of inescapable judgment, the idea that not all will perish is a recurring theme throughout the book. Scholars misinterpret the hyperbolic prophetic rhetoric in an overly wooden manner. Stylistically, this line builds on the first by twice repeating the verb “destroy” (šmd). Whereas the preceding line says I will destroy it, this one reads, Nevertheless, I surely will not destroy the house of Jacob. The syntactic construction is emphatic: the infinitive absolute plus a finite verb of the same root (hašmêd ʾašmîd) along with the odd placement of the negative particle lōʾ.443 In other words, justice must be served, but the special relationship with God is not eliminated. The remaining verses of this chapter explain the future outcome of this tension.

How might the sinful kingdom and the house of Jacob be coordinated? Some commentators take the former to mean Israel and the latter to mean Judah. That is, the sinful Northern Kingdom will be annihilated, but not Judah.444 This choice sometimes goes with dating this line as a later encouragement to the Southern Kingdom after Israel’s destruction in 722. Other scholars contend that the house of Jacob speaks of a believing remnant drawn from both nations after Israel’s demise, although the context of that remnant is interpreted differently. Still others contend that the line was designed to reassure those who survived the fall of Jerusalem in 586, whether during the exile or later.445

The position taken here is that the house of Jacob is Israel.446 This phrase occurs in 3:13 as a clear reference to the nation, as does Jacob elsewhere (6:8; 7:2, 5; 8:7). In addition, the house of Israel in 9:9 and my people in 9:10 continue to develop the idea of a remnant of Israel living through the judgment. Whether the sinful kingdom of the previous line refers to any rebellious nation (of which Israel patently was one) or to the Northern Kingdom, the end result is the same: Not all of Israel will perish. Yet the distinction between the political entity (the sinful kingdom) and the people (the house of Jacob) best reflects the book’s condemnation of Israel’s national ideology and institutions (with their leadership and elites) as most responsible for the calamity in which the Northern Kingdom as a whole would suffer.

This verse ends with a saying of Yahweh. This is a fitting closure to 9:7–8, which succinctly summarize Amos’s message about the future: Judgment will be comprehensive (national) but not exhaustive (there will be survivors) within Yahweh’s more global judgment (see the OAN). The rest of the chapter expands these two points: Yahweh’s chastisement is somehow discriminating (9:9–10), and beyond Israel’s loss lies a glorious future with its God (9:11–15).

9 These next two verses expand on the differentiation set out in v. 8.447 This pericope begins with Indeed, behold, I command. The repetition of hinnê (behold), along with the emphatic kî (indeed), suggests that what follows continues the thought of v. 8. The opening clause is also quite similar to the opening words of 6:11, except that this verse has the first-person pronoun instead of Yahweh. The verb command occurs in 9:3–4 too. In these three other cases, behold … command signals the announcement of the Lord’s direct involvement in the judgment. The verb in the next two clauses (nwʿ; respectively, I will shake and one shakes) also appears in 4:8 and 8:12, where the qal stem was translated as stagger. I will shake is the hiphil stem of this root and could be translated, “I will make stagger,” which could depict the house of Israel stumbling into its dispersion among the nations (cf. Hos 9:17, though with a different verb). The next line, however, refers to a sieve, and once again nwʿ is employed (in the niphal stem), signaling an obvious play on words. The translation I will shake reflects the repetition of the verb and fits within the lexical domain of nwʿ.

This first line returns to the theme of exile (4:2–3; 5:5, 27; 6:7; 7:17). In the earlier exile passages, the geographical notations are to Harmon (4:3; see the exposition there on the translation), beyond Damascus (5:27), unspecified (6:7), and an unclean land and away from its land (7:17). Similarly, the destination here is vague: among all the nations.448 The use of all might simply communicate comprehensive deportation and could echo all in 9:1, 5. All reoccurs in 9:10 too. The announcement in v. 8 that the house of Jacob will not be annihilated is coupled in this line with the house of Israel going into exile. In other words, at least in part, the penalty of dispersion reveals how some will not perish.449 What is not explained, however, is whether this deportation includes those who mourn the destruction or whether the fate of the survivors is more complicated: Some are left among the ruins, while others are taken away. Such a picture would mirror the realities of ancient Near Eastern warfare.

The next line is an interpretive challenge that requires several decisions about several related matters. To begin with, does the image of a sieve constitute a threat, or does it communicate a hope of the preservation of the people of Israel?450 Related to this is the identity of what (and, therefore, who) remains in the sieve: those deserving punishment or the righteous or Israelites in a broader sense? What (and who) is represented by the item that does not fall to the earth in the final clause? The text does not say explicitly what or who is in the sieve, and the meaning of the term for what falls to the ground is disputed.451

Some commentators argue that what is in view is a fine-meshed sieve that would allow dust and chaff to fall through and retain the corn or grain; the last clause would then mean that no grain or kernel would drop to the ground. According to this option, the righteous remain in the sieve and have the assurance that none will be lost in the coming judgment, even though they will be dispersed among the nations. The sinners are the ones who are separated out and judged; they are the dust and chaff.452 In this interpretation, that the house of Israel is dispersed is seen as an act of God to safeguard survivors and open the way for a more positive future.

The other option is to consider the sieve as a negative image (cf. Sir 27:4).453 According to this view, the sieve has a larger mesh so that the corn and grain (the righteous) are sifted out, and straw and rocks or pebbles (sinners) are retained in the sieve and do not fall to the ground; that is, no one deserving punishment will escape.454 An alternative along similar lines is to envision not an agricultural simile but a construction simile (cf. 2 Sam 17:13): The finer sand used in making mortar goes through the mesh while useless stones remain.455 The various interpretive positions agree that the image communicates separation of the righteous from evildoers.456

The repetition of shake connects both parts of the verse and communicates that it is not those who fall to the ground who are sent into exile but those in the sieve.457 Earlier passages asserted that Israelites in general (5:27) and particularly the elites—those singled out as the worst transgressors (4:2–3; 6:7; 7:17)—would go into exile as part of the judgment of God. At first glance, therefore, although each puts different groups in the sieve, either interpretative option finds textual support. Nevertheless, a careful reading of the verse clarifies its meaning. If the two lines of the verse are parallel, then the referent in the sieve is not the evildoers or the righteous Israelites but the broader population—that is, the house of Israel. The dispersion, then, as in the rest of the book, is generalized here (5:27), including even some sinners (4:2–3; 6:7; 7:17). The nation as a corporate body will not escape the judgment of exile (fall to the ground). At the same time, the comfortable and self-confident perpetrators of injustice will experience a targeted punishment in the land (9:10; cf. 3:11–13; 5:11; 7:9; 8:7). It is not the righteous who are taken away by the invaders but the survivors of the war. The text does not limit the deportees to the innocent or to the victims of oppression, but it does highlight the particular judgment of certain groups. In other words, 9:9–10 is consistent with the message of the rest of the book. In the end, no one evades punishment, but deportation is a better fate than what is announced in v. 10; those deported have a surer hope (9:14).

10 The first line of this verse is a powerful assertion against all the sinners of my people. The anonymous sword reappears (4:10; 7:9, 17; 9:1, 4) as a reminder that the judgment involves military invasion, although the enemy is never identified (cf. 3:11; 6:14). As mentioned in the previous paragraph, this verse offers another instance of targeted punishment. It recalls evil from v. 4 and demonstrates that these people expressly deny what Yahweh has decreed.

This verse is another example of self-condemning speech (2:12; 4:1; 5:14; 6:10, 13; 7:10–13; 8:5–6, 14). The language of the quote (“Evil will not come near or overtake us”) is reminiscent of 6:3 and the hubris of those who believe that they can put off disaster (the evil day; cf. 5:18).458 The grammar of the quote can be translated in two ways. On the one hand, the two verbal forms can be taken as second-person singulars with Yahweh as the subject: “You will not bring evil near us or let it approach us.”459 If this is the correct interpretation, then the arrogant obstinance is directly aimed at Yahweh. Most commentators and English versions, however, understand evil (fem. sg.) as the subject of two third-person feminine singular verbs and these words as reflecting confidence that the status quo is secure.460 This brashness is condemned in Zephaniah 1:12, where there is focused judgment within the framework of national punishment (Zeph 1:2–3, 15–18), as well as elsewhere in the prophetic corpus (e.g., Isa 9:8–12; 28:14–29; Jer 2:30–37; Ezek 8:7–13; Mic 3). This is the option taken in this commentary.

That all the sinners will die should not be taken woodenly. Some of the proud and the comfortable will go into exile (4:2–3; 6:7; 7:17), along with their compatriots and those they have oppressed and led astray. All the nation (3:1; 9:1, 4) will be judged for all of its transgressions (3:2). This line, as in other passages, makes it clear that comprehensive judgment does not signify that Yahweh is unaware of or blind to the singular guilt of certain groups. There is a special judgment reserved for them.

b. The Hope beyond the Judgment (9:11–15)

11In that day, I will raise up the fallen booth of David. I will wall up their breaches,a and I will raise up his ruins; I will build her as in days long ago.b

12In order that they might possessc the remnant of Edomd and all the nations upon whom my name will be called. A saying of Yahweh, who does this.

13Behold, days are coming. A saying of Yahweh.

The one who plows will overtake the harvester, the treader of grapes the sower of the seed.e The mountains will drip sweet wine, and all the hills will melt.f

14I will restore the fortunesg of my people Israel. And they will build the desolated cities, and they will inhabit [them]. They will plant vineyards and drink their wine; they will make the gardens and eat their fruit.

15I will plant them upon their ground, and they will not be uprooted again from their ground that I gave them, says Yahweh your God.h

a. The impulse to resolve the variation of the suffixes on breaches, ruins, and build appears in ancient versions. LXX uses a third-person feminine singular possessive pronoun with the three objects, thereby connecting them to skēnē (“tent”), a feminine singular noun; cf. BHS, but BHQ does not commit to LXX (88*). See the exposition; Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 694–96. For a discussion of 9:11–12 in the ancient versions regarding the suffixes and the identity of the booth, note Nägele, Laubhütte Davids und Wolkensohn, 162–68; cf. James D. Nogalski, “The Problematic Suffixes of Amos IX 11,” VT 43 (1993): 411–14; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 217–24, 239–40; Amos, 158–59.

b. Tg. expands the verse: “At that time, I will set up again the kingdom of the house of David that has fallen; I will rebuild their cities and set up their congregations anew. It shall rule over all the kingdoms and it shall destroy and make an end to the greatness of armies; but it shall be rebuilt and reestablished as in the days of old.”

c. LXX has ekzētēsōsin (“[They] might seek out”), reflecting Heb. yidrəšû. Gelston argues that the change reflects confusion of the second yod of MT yiyrəšû with dalet (“Some Hebrew Misreadings in the Septuagint of Amos,” 498–99). Glenny responds, “There is more going on in the Septuagint than the misreading of an obscure letter” (Finding Meaning in the Text, 226). LXX offers an eschatological rendering of Gentile response to the God of Israel: “in order that those remaining of humans and all the nations … might seek out me.” See Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 302; Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 224–28; Amos, 159–60.

d. LXX has tōn anthrōpōn (“of humans”). If a different Vorlage is a possibility, the Hebrew word could be ʾādām instead of MT ʾĕdôm. Some believe that the potential Vorlage of LXX represents the original text (Gleason L. Archer and Gregory C. Chirichigno, Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament: A Complete Survey [Chicago: Moody, 1983], 152–55; Jones, The Formation of the Book of the Twelve, 175–91). For counterarguments, see the previous note.

e. LXX has perkasei hē staphylē en tō sporō (“The grape shall ripen at seedtime”). BHS proposes either bammōšēk (addition of the article) or bazzōrēaʿ (both mean “sower”); neither option is mentioned in BHQ.

f. LXX has pantes oi bounoi symphytoi esontai (“And all the hills shall be thickly grown”).

g. An alternative translation is, “I will restore my people Israel from captivity” (NASB, NIV, NKJV, HCSB). LXX (cf. Tg., Syr., Vulg.) sees the clause as referring to the return from exile: epistrepsō tēn aichmalōsian (“I will return the captivity”). See the exposition.

h. Instead of “Yahweh your God,” LXX has kurios ho theos ho pantokratōr (“the Lord God Almighty”); cf. 3:13; 4:13; 5:14, 15, 16, 27; 9:5, 6. This change may reflect the more universal view of LXX 9:12 (Glenny, Finding Meaning in the Text, 228).

This final section of the book of Amos has two parts, 9:11–12 and 9:13–15, which are introduced respectively by in that day and behold, days are coming. Both conclude with reference to Yahweh’s speech (a saying of Yahweh, v. 12; says Yahweh your God, v. 15). These verses have connections to previous passages461 and are a fitting conclusion to the book. Two descriptors that capture the thrust of 9:11–15 are “restoration” and “reversal.” They are interrelated, as the restoration of the people of Israel involves the reversal of their current condition and of the impact of imminent judgment. The soon-to-arrive day and days of doom (2:16; 4:2; 5:18–20; 6:3; 8:3, 9, 11, 13) will be replaced by a day and days of renewal. The mercy extended earlier on two occasions (7:1–6) rematerializes with great force and permanence.

The introductory formulas of 9:11, 13 appear in an order opposite to those at 8:11, 13. The pericope of 8:11–12 begins with days are coming, announcing a judgment of (a spiritual) hunger and the wandering of the people of God, whereas 9:13–15, initiated by the same formula, predicts an over-abundance of food and drink and the people of God being planted firmly in the land. On the other hand, 8:13–14 speaks of apostasy, whereas 9:11–12 ends with the nations being called by Yahweh’s name. In addition, the combination of the verbs “fall” and “rise” in 8:14 (those swearing will fall and not rise again) reoccurs in reverse order in 9:11 (I will raise up the fallen booth). These correspondences might suggest that 9:11–15 responds to the calamity foretold in 8:11–14.

There are also thematic and lexical links to the rest of the book (for details, see the exposition). The rising and falling in 9:11 finds a counterpart in 5:2, with the fall and rise of virgin Israel. The mention of breaches and ruins in 9:11 recalls the various descriptions of destruction (e.g., 3:14–15; 4:3; 6:9–10; 7:7–8; 8:3; 9:1), while David was mentioned in 6:5. The phrase all the nations of 9:12 was used in 9:9 and, of course, the nations are the subject of the OAN. In 9:12, however, these nations do not attack Israel and will carry the name of the God of their history (see 9:7). Edom, the central perpetrator of violence in the OAN (1:6, 9, 11) will be left with a remnant (cf. 1:8). The phrase Yahweh will do this invokes the verb ʿśh (“do, make”), which is found in the doxologies of 4:13 and 5:8. In 9:13, the mountains upon which oppression reigned (3:9; 4:1; 6:1) will enjoy the bounty of God; no more will the nation suffer want (4:6–9) nor the well-to-do enjoy unjust privilege (4:1; 6:4–6). The first verb in 9:14, šwb (“return”), is prominent in the OAN (1:3, 6, 8, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6) and in 4:6–11, although here it is used in a different way (see below). The root yšb (“dwell, live”) also occurs multiple times (1:5, 8; 3:12; 5:11; 8:8; 9:5), but in relationship to judgment, death, and mourning. In 9:14, however, the people will dwell amid abundance, plant vineyards, and enjoy their wine, in contradistinction to the fate decreed for the unjust (5:11). In 9:15, those who are restored will be planted in their land (ʾădāmâ), not collapse or suffer devastation (5:2; 9:8) nor be removed and taken into exile (7:11, 17).

While earlier passages spoke of the survival of a remnant (see the introduction to 9:7–10), 9:11–15 present that remnant’s future after the judgment. This is not a contradiction of the rest of the book but an extension of the prophet’s message of reversal. The description of hope is brief and vague, a hyperbolic portrayal of peace and the provision of a different social imaginary. No city is named, and there is no mention of leaders, a temple, or fortresses—omissions one might expect in an eighth-century Israelite context where all of these are unacceptable before Yahweh. The aspirations for a new world await the energized theological reflection of the exile on these very points or the lived experience of the return from Babylon. Some of the missing items (especially the temple), as well as the absence of a declaration of Yahweh’s superiority over other gods or any allusion to a reigning empire or to a messiah, are matters one would envisage if this passage were crafted as late as some critics posit. There is also no demand for repentance, no vision of renovation of the nation and its people by God’s Spirit, and no new covenant—themes that will surface in exilic and postexilic settings.

These verses expect Yahweh’s merciful hand after the horrors of an earthquake and war. In the future era after judgment, God’s people will live in the land under a Davidic monarchy in proper relationship to Yahweh. This time will also be devoid of the injustices that characterized Israel under Jeroboam II. Just as the prophet could not identify the invader because Assyria had yet to arise as a threat to the region, so here he presents only a general vision of restoration after the nation’s ruin and exile.462 For those who may have responded to Amos’s call to seek Yahweh, these lines could have served as an anchor to trust in God and to persevere through the suffering that was imminent. The section may have encouraged later audiences, such as after the fall of Jerusalem or in Persian Yehud, but that appropriation would have been subsequent to its eighth-century provenance and not the occasion of the passage.

This position flies in the face of long-standing critical views that confidently date the passage much later than the time of the prophet (“one of the oldest and most well-established conclusions in the study of the prophetic book”).463 Wellhausen famously said that 9:11–15 could not be an original part of the text of Amos because it was impossible to reconcile these hopeful words with the harshness of the rest of the book. In his oft-quoted words, this passage is about “roses and lavender instead of blood and iron” (“Rosen und Lavendal nach Blut und Eisen”). After delivering threats of doom, he writes, Amos “cannot in the end let milk and honey flow from the cup of Yahweh’s wrath” (“nicht aus dem Becher des Zornes Jahves zum Schlusse Milch und Honig fliessen lassen”).464 George Adam Smith concurs, artfully describing these verses as “a pleasant piece of music, as if the birds had come out after the thunderstorm, and the wet hills were glistening in the sun.”465 Many recognize allusions to the rest of the book (and to other prophetic texts)466 but similarly deny that this purposeful reworking of earlier vocabulary and themes can come from the same person. That the prophet would reorient earlier vocabulary and themes to express hope, however, need not be surprising.

Scholars typically assign these verses to the exilic or postexilic period and explain them as an actualization of the prophetic message for a later time.467 Recent formulations, however, differ from earlier hypotheses. Some propose that the entire book (or chs. 7–9) was produced in the postexilic period instead of seeing 9:11–15 as a postexilic postscript to an earlier work.468 The four primary arguments for critical views469 are (1) historical (the “fallen booth” in v. 11 and the mention of Edom in v. 12 are said to presuppose the fall of Jerusalem in 586/87); (2) lexical (some vocabulary appears in later texts, such as Jeremiah, Joel, and Obadiah); (3) tone (the promising words of 9:11–15 supposedly contradict the condemnatory nature of the rest of the book); and (4) moral (9:11–15 does not address the prophet’s ethical demands).470

Responses to these points have not been lacking.471 The exposition below will interact with the first two arguments. The third—that is, the contrary tone of 9:11–15—was addressed above, where I contended that a close literary reading undermines the claim that 9:11–15 is dramatically at odds with the rest of the book. The fourth point, that 9:11–15 lacks ethical content and therefore cannot come from the prophet, misunderstands the text. To start with, these verses offer a general sketch of restoration beyond the judgment, not a full-fledged vision of all that such a restoration might entail. To expect more is to ignore the text’s setting in the first half of the eighth century, before the region was consumed by Assyrian matters. At the same time, another approach to 9:11–15 reveals that it actually does have ethical substance. The turn to the Davidic booth and not to the descendants of Jeroboam II is a political statement vis-à-vis the current monarchy. The promise of crops and harvest heralds the end of debt slavery and the oppressive exploitation of the poor, and the absence of a temple sidelines the religious hierarchy and rituals so thoroughly compromised by the reigning social imaginary. In other words, this hope is political, economic, and religious. All are dimensions of the ethical concerns of the prophet that here find a level of resolution. What is more, in the Old Testament, a divinely blessed cosmic order is intrinsic to a proper moral order in which everything and everyone functions harmoniously under Yahweh’s rule.472 A picture of an alternative utopic reality such as this one is by definition a sociopolitical and cultural-religious critique.473 In short, the ethical portrait of 9:11–15 may not be expressed in the way that scholars desire (or recognize), but a strong moral fiber is woven into this sketch of the future.

11 This subsection (9:11–12) begins with the formula in that day. In previous passages, these words introduced messages of coming judgment (2:16; 8:3, 9, 13), but with this verse, a picture of future restoration starts to unfold. Reversal extends to the book’s formulas (cf. 9:13).

The biggest interpretive challenge of this verse is to discern the meaning of the phrase the fallen booth of David. There are at least seven interpretive options concerning the booth of David (sukkat dāvîd).474 Some Christian commentators have equated it with Christ,475 a clearly confessional position that, with an eye to the New Testament, moves beyond the meaning of this verse in the book of Amos. Others see the booth as representing either the city of Jerusalem (second option)476 or the Temple (third option).477 Commending the latter two possibilities is the fact that they are physical entities that could make sense of the breaches and ruins and their repair in the second part of this verse and, further, that sukkâ is used of Jerusalem in Isa 1:8 (cf. Isa 16:5). The religious dimension is defended by relating “booth” to the Feast of Booths, or Tabernacles, which commemorated the time in the wilderness after the exodus from Egypt and the abundance of the annual harvest (Lev 23:33–43; Num 29:12–38). It was also the occasion of Solomon’s dedication of the Temple (1 Kgs 8:2). A fourth option combines both city and sanctuary. The Temple resided in Jerusalem, and their pairing could serve as an inclusio for the book, as Jerusalem and Zion appear in 1:2. Since 1:2 and 6:1 specifically name Jerusalem and Zion, however, the enigmatic label booth of David for the Judean capital or Temple seems overly cryptic. The language of reconstruction can also be metaphorical and does not necessarily refer to refurbishing literal buildings.

A fifth possibility is that sukkat is a scriptio defectiva of Succoth (sukkôt), a town in Transjordan that had once been a military outpost (Judg 8:5–16) but was in ruins in Amos’s day (2 Kgs 10:32–33).478 According to this view, to rebuild that military station would symbolize the restoration of the Davidic kingdom and its return to prominence. Nowhere, however, is David linked to Succoth, making this a creative but overly speculative interpretation. The sixth option is to identify David’s booth as the Davidic kingdom,479 and this is sometimes conflated with a seventh view that it is the dynasty of David.480 This combination is the option chosen here, as that dynasty cannot be abstracted from concrete expression in a kingdom. Yet to use booth of David instead of house of David also suggests that Amos avoids equating the sociopolitical image with Judah’s current monarchy. The label also implies frailty. He does not extol the Southern Kingdom of his day (2:4–5; 6:1); its condition is not exemplary (Isaiah and Micah would soon censure Judah’s monarchy, temple, and society). The prophet is proclaiming a Davidic alternative (inseparable from Zion, to be sure) to Israel’s present social imaginary, but this is not a Judean hope linked to King Uzziah’s government or to the current religious personnel on Zion. These words are directed at my people Israel (v. 14), which elsewhere in the book always refers to the Northern Kingdom (7:8, 15; 8:2; 9:10). In other words, 9:11–15 is a message for Israel in the time of Jeroboam II that pictures a political, socioeconomic, and religious reality different from their experience and commitments, one rooted in the South (cf. 1:2).

The next matter is to specify the time of the qal active participle hannōpelet (fallen). Some commentators believe that it should be translated in the present: The booth has begun to collapse but is still standing.481 Others argue for a future-time reference (“will fall” or “will have fallen”) as a prediction of the booth breaking down at a later time.482 Most, however, understand the participle to refer to something in the past (fallen). That Yahweh will raise it and that repairs are needed imply that it has already crumbled. Those who assume that 9:11–15 was produced after the Babylonian sacking of Jerusalem in 586 connect the demise of the booth to that event. Scholars who defend the authenticity of 9:11, as I do, usually point to the division of the united monarchy in 931 as the historical moment when the booth of David “fell,” never to regain its former glory.483 The prophets of the eighth century, including Amos, thus vociferously decry the “fallen” state of both kingdoms.

The next challenge is to discern the referents of the personal pronouns (these are suffixes in Hebrew) in the second half of the verse. The line literally reads I will wall up their breaches, and I will raise up his ruins; I will build her as in days long ago. Paul voices the conundrum: “The suffixes seem to be in total disarray, singular and plural intermixing with masculine and feminine.”484 English versions fail to reflect the variation in the pronouns, smoothing out the differences with “it, its.”485 Commentators either do not engage the problem, mention it simply in passing, or agree with LXX with little or no explanation.486 Most agree that his ruins probably refers to David and her to booth, which is a feminine singular noun. The most puzzling suffix is their (fem. pl.), but this may not be as difficult as it appears at first glance. Suffixes in Hebrew do not always agree with their antecedents in number, so their breaches might refer collectively to the booth’s weaknesses.487 The term breaches could recall 4:3 (where this term pereṣ is also used) and other passages that describe the destruction of various structures (e.g., 3:11, 14–15; 6:8–11). In that case, the idea is that the future will witness the reconstruction of Israel’s devastated places, something that the image of repairing the ruins might reinforce.488 This imagery may have been used because it resonates with the predictions of disaster.

Yahweh is clearly the protagonist. He announces what he will accomplish with four finite verbs in the first-person singular (ʾāqîm, I will raise, occurs twice). He is the one who will reconstitute his people by renovating the Davidic monarchy, which is in disrepair.489 Any sense of national achievement or merit is excluded. If any say that at this historical moment Israel and Judah are strong under Jeroboam II and Uzziah respectively, earlier passages in the book put the lie to Israel’s misplaced self-confidence (e.g., 2:14–16; 6:1–2; 6:13–7:6), and Judah does not fare any better (2:4–5; 6:1)—a reality that Isaiah and Micah will expose. The precarious nature of Israel at this time is explained in the introduction under “Historical Background,” pp. 11–14.

Another reversal in this passage is the closing phrase as in days long ago. Throughout the book, historical traditions have been employed to condemn Israel (2:9–10; 3:1–2; 4:10; 5:25; 9:7), but here there is a positive turn. It is possible in this context of the booth of David that the allusion is to the reign of David (and Solomon), when the united monarchy was in many ways at its zenith, but the phrase as in days long ago can be generic, too. On occasions, it can refer to the time of the patriarchs or to other moments of remembered bliss (Deut 32:7; Isa 63:9, 11; Mic 5:2 [MT 5:1]; Mal 3:4; cf. Pss 77:11 [MT 77:12]; 143:5; Isa 51:9; Mic 7:20).

12 The opening particle ləmaʿan (so that) connects this verse to 9:11 and establishes its purpose. The raising up of the fallen booth of David will bring a different political arrangement than Jeroboam’s Israel. The details of this picture, however, are debated. One issue is the syntax of the line. Who is the subject of the verb will possess (yîyrəšû)? Following on v. 11, which speaks of a Davidic hope, the subject has been understood as a reference to future Davidic kings.490 While this is possible, a better option may be that the people as a whole are in view.491 The verb appears in 2:10 in relationship to Israel, and here the vision of restoration is for the remnant after the time of judgment. A second matter is the meaning of possess. Although it doesn’t always, this verb can carry the assumption that the possession is accomplished by force (e.g., Deut 1:8, 21, 39; 2:21–22, 24; 18:14; 19:1; Judg 11:23).492 A potentially militaristic understanding is mitigated in this verse, however, because of the coupling of the peoples who are possessed with upon whom my name will be called. To be called by someone’s name communicates ownership and control (cf. 2 Sam 12:28; Isa 4:1). In terms of being called by Yahweh’s name, the people of God have that distinction on the basis of their unique relationship (Deut 28:10; Isa 43:6–7; Jer 14:9), as do Jerusalem (Jer 25:29), the ark (2 Sam 6:2), and the Temple (1 Kgs 8:43; Jer 7:10–11, 14, 30). This verse announces that others will be brought into communion with Yahweh and his people so that “possession” here need not entail violent subjugation.493

This point is connected to a third textual issue, a syntactical decision on the direct object of the verb possess. Does the remnant (cf. 1:8; 5:15) pertain only to Edom,494 or does the genitive construction extend beyond Edom to all the nations?495 Both interpretations are possible, but this commentary chooses the latter. The OAN describe the military attacks of several nations on others as well as their judgments for these conflicts. All the peoples of the OAN—including Israel!—are to be left with a remnant, victims and perpetrators alike. This verse marks a remarkable inclusio with those oracles. Those violent encounters are reversed with this vision of inclusion. No longer the targets of divine wrath or the enemies of Israel, all the nations are brought into relationship with Yahweh.496 The remnant of Israel, in other words, will be joined by the remnants of other nations; all will have experienced divine judgment. As with much else in this passage, however, the image is elusive.

A fourth interpretive issue concerns the choice of Edom. In addition to citing the long-standing animosity with Edom (see at 1:11–12), commentators have sought a historical explanation for the mention of the remnant of Edom, which implies Edom’s defeat and its becoming a depleted state. Those supporting an eighth-century setting for the passage point to the recuperation of the port of Elath by Uzziah (2 Kgs 14:21–22; 2 Chr 26:2), a Davidic king, as indicative of Edom’s weakened condition, suggesting that 9:12 aspires to full control of Edom at some future date.497 Scholars dating the passage to the exilic or postexilic period relate this line to the condemnation of Edom for its complicity in the sacking of Jerusalem in 587/86 (Obad 6–21; cf. Isa 34:5–15; 63:1; Jer 49:7–22; Ezek 32:29; Mal 1:2–4).498 Nevertheless, there is no need to determine a concrete historical basis for Edom’s appearance. Its role is literary and theological. Edom occupies a prominent place in the condemnation of the surrounding peoples in the OAN, where it was involved with the Philistines and Tyre in the trafficking of captives (1:6, 9). In addition, the Edom oracle (1:11–12) stands out as the only one that cites four transgressions (within the three/four pattern of the OAN). I suggested in that section that the Edom oracle might serve as an initial climax as the fourth oracle in the series (the Israel oracle would mark the final climax). Edom is a victim, too, of the cruelty of neighboring peoples (2:1). In sum, it is more prominent in the OAN than any other nation, so it is no surprise that Edom heads the peoples who will one day be enfolded under the name of Yahweh.499 In context, the phrase all the nations could refer to those who had been part of the Davidic Empire, which included Philistia, Moab, Aram, Ammon, Amalek, and Edom (cf. 2 Sam 8:1–14; Ps 60:8–12 [MT 60:10–14]). The specific connection of the remnant to the OAN would produce this list of peoples in the purview of 9:12: Aram, Philistia, Tyre, Edom, Ammon, and Moab.

The phrase a saying of Yahweh adds a note of finality to this prediction of a new social vision. It is followed by who does this, forming a unique combination in the Old Testament.500 The presence of the participle ʿōśeh could remind the reader of the hymnic passages of 4:13 and 5:8 (cf. 4:12). If this is a legitimate intertextual allusion, then these closing words of 9:11–12 assure that the Creator and the One who in the past has acted in history and who will soon intervene in judgment will surely accomplish this vision of reversal and restoration. No human agent is mentioned. This is solely Yahweh’s initiative.

13 Behold, days are coming opens the final pericope of the book (9:13–15). These words occur in 4:2 and 8:11, but there they signal an announcement of judgment. Here, they herald a future of abundance and peace. As at 9:11, the theme of reversal involves even the formulas of the book. The opening line concludes with a saying of Yahweh, the same phrase in the last line of the previous verse. In other words, 9:11–12 and 9:13–15 are joined literarily, with 9:13–15 expanding the thrust of 9:11–12 from religious-political import to socioeconomic well-being.

This verse presents a picture of incredible fertility that signifies the end of want and poverty. There are four agrarian figures (presented as participles) in this portrait501: the one who plows, the harvester, the treader of grapes,502 and the sower of seed.503 The sequence of this series does not follow the regular flow of the agricultural calendar. In a normal cycle, the barley harvest occurs in April (around Passover) and the wheat harvest in May (in connection with the Feast of Weeks or Pentecost); the treading of the grapes would take place in August and September (with the Feast of Tabernacles); plowing is after the rains in October and November, and seed is sown in November and December. In this prediction, the time gaps between these activities are eliminated. With the plowman overtaking the reaper, crop yields come quickly, one after the other. One would expect the harvester to follow the plowman, but their work will overlap and everything is accelerated to generate an extraordinary bounty.504

The next line continues the vintage imagery. The quantity produced in the vineyards will be so great that the mountains will drip with sweet wine.505 This wine (ʿāsîs; Isa 49:26; Joel 1:5; 3:18 [MT 4:18]) will be more plentiful than the wine (yayin) enjoyed by the oppressive elites in 6:6. The verb drip (nṭp) appears in 7:16 in reference to the words of the prophet, although in a different stem.506 The verb in the next clause, mwg, also occurred earlier (9:5) in the description of the impact of God’s touch. There the translation was totter, but in this verse melt is the rendering chosen by most commentators and English versions (cf. Ps 107:26).507 Even though ʿāsîs is not repeated in the next colon, it is understood that the hills melt or are softened by the amount of wine that flows from higher ground.508 What is more, it will be all the hills that will melt, bringing an emphatic close to the verse. What a powerful word of hope for a people who had experienced hunger, drought, and the ruination of crops (4:6–9)! The enjoyment of this gift of lavish provision will not be limited to indulgent, indifferent, powerful elites (6:4–6). What a contrast, too, to the image of thirst in 8:13!

Because several words of the last line of this verse find an echo in Joel 3:18 (MT 4:18), some argue that it is taken from Joel and inserted here to connect the two prophetic books.509 The data actually point in another direction.510 To begin with, there are differences between the two verses. The most significant is that the words in Joel are connected to Judah and the waters that will come from the Temple in Jerusalem, whereas here there is no temple and the focus is on Israel. In the Joel passage, the hills do not melt with wine but instead flow with milk—perhaps an allusion to the notion of the land flowing with milk and honey (Exod 3:8, 17; 13:5).511 In addition to other minor divergences,512 in antiquity the aspiration of agricultural fecundity at the hand of the deity was not a novel concept.513 Joel 3:18 (MT 4:18) either drew on a common fund of religious imagery or appropriated these words from the book of Amos to craft a more elaborate vision.

14 This verse picks up the idea of reconstruction from v. 11 and continues the imagery of agricultural plenty from v. 13. At the same time, however, it complements the fantastic picture of v. 13 with a realistic grounding in the concrete affairs of life.

The vision of the future begins with a first-person verb with Yahweh as the subject. The phrase, I will restore the fortunes (šabtî ʾet-šəbût) refers to the restoration of my people Israel514 to a state of blessing.515 In the context of the book, this divine initiative entails return from exile (something v. 15 makes clear), but it cannot be limited to that.516 The renewal envisioned in 9:11–15 is a reversal of the various dimensions of judgment; it will be political, social, economic, ecological, and religious. Six verbs with the people as the subject follow.517 The activities of building, dwelling, planting vineyards, drinking wine, and making gardens and eating their fruit respond to Israel’s recent scarcities (4:6–9) as well as to the imminent destruction of its cities (e.g., 3:11; 4:3; 6:9–11). This description also reverses the judgments of 5:11 (cf. Lev 26:16; Deut 28:30, 38–40), except that this promise of security and prosperity is directed at everyone, not at the ones who have taken advantage of the vulnerable.

15 As had v. 14, this verse begins with a first-person verb with Yahweh as its subject. He declares that he will plant the people. The reoccurrence of the verb plant (nṭʿ) from 9:14 connects the two verses and provides continuity even as it presents a contrast between human planting and harvesting and Yahweh’s planting and the impossibility of removal in the future. That they will not be uprooted again518 is a guarantee that another exile does not lie in their future,519 a promise reinforced by the closing speech formula.

The notion of planting apparently compares the future people of Israel to a vine or a tree (cf. Ps 80:8–11 [MT 80:9–12]; Isa 5:1–3; 27:3; Hos 14:5–7 [MT 14:6–8]). Tree imagery is ubiquitous in the Old Testament (and the ancient Near East).520 Positively, as here, the tree or vine is firmly rooted and is fruitful; negatively, judgment is portrayed as trees being cut down or vines being overrun with thorns. Such was the fate of the Amorites in 2:9, pictured as tall and strong, whose fruit and roots were destroyed. Yahweh announces that his people will be planted upon their ground (cf. 7:17). The choice of ground (ʾădāmâ) is fitting for this agricultural imagery, as the term can refer to arable, tillable soil (in contrast to the broader term “land,” ʾereṣ).

The passage closes with says Yahweh your God (ʾāmar yhwh ʾĕlōheykā). Speech formulas abound in the book of Amos. The phrase a saying of Yahweh opens 9:7–15 and reoccurs in vv. 12, 13. The combination of the verb “say” (ʾmr) with a name or epithet of Yahweh appears in twenty-seven verses.521 Almost always, the phrase is ʾāmar yhwh; four times it is ʾāmar ʾădōnāy yhwh (1:8; 3:11; 5:3; 7:6), and once it is ʾāmar yhwh ʾĕlōhê ṣəbāʾôt (5:27). There is no other instance, however, of the closing formula of this verse. What is more, in the rest of the book, the combination yhwh ʾĕlōhîm is always joined to haṣṣəbāʾôt (“of Hosts,” 3:13; 4:13; 5:14–16, 27; 6:8, 14). In this vision of renewal, however, the militant dimension of the divine epithet is removed. He speaks as the peaceful and restoring deity, now in a transformed relationship as your God.522 There is no demand for repentance; the reversal after the announced judgment is an act of grace.523 Your God previously had an ominous tone (prepare to meet your God, 4:12). Now it communicates stability and safety. In sum, these final words of blessing are unique.

This passage of hope is an open-ended, ill-defined prediction. It offers no clues as to when and how these words will be fulfilled. They offer a general hope of restoration after the imminent judgment announced by the prophet Amos. Later readers may have connected 9:11–15 to the return from exile and the restoration and rebuilding of the Second Temple period,524 yet clearly the passage’s grand vision did not materialize then. Whether their true fulfillment is to be located at the coming of Jesus and the establishment of the Christian church or at a future anticipated manifestation of the fullness of his kingdom, whether that awaits the restoration of Israel in some form to its land, or whether this is not a prediction for a concrete historical setting but instead a broad hope for the universal vindication of divine justice, 9:11–15 will continue to be debated.525

For contemporary readers of this book, unlike in the case of Amos’s eighth-century audience, the Lord is not silent and hard to find (8:11–12): God forcefully announces his divine will through its pages. It is there for all to see and heed. Amos’s sharp, uncomfortable demand for justice and censure of evil must never be silenced (2:11–12; 7:10–13). Those who claim to follow his God must incarnate a vibrant, relevant faith in the public square sustained by acceptable worship and uncompromised by sociopolitical and economic ideologies and agendas.

Judgment on wickedness of all kinds, especially among God’s people, while necessary and comprehensive, is not Yahweh’s final word. Beyond the chastisement lies a glorious day when relationships with God and creation, and between all nations, will be restored. In this in-between time, the people of God who may be privileged are to live in obedience to his commands and vision of life, persevering in faithfulness and charitableness until the end. For those who suffer oppression, that final resolution of suffering and injustice is the ground of solid hope. Similar prophetic exhortations run through the New Testament as well (e.g, Matt 24–25 and par.; Heb 11–13; Jas 1–2; 4–5; Rev 1–3; 21–22). In other words, the shepherd from Tekoa continues to speak across the centuries and around the globe.526


[image: Image]

1. E.g., Burke O. Long, “Reports of Visions among the Prophets,” JBL 95 (1976): 353– 65; Susan Niditch, The Symbolic Vision in Biblical Tradition, HSM 30 (Chico: Scholars Press, 1980); Behrens, Prophetische Visionsschilderungen im Alten Testament.

2. For surveys of research, see Martin-Achard, Amos, 107–19; Auld, Amos, 16–24. Also note Peter Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht: Die Visionen des Amosbuches (Am 7–9*) und ihr literature- und traditionsgeschichtlicher Zusammenhang, WMANT 120 (Tübingen: Neukirchener Verlag, 2014), 1–25. Commentaries with excurses include Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 83–101; Mays, Amos, 123–27; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 94–95, 294–96; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 611–738; Paul, Amos, 222–25; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 124–26; Lessing, Amos, 435–38. The following footnotes highlight key works and are not comprehensive.

3. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 88; Harper, Amos and Hosea, cxxviii–cxxix; Weiser, Die Prophetie des Amos, 72–77; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 94–95, 296; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 248–49; Lessing, Amos, 435.

4. Würthwein, “Amos-Studien.”

5. Amsler, “Amos,” 223–24; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 94; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 124; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 199–201; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 219; Paul, Amos, 222–23; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 124–26.

6. The late dating is especially common for the fifth vision, which some relate to the Jerusalem temple. See Ernst-Joachim Waschke, “Die fünfte Vision des Amosbuches (9,1–4): Eine Nachinterpretation,” ZAW 106 (1994): 434–45; Uwe Becker, “Der Prophet als Fürbitter: Zum literarhistorischen Ort der Amos-Visionen,” VT 51 (2001): 141–65; Steins, “Amos 7–9,” 585–608; Gericht und Vergebung; cf. Eidevall, Amos, 22–23, 192–93. Siegfried Bergler sees the third and fifth visions as announcements of the fall of Judah (“ ‘Auf der Mauer—auf dem Altar’: Noch einmal die Visionen des Amos,” VT 50 [2000]: 445–71).

7. E.g., Gary V. Smith, Amos, 219.

8. Reventlow, Das Amt des Propheten bei Amos, 54–55; John D. W. Watts, Vision and Prophecy in Amos, 68–74; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 47.

9. Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer, “Were the Neo-Assyrian Prophets Intercessors? A Comparative Study of Neo-Assyrian and Hebrew Texts,” in “Thus Speaks Ishtar of Arbela,” ed. R. P. Gordon and Barstad, 253–72. Tiemeyer suggests that Amos’s intercession occurred in the divine assembly (cf. 3:7).

10. See, e.g., Paul, Amos, 253; cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 741. See the exposition of the visions.

11. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 94–95, 294–95.

12. See esp. Gese, “Komposition bei Amos.”

13. Bovati and Meynet present these first two visions as “organisés de manière concentrique” (Le livre du prophète Amos, 281, 285, 288). Harper lays out 7:1–9 as symmetric poetry, but with the elimination of some clauses (Amos and Hosea, 159).

14. For a similar list of observations, see, among others, Tim Bulkeley, “Amos 7,1–8,3: Cohesion and Generic Dissonance,” ZAW 121 (2009): 515–28.

15. Jörg Jeremias, Hosea und Amos, 157–71; cf. Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 104–7.

16. Paas, “Seeing and Singing,” 253–74.

17. Although possible dependence between Amos and Isaiah is understood variously, see Fey, Amos und Jesaja, 109–10, 114; Becker, “Der Prophet als Fürbitter,” 147. For Ezek 8–11, see Ruth Poser, “Aufschrei gegen Zerstörung: Die Visionen Am 7–9 und Ez 8–11 im Dialog,” in Visionen im Dialog, ed. M. Geiger, R. Poser, and C. Voss, SBS 236 (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2016), 75–97.

18. Aaron Schart, “The Book of Jeremiah and the Visions of Amos,” RevExp 101 (2004): 267–86; cf. Berridge, “Jeremia und die Prophetie des Amos,” 325–28; Walter Beyerlin, Reflexe der Amosvisionen im Jeremiabuch, OBO 93 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1990); Pschibille, Hat der Löwe erneut gebrüllt?, 13–78.

19. Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer, “The Vision Report Genre between Form-Criticism and Redaction-Criticism: An Investigation of Amos 7–9 and Zechariah 1–6,” in The Book of the Twelve and the New Form Criticism, ed. Boda, Floyd, and Toffelmire, 75–96.

20. E.g., Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer, “God’s Hidden Compassion,” TynBul 57 (2006): 191– 213. Lyle Eslinger argues that God works to persuade Amos of his decision to judge, which is accomplished through the confrontation with Amaziah (“The Education of Amos,” HAR 11 [1987]: 35–57).

21. As argued by D. F. O’Kennedy, “‘It Shall Not Be’: Divine Forgiveness in the Intercessory Prayers of Amos (Am 7:1–6),” OTE 10 (1997): 92–108 (cf. Luther, Lectures on the Minor Prophets, 174).

22. Paul’s phrase (Amos, 223). For similar sentiments, see, e.g., Mays, Amos, 151–52; Amsler, “Amos,” 240. Doan and Giles explain the visions as components of a structured prophetic drama (Prophets, Performance, and Power, 139–51).

23. This is Behrens’ term in Prophetische Visionsschilderungen im Alten Testament, 83–86.

24. For this verbal form in relation to prophetic visions, see, e.g., 2 Kgs 8:13; Jer 24:1; Ezek 11:25; Zech 3:1. Eidevall (Amos, 194) says that this phrase is parallel to the messenger formula (Thus says [ʾădōnāy] Yahweh; cf. 3:11; 5:3).

25. Paas, Creation and Judgment, 188–92. Becker tries to connect the first three visions to Gen 6:5–8, 8:21–22, and Exod 10 and characterize these judgments as cosmic (“Der Prophet als Fürbitter”), but the parallels are overstated. See Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 73–76.

26. Some connect the locusts to the armies of Assyria (e.g., Luther, Lectures on the Minor Prophets, 173–74; Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 328). Keil takes the meaning allegorically, with the king as Yahweh and the mowing as a reference to previous judgments (Minor Prophets, 306–7). John H. Hayes interprets the locusts as the armies of the conflict of his historical reconstruction (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 202–3). Jason Radine suggests that the vision reports could have served as “curse aversion texts” to stave off divine judgment (“Vision and Curse Aversion in the Book of Amos,” in “I Lifted My Eyes and Saw”: Reading Dream and Vision Reports in the Bible, ed. E. R. Hayes and L.-S. Tiemeyer, LHBOTS 584 [London: Bloomsbury, 2014], 84–100).

27. In addition to the commentaries, see, e.g., Dearman, Property Rights and the Eighth-Century Prophets, 31–33; Haroldo Reimer, Richtet auf das Recht!, 161–64.

28. For a detailed summary for 7:1–6, see Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 82–91. The following footnotes cite representative sources.

29. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 161; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 208; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 107; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 120–21; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 229; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 292; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 112; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 123; cf. BHS.

30. Calvin waxes eloquent of the interplay between the prophet’s calling to announce judgment and his need to show compassion and how this is a lesson for Christian ministers (Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 331). In contrast, Jeremias says that the prophet’s feelings are unknowable (The Book of Amos, 125).

31. Walter Brueggemann argues that the prophet here functions as a covenant mediator (“Amos’s Intercessory Formula,” VT 19 [1969]: 385–99; cf. Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 207). Lessing cites the patriarchal promises (Amos, 446).

32. J. Hausmann, “sālaḥ,” TDOT 10:258–65; J. P. J. Olivier, “slh,” NIDOTTE 3:259–64. In Lev 4–5, the term is also associated with unintentional sin. This is not the case in the book of Amos. Tg. reflects the connection with sin: “Forgive the transgressions of the remnant of the house of Jacob. Who will stand and pray concerning their sins, for they are scattered?” (cf. Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 152–53). To state, as does Wolff, that “no guilt is in any way described” (Joel and Amos, 297) is to miss the context of the visions within the book.

33. Contra Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jonah, 232.

34. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 221; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 631–38; Lessing, Amos, 446; J. Gordon McConville, “‘How Can Jacob Stand? He Is So Small!’ (Amos 7:2): The Prophetic Word and the Re-Imagining of Israel,” in Israel’s Prophets and Israel’s Past, ed. Kelle and Moore, 132–51. McConville contends that from this point on, the referent “Israel” means the larger entity. He is followed by Robert Kuah Hnin Thang, The Theology of the Land in Amos 7–9 (Carlisle: Langham Monographs, 2014), 53–104.

35. See esp. Brueggemann, “Amos’s Intercessory Formula,” 386–90; Jeremias, Hosea und Amos, 259.

36. For the various rabbinic views, see Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 224–26; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 152–53, 249.

37. Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 109. Eidevall relates the descriptor to the state of the Judean exiles of the sixth century (Amos, 196).

38. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 209; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 250; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 190; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 223; Paul, Amos, 229; Bovati and Meynet, Le livre du prophète Amos, 284; Coggins, Joel and Amos, 139.

39. Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 206.

40. H.-J. Fabry, “nḥm,” TDOT 9:340–55; Mike Butterworth, “nḥm,” NIDOTTE 3:81– 83; cf. J. Goldingay, Israel’s Faith, 84–96; R. B. Chisholm Jr., “Does God ‘Change His Mind’?,” BibSac 152 (1995): 387–99; T. E. Fretheim, “Divine Dependence upon the Human: An Old Testament Perspective,” ExAud 13 (1997): 1–15. For Amos, see Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 638–79. Lessing locates this discussion within the Lutheran law-gospel framework (Amos, 447–49).

41. E.g., Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 330–31. From his Lutheran perspective, Lessing says that this change reflects a “change of verdict from Law to Gospel” (Amos, 447–49).

42. Carroll R., “‘I Will Send Fire.’”

43. Many commentators delete this combination of divine names as a gloss; e.g., Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 122; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 190; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 232; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 293; Mays, Amos, 130; Amsler, “Amos,” 225; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 113; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 124. For more details, see Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 91–92.

44. See James Limburg, “Amos 7:4: A Judgment with Fire?,” CBQ 35 [1973]: 346–49; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 203; Paul, Amos, 230–31; Garrett, Amos, 209– 10; Barthélemy, Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 675–76; cf. LXX; Vulg.; Tg.; DCH 7:478.

45. Some connect the judgment by fire to covenant curses (Deut 28:24; cf. 32:22). See Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 372; Lessing, Amos, 453–54; cf. Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 110. John H. Hayes relates the phrase to the political turmoil postulated in his historical reconstruction (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 203–4). Linville proposes that Amos is challenged to dispute with God about his fire (Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 136).

46. See Delbert R. Hillers, “Amos 7,4 and Ancient Parallels,” CBQ 26 (1964): 221– 25; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 292–93; Mays, Amos, 130; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 113; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 370; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 746–47; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 220–21, 224; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 123; cf. NRSV. Other options include (1) lahebet [or lahab] ʾēš (“a flame of fire”; cf. Ps 29:7; e.g., Robinson, The Book of Amos, 37; Sellin Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 249; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 122; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 222; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43–44; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 232; Amsler, “Amos,” 225; cf. NEB; BHS, but see BHQ, 86*); (2) S. Mittmann proposes vocalizing as an infinitive absolute (lārōb) for: “Someone called for becoming great in the fire”—i.e., a summons for a theophanic appearance in judgment (“Der Rufende im Feuer [Amos 7:4],” JNSL 20 [1994]: 165–70); (3) Michael R. Simone emends to qōrēʾ lərekeb ʾēš: “He was calling for a chariot of fire” (“A ‘Chariot of Fire’ in Amos 7:4: A Text Critical Solution for qōrēʾ lārīb bāʾēš,” VT 66, [2016]: 456–71). For a detailed survey of options, see Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 87–90.

47. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 89; Harper, Joel and Amos, 163–64; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 108–9; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 203; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 190–91; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 110; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 298; Amsler, “Amos,” 225; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 253; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 129; Garrett, Amos, 210.

48. Debates about an allusion here to a primordial combat between deities or to a possible connection between the deep and Sheol are misplaced. See David Tsumura, Creation and Destruction: A Reappraisal of the ChaosKampf Theory in the Old Testament (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 36–57; Johnston, Shades of Sheol, 114–24. Keil equates the deep with the “heathen world” of nations, that great sea of peoples who will be destroyed by judgment that Israel will also suffer (Minor Prophets, 308–9).

49. For the various rabbinic views, see Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 227–28; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 153.

50. Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 333–34; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 164; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 204; Thang, The Theology of the Land in Amos 7–9, 72–74; cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 747–49.

51. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 233; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 298–99; Paul, Amos, 232; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 129; Garrett, Amos, 210.

52. Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 203; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 109; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 123; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 251; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 223; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 192; Mays, Amos, 131; Eidevall, Amos, 194. Some LXX manuscripts read “the portion of the Lord.”

53. Tg. has additional wording, as in v. 2. See p. 399 n. i above.

54. Behrens calls this literary shift a dramatischen Fortschritt, a “dramatic progression” (Prophetische Visionsschilderungen im Alten Testament, 86).

55. For more details, see the introductory comments to 7:10–17, p. 418.

56. Not all those who do comment on its authenticity (e.g., Mays, Amos, 133). Note, however, Gese, “Komposition bei Amos,” 78; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 237, 239–40; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 117; Paul, Amos, 236; P. R. Noble, “Amos and Amaziah in Context: Synchronic and Diachronic Approaches to Amos 7–8,” CBQ 60 (1998): 423–39.

57. With different redactional schemes, see, e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 295, 301; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 755; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 142; Eidevall, Amos, 201–2; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 78–79; Ackroyd, “A Judgment Narrative between Kings and Chronicles?”; Christo Lombaard, “What Is Isaac Doing in Amos 7?,” in A Critical Study of the Pentateuch: An Encounter between Europe and Africa, ed. E. Otto and J. LeRoux, Altes Testament und Moderne 20 (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2005), 152–59.

58. See esp. H. G. M. Williamson, “The Prophet and the Plumb-Line: A Redaction-Critical Study of Amos 7,” in In Quest of the Past: Studies on Israelite Religion, Literature and Prophetism, ed. A. S. van der Woude, OTS 26 (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 101–21; cf. Meindert Dijkstra, “‘I Am Neither a Prophet nor a Prophet’s Pupil’: Amos 7:9–17 as the Presentation of a Prophet like Moses,” in The Elusive Prophet, ed. de Moor, 105–28.

59. Positions include (1) soon after Amos: Wolff, Joel and Amos, 295; R. E. Clements, “Amos and the Politics of Israel,” in Storia e tradizioni di Israele, ed. Garrone and Israel, 49–64; (2) a Deuteronomic redactor: Ackroyd, “A Judgment Narrative between Kings and Chronicles?”; Vermeylen, Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 565–67; Williamson, “The Prophet and the Plumb-Line,” 113–21; Martha E. Campos, “Structure and Meaning in the Third Vision of Amos (7:7–17),” JHS 11 (2011): 2–28; cf. Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 82–95; (3) Amos tradents: Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 111–12; (4) Postexilic: Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 252–54; (5) without specification: Amsler, “Amos,” 227.

60. A detailed survey of research is Michael Weigl, “Eine ‘unendliche Geschichte’: ʾnk (Am 7,7–8),” Bib 76 (1995): 343–87; cf. Barthélemy, Critique Textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 677–79; Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 105–9.

61. Garrett, Amos, 214.

62. For a discussion, see Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 223–29; Glenny, Amos, 126–27.

63. See rabbinic options in Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 229–31; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 154, 251. Sweeney connects the term to “plaster” in Rabbinic Hebrew (The Twelve Prophets, 254–55).

64. In addition to the commentaries, see Niditch, The Symbolic Vision in Biblical Tradition, 21–34; James K. Hoffmeier, “Once Again the ‘Plumb Line’ Vision of Amos 7.7–9,” in Boundaries of the Ancient Near Eastern World: A Tribute to Cyrus H. Gordon, ed. M. Lubetski et al., JSOTSup 273 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 304–19 (Hoffmeier provides images of plummets in ancient Egypt); Benjamin J. Noonan, “There and Back Again: ‘Tin’ or ‘Lead’ in Amos 7:7–9?,” VT 63 (2013): 299–307. Williamson argues that the prophet is the plumb-line (“The Prophet and the Plumb-Line”).

65. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 754.

66. The foundational article is Benno Landsberger, “Tin and Lead: The Adventures of Two Vocables,” JNES 24 (1965): 285–96. Hoffmeier (“Once Again the ‘Plumb Line’ Vision of Amos 7.7–9”), Williamson (“The Prophet and the Plumb-Line”), and Sweeney (The Twelve Prophets, 254) argue that plumb lines may have been made of tin and that ancients were not precise in distinguishing tin from lead.

67. Gilbert Brunet, “La vision de l’étain: Réinterpretation d’Amos VII 7–9,” VT 16 (1966): 387–95; William L. Holladay, “Once More, ʾănak = ‘Tin,’ Amos VII 7–8,” VT 20 (1970): 492–94; C. Van Leeuwen, “Quelques problèmes de traduction dans les visions d’Amos chapitre 7,” in Übersetzung und Deutung: Studien zu dem Alten Testament und seiner Umwelt, Alexander Reinard Hulst gewidmet von Freunden und Kollegen, ed. A. R. Hulst (Nijkerk: G. F. Callenbach, 1977), 103–12; Bovati and Meynet, Le livre du prophète Amos, 293–94, 296–97. Gese says that the use of this foreign word implies that the threat will come from the Assyrians (“Komposition bei Amos,” 81); cf. Morgenstern, “Amos Studies,” HUCA 11 (1936): 99–100; Auld, Amos, 20; Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 122. Jeremias relates the second use of ʾănāk to weapons, the first to a wall (The Book of Amos, 131–32). John H. Hayes relates the tin in 7:7–8 to his historical reconstruction of political upheaval (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 205–6).

68. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 234–35; cf. Clements, “Amos and the Politics of Israel,” 24–25.

69. Jean Ouellette, “Le mur d’étain dans Amos VII, 7–9,” RB 80 (1973): 321–31.

70. Walter Beyerlin, Bleilot, Brecheisen oder was sonst? Revision einer Amos-Vision, OBO 81 (Freiburg, Switz.: Universitätsverlag; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988).

71. Landsberger, “Tin and Lead,” 287; Paul, Amos, 235; Lessing, Amos, 461.

72. See esp. Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 111–20.

73. My people Israel here and in 8:2 (and 9:14), refers to the Northern Kingdom, not Judah and Israel together, contra, e.g., Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 115; Thang, The Theology of the Land in Amos 7–9, 68–72; cf. Cripps’s comment on 7:9 (A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 226–27).

74. A similar construction (ʿbr ʿl) to the one here (ʿbr l) conveys the same sense (HALOT, 779; DCH 6:235); cf. Prov 19:11; Mic 7:18.

75. For a succinct summary, see James R. Linville, “Visions and Voices: Amos 7–9,” Bib 80 (1999): 30–34; Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 138–40.

76. In addition to the sources in n. 75, see, e.g., Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 373; Donald E. Gowan, Theology of the Prophetic Books (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 27; Gese, “Komposition bei Amos,” 81–82; Ouellette, “Le mur d’étain dans Amos VII, 7–9,” 329–30; Tzvi Novick, “Duping the Prophet: On ʾnk (Amos 7.8b) and Amos’s Visions,” JSOT 33 (2008): 115–28. Sweeney claims the noun “groaning” (ʾănāḥâ) is a possibility (The Twelve Prophets, 255).

77. Coote, Amos among the Prophets, 92; Eidevall, Amos, 199–200; Hoffmeier, “Once Again the ‘Plumb Line’ Vision of Amos 7.7–9,” 317.

78. Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 133; Alan Cooper, “The Meaning of Amos’s Third Vision (Amos 7:7–9),” in Tehillah le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies in Honor of Moshe Greenberg, ed. M. Cogan, B. L. Eichler, and J. H. Tigay (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997), 13–21.

79. This play on words also connects back to v. 8, in the midst (bəqereb).

80. For general discussions, see Emerton, “The Biblical High Place,” D. L. Petter, “High Places,” DOTHB, 413–18.

81. Keil, Minor Prophets, 310; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 124; Lessing, Amos, 466.

82. Jeremias believes that the mention of high places is a deliberate link by Amos’s tradents to Hosea, so that the messages of both prophets would be taken together (The Book of Amos, 142).

83. These may have been acceptable places until Hezekiah’s and Josiah’s reforms (1 Kgs 3:2; 2 Kgs 18:3–6, 22–23). That they continued in use afterward is evident by their mention in Jeremiah (2:20; 3:6, 13; etc.). See Harper, Amos and Hosea, 166; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 204; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 308–9; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 112–13; Paul, Amos, 236.

84. Though most scholars see Isaac arising from a Southern tradition (which can affect ideas about the provenance of 7:9, 16), A. Van Selms argues for an old Northern Isaac tradition that was eventually lost (“Isaac in Amos,” OTWSA 7/8 [1966]: 157–65).

85. C. Levin contends that the Jeroboam of 7:9 is Jeroboam I and that the connection with Jeroboam II is secondary (“Amos und Jeroboam I,” VT 45 [1995]: 307–17).

86. E.g., Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 252; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 117; Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 253.

87. E.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 316; Eidevall, Amos, 204; Gene M. Tucker, “Prophetic Authenticity: A Form-Critical Study of Amos 7:10–17,” Int 27 (1973): 428, 430.

88. He is called simply the priest at Bethel. Amaziah was probably the principal priest among several (note Andersen and Freedman’s comments on his name and office in Amos, 765–66). Some rabbinic commentators believed that Amaziah was an idolatrous priest (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 235; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 155).

89. See “The Challenge of the Data” above, pp. 1–6. Many commentators assume or argue for the passage’s essential historicity; cf. Ludwig Schmidt, “Die Amazja-Erzählung (Am 7,10–17) und der historische Amos,” ZAW 119 (2007): 221–35.

90. A. R. Davis suggests that the construction of a temenos wall around the altar in the Stratum II, Area T-Center at Dan would have restricted access to that altar in the eighth century. He proposes that this kind of religious control of cultic spaces, probably connected to governmental centralization, could be reflected in 7:10–17 (Tel Dan in Its Northern Cultic Context, 89–95, 150–51, 175–76).

91. J. J. M. Roberts, “Prophets and Kings: A New Look at the Royal Persecution of Prophets against Its Near Eastern Background,” in A God So Near: Essays on Old Testament Theology in Honor of Patrick D. Miller, ed. B. A. Strawn and N. R. Bowen (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 341–54; J. Blake Couey, “Amos vii 10–17 and Royal Attitudes Toward Prophecy in the Ancient Near East,” VT 58 (2008): 300–314; S. B. Parker, “The Lachish Letters and Official Reactions to Prophecies,” in Uncovering Ancient Stones: Essays in Memory of H. Neil Richardson, ed. L. M. Hopfe (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 65–78. Nissinen recognizes commonalities with ancient Near Eastern data, but his position that the prophetic books are ideological products of Second Temple scribes tempers his stance on the historicity of similar biblical reports (Ancient Prophecy, 292–96).

92. Gordis, “The Composition and Structure of Amos,” 247–50; “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 249–53; John D. W. Watts, Vision and Prophecy in Amos, 1–7, 64–68; for other biographical views, see, e.g., Mays, Amos, 134; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 130; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 67–69.

93. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 311.

94. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 151, 211; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 190–93, 253; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 258; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 79–82.

95. John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 231.

96. Amsler, “Amos,” 228.

97. E.g., Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 311; Ackroyd, “A Judgment Narrative between Kings and Chronicles?”; Dijkstra, “I Am Neither a Prophet nor a Prophet’s Pupil,” 114–19; Radine, The Book of Amos in Emergent Judah, 38–40; cf. Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 130.

98. E.g., Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 683.

99. Utzschneider, “ Die Amazjaerzählung (Am 7,10–17) zwischen Literatur und Historie”; Bulkeley, “Amos 7,1–8,3”; Behrens, Prophetische Visionsschilderungen im Alten Testament, 88–92.

100. For modern commentators, see Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 114; Lessing, Amos, 479–80; Pfeifer, Die Theologie des Propheten Amos, 75; cf. Noble, “Amos and Amaziah in Context,” 436–38.

101. E.g., Mays, Amos, 134; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 308–10.

102. In addition to some of the commentaries, see Vermeylen, Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 565–67; Williamson, “The Prophet and the Plumb-Line,” 113–21; Jürgen Werlitz, “Amos und sein Biograph: Zur Entstehung und Intention der Prophetenerzählung Am 7,10–17,” BZ 44 (2000): 248–49; Dijkstra, “ ‘I Am Neither a Prophet nor a Prophet’s Pupil,” 119–26; Campos, “Structure and Meaning in the Third Vision of Amos (7:7–17).”

103. See esp. Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 82–89.

104. Although portions of the passage may be earlier (such as vv. 10–15); e.g., Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 254–56; Radine, The Book of Amos in Emergent Judah, 182–97; Werlitz, “Amos und sein Biograph”; Eidevall, Amos, 202.

105. For the former possibility, see Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 252; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 130 (but see 133). For the latter, see Eidevall, Amos, 202; cf. Kapelrud, Central Ideas in Amos, 11.

106. See “Authorship” in the introduction, p. 37. Note that Amaziah’s fate is also left unknown.

107. In “Commanding the Prophets,” 517–32, and Channels of Prophecy: The Social Dynamics of Prophetic Activity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), T. W. Overholt locates Amos within the anthropological discussion of how prophets in diverse cultures establish their public authority. Another anthropological approach is G. Ramírez, “The Social Location of the Prophet Amos in Light of the Group/Grid Anthropological Model,” in Prophets and Paradigms, ed. S. B. Reid, 112–24.

108. In Deuteronomistic fashion, Amos would be another in the line of Moses (Deut 18:15–19), who is privy to God’s direction (3:7; 7:14–17), intercedes (7:1–6), announces the end of a dynasty (cf., e.g., 1 Kgs 14:7–11; 2 Kgs 9:7–10), and decrees exile (cf. 2 Kgs 17:23; 25:21) (Dijkstra, “I Am Neither a Prophet nor a Prophet’s Pupil”). Like Jeremiah, Amos confronts religious leaders.

109. E.g., Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 137.

110. Note Möller, “‘Hear This Word Against You’,” 515–17.

111. Contra Wolff, Joel and Amos, 308.

112. The verb ʾmr (“say”) occurs seven times (vv. 10–12, 14–17), nbʾ (“prophesy”) four times (vv. 12, 13, 15–16), ʿnh (“answer”) once (v. 14), and nṭp once (v. 16); dābār (“word”) appears twice (vv. 10, 16).

113. E.g., Mays, Amos, 136; Amsler, “Amos,” 229; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 237; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 768; Paul, Amos, 240; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 138; R. Bach, “Erwägungen zu Amos 7, 14,” in Die Botschaft und die Boten: Festschrift für Hans Walter Wolff zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Jörg Jeremias and L. Perlitt (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1981), 203–16. Calvin sees the exchange as a Satanic strategy to discourage the prophet from continuing to prophesy (Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 339).

114. Campos discerns a chiasm in 7:11–17 (“Structure and Meaning in the Third Vision of Amos [7:7–17],” 11–17).

115. A waw-consecutive preterite verbal form. See Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 255–56; Garrett, Amos, 218; Dijkstra, “‘I Am Neither a Prophet nor a Prophet’s Pupil’,” 114; contra Cripps, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Amos, 311.

116. According to John H. Hayes’s historical reconstruction, Jeroboam would have been present in Bethel when Amos delivered his message (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 231–32).

117. George Adam Smith says that the lack of a descriptor of Amos in Amaziah’s report implies that he “was already known in Israel, perhaps one on whom the authorities had long kept their eye” (Amos, Hosea, Micah, 113).

118. Some contend that the verb is used only for those residing within a country, not for outsiders (e.g., 1 Kgs 16:16, 20; 2 Kgs 10:9; 15:15, 30), but that is too restrictive. For this limited view, see Y. Hoffman, “Did Amos Consider Himself a Nabi?,” VT 27 (1977): 211; Rosenbaum, Amos of Israel, 37–40.

119. The verb qšr occurs four times in 2 Kings 15 (vv. 10, 15, 25, 30). The noun qešer appears twice (vv. 15, 30).

120. Some argue that this scene occurs at a particular festival. E.g., see Morgenstern, “Amos Studies II,” 40–53; John D. W. Watts, Vision and Prophecy in Amos, 4, 66–68; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 231–32. Others do not specify a feast. See, e.g., Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 211; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 196–97.

121. Thang argues that “house of Israel,” “Israel,” and “land” in vv. 10–11, 17 refer to the totality of historic Israel, the Northern and Southern Kingdoms together (The Theology of the Land in Amos 7–9, 87–102; cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 116–21). This is difficult to defend when the setting is a Northern sanctuary, the adversary is the priest at that sanctuary, Jeroboam is called the king of Israel, and Amos is told to go back to Judah (with the text thereby making a distinction between the two kingdoms).

122. The parallel use of the verb kwl (“bear, endure”) in Jer 20:9 is a sharp contrast in regard to the response to a word from God (Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 767–68; Lessing, Amos, 470).

123. The disagreements are cited by some as evidence of the authenticity of Amaziah’s words; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 310; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 131.

124. The placement of by the sword at the beginning of Amaziah’s sentence is emphatic.

125. For this reason, Maag adds “and against the house of Israel with exile” to v. 9b to anticipate Amaziah’s words (Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 48–49).

126. This view is not new. See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 236–67; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 155; Luther, Lectures on the Minor Prophets, 177; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 206; cf. Eidevall, Amos, 207.

127. Keil, Minor Prophets, 311–12; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 169; Mays, Amos, 135; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 115; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 253; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 212; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 233; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 767.

128. In both 7:11 and 7:17, the prediction of exile is emphatic: Israel will surely go into exile (infinitive absolute plus imperfect of the same verbal root, glh).

129. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 90.

130. Sweeney says that it is too much to expect exact accuracy of Amos when he himself said he was not a prophet (The Twelve Prophets, 257–58)!

131. Some see the omission of the religious realm in the message as deliberate (Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 340–42; Paul, Amos, 240).

132. Older commentators wax eloquent about the opposition between the true word of God and the machinations of those who compromise that truth. See Luther, Lectures on the Minor Prophets, 176; Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 339–40; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 114–16; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 228.

133. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 170; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 131–32.

134. Keil, Minor Prophets, 312; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 212; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 206; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 254; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 230; Mays, Amos, 136; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 310; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 375–76; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 237; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 213; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 258; Lessing, Amos, 484.

135. Contra Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 254; Weiser, Die Prophetie des Amos, 261–62; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 197; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 234.

136. Some associate the term “seer” (ḥōzeh) specifically with Judean prophets. Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel, 254–57, 266–70; Petersen, The Roles of Israel’s Prophets, 52–58; cf. Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 213–14; Thang, The Theology of the Land in Amos 7–9, 95–98.

137. Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 197; Garrett, Amos, 220.

138. “Seer” and “prophet” appear in parallel in 1 Sam 9:9; 2 Sam 24:11; 2 Kgs 17:13; Isa 29:10. See, e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 310–11; Amsler, “Amos,” 229; Paul, Amos, 240–41; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 258; Eidevall, Amos, 260.

139. A related verb, nûs, occurs in 2:16; 5:19; 9:1. It, too, refers to escaping from danger. It is difficult to establish differences between the two; cf. J. Reindl, “nws,” TDOT 9:287–90.

140. J. Gamaroni, “brḥ,” TDOT 2:250. Rosenbaum argues that the verb means to “cross a border or boundary in order to escape jurisdiction to which one is normally subject”—i.e., to a country not one’s own. This contention would buttress his view that Amos is a Northerner (Amos of Israel, 35–37). This view stretches the evidence.

141. Note the insightful essays by Francisco O. García-Treto, “A Reader-Response Approach to Prophetic Conflict: The Case of Amos 7:10–17,” in The New Literary Criticism and the Hebrew Bible, ed. J. C. Exum and D. J. A. Clines, JSOTSup 143 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 114–24; Miriam Y. Perkins, “The Politics of Voice: Reflections on Prophetic Speech as Voices from the Margin,” in Enemies and Friends of the State: Ancient Prophecy in Context, ed. C. A. Rollston (University Park, PA: Eisenbrauns, 2018), 25–56 (esp. 36–41).

142. Åke Viberg argues that Amos’s tone is ironic (“Amos 7:14: A Case of Subtle Irony,” TynBul 47 [1996]: 91–114.)

143. For a thorough survey of issues and options, see Erasmus Gass, Menschliches Handeln und Sprechen im Horizont Gottes: Aufsätze zur biblischen Theologie, FAT I 100 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 108–30; David B. Ridge, “On the Possible Interpretations of Amos 7:14,” VT 68 (2018): 620–42.

144. GKC §141f; IBHS §4.5c. For the ancient and modern versions, see the translation notes.

145. Keil, Minor Prophets, 312; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 171; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 207; Mays, Amos, 134, 137–39; Amsler, “Amos,” 230–31; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 127–28; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 778; Niehaus, “Amos,” 462–63; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 135, 139–40; Lessing, Amos, 487–88; Eidevall, Amos, 209; H. H. Rowley, “Was Amos a Nabi?,” in Festschrift Otto Eissfeldt zum 60. Geburtstage 1. September 1947, ed. J. Fück (Halle an der Saale: Max Niemeyer, 1947), 191–97; Reventlow, Das Amt des Propheten bei Amos, 20; Bach, “Erwägungen zu Amos 7, 14.”

146. Denying that he is of the prophetic guild does not necessarily imply that Amos is critical of it. Positive appraisals of prophets appear at 2:11–12 and 3:7. Jack P. Lewis argues that “prophet” and “son of a prophet” are synonymous and do not have different referents (“‘A Prophet’s Son’ [Amos 7:14] Reconsidered,” ResQ 49 [2007]: 229–40). Some rabbinic commentators held that Amos is denying being the biological son of a prophet (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 240).

147. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 212–13; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 232–33; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 198; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 117; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 249–50, 256–57; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 312–13; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 235–36; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 214–15; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 239–40; Finley, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, 293–94; Bovati and Meynet, Le livre du prophète Amos, 299–300; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 260; Coggins, Joel and Amos, 144–45; Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 144–45; Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 256; cf. Gass, Menschliches Handeln und Sprechen im Horizont Gottes, 108–30.

148. Another solution is to claim that the ambiguity is intentional, but that may be more of a modern literary view and not the original intent. For this view, see Paul, Amos, 238, 243–47; Garrett, Amos, 222. Ridge believes that, in the end, both the present and past tense options make the same rhetorical point that Amos is not prophesying for personal gain but out of obedience to God (“On the Possible Interpretations of Amos 7:14”).

149. Ackroyd, “A Judgment Narrative Between Kings and Chronicles?,” 83–84.

150. H. Neil Richardson, “A Critical Note on Amos 7:14,” JBL 85 (1966): 89.

151. Ziony Zevit, “A Misunderstanding at Bethel—Amos VII 12–17,” VT 25 (1975): 783–90; “Expressing Denial in Biblical Hebrew and Mishnaic Hebrew, and in Amos,” VT 29 (1979): 505–8; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 374, 376. For a critique, see Y. Hoffmann, “Did Amos Regard Himself as a Nābîʾ?,” VT 27 (1977): 209–12.

152. See esp. Steiner, Stockmen from Tekoa, 66–70.

153. For discussion, see the exposition at 1:1. Another proposed emendation changes bôqēr to dôqēr (“piercer”) for “I am a piercer and tender of sycomore figs” (Lawrence Zalcman, “Piercing the Darkness at bôqēr [Amos VII 14],” VT 30 [1980]: 252–55).

154. Steiner, Stockmen from Tekoa, 47 (the etymology, meaning, and provenance appear on pp. 32–48); cf. T. J. Wright, “Amos and the ‘Sycomore Fig’,” VT 26 (1976): 362–68; King, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 116–17; Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel, 128–29.

155. These trees were also known as an inexpensive source for roof timber (Stockmen from Tekoa, 23–31), which could explain David’s interest in their cultivation (1 Chr 27:28).

156. Tg. specifies the Shephelah (see the translation notes). Rosenbaum uses the geographical location as part of his contention that Amos was a “Northern Kingdom functionary, one of whose jobs was the oversight of sycamore trees held by the crown” (Amos of Israel, 47–50).

157. Few mention this issue. Scholars suggesting that Amos owned the property (or saying that the trees served for additional income) include Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 212; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 314; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 255; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 118; cf. Tg. For leasing the land, see esp. Steiner, Stockmen from Tekoa.

158. Steiner, Stockmen from Tekoa, 105–11.

159. Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 377; Niehaus, “Amos,” 463.

160. This is another reason for discounting the view that my people Israel refers to all of God’s people, Israel and Judah. Those who take this view include Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 236–37; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 118–20.

161. Note Steiner, Stockmen from Tekoa, 91–95. From a very different perspective, Eidevall perceptively suggests that the Davidic allusion reflects the book’s pro-Judean ideology (Amos, 211).

162. At 3:1, 5:1 the admonition is, Hear this word; in this verse it is, Hear the word of Yahweh.

163. Other prophetic critiques of priests include 1 Sam 2:27–36; Isa 28:7; Jer 20:1–6; Hos 4:4–9; 5:1; 6:9; 10:5; Mic 3:11. Paul (Amos, 252) mentions other occasions on which those who tell prophets not to prophesy receive a special word of condemnation (e.g., Jer 11:21–23; 18:18–23; 20:1–6; Mic 2:6–11).

164. Some scholars note the shift in prepositions between vv. 15 (to [ʾel] my people Israel) and 16 (against [ʿal] Israel), but its significance is hard to judge in light of their fluidity in Hebrew. Note, e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 315; Eidevall, Amos, 211.

165. In 4:1, the call to hear is also coupled with the speech of the guilty (also in participial form, who say).

166. Linville observes the play on sounds between lō-tôsîp(do not … anymore) in v. 13 and lōʾ taṭṭîp in v. 16 (Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 147).

167. The idea may be that God’s word flows out. The metaphor is challenging. See H. Madl, “nāṭap,” TDOT 9:399–400.

168. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 315; cf. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 172; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 237; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 118; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 315; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 217; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 141; HALOT, 694.

169. “Incite a mob” (NETS). Dines translates LXX as “play the charlatan” (“The Septuagint of Amos,” 244); cf. Glenny, Amos, 133.

170. E.g., Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 377; also, according to his historical reconstruction, John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 240. Wolff believes that the Isaac-Beersheba connection (Beersheba is mentioned in 5:5; 8:14) could suggest a link to Edomite wisdom (Amos the Prophet, 78–80).

171. The action of the sword will extend more broadly in 9:1, 4, 10.

172. For the curses of harlotry and the humiliation of women in warfare, see the treaty of the Assyrian king Asshur-nirari V with Mat’ilu (ANET, 532–33) and stele 1 from Sefire (“The Inscriptions of Bar-ga’yah and Mat‘el from Sefire,” trans. J. A. Fitzmyer [COS 2.82:214]).

173. Keil, Minor Prophets, 313; Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 91; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 214; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 173; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 209; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 237; Mays, Amos, 140; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 251, 259; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 141; cf. NJPS note.

174. Trimm, Fighting for the King and the Gods, 311–436 (for the Assyrians and women, see 360–63); Peggy L. Day, “ ‘Until I Come and Take You Away to a Land Like Your Own’: A Gendered Look at Siege Warfare and Mass Deportation,” in Women in Antiquity: Real Women across the Ancient World, ed. S. L. Budin and J. MacIntosh Turfa, Rewriting Antiquity (London: Routledge, 2016), 521–32.

175. Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 255; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 118–19; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 315; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 200; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 240; Paul, Amos, 250; Niehaus, “Amos,” 464–65; Eidevall, Amos, 212. Some rabbinic commentators believed that she would play the harlot willingly with the foreign troops, with this as a further indictment of the character of the priest’s family (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 245; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 157; cf. Gary V. Smith, Amos, 242).

176. Osty, Amos–Osée, 52; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 260–61; Lessing, Amos, 493; Garrett, Amos, 227.

177. Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 256–57.

178. A few scholars question whether this clause, or part of it, is a later addition; e.g., Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 214; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 256; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 50; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 307. Paul observes that the five clauses of v. 17 are another of the book’s pentads (Amos, 250).

179. For discussions in addition to the commentaries, note Eslinger, “The Education of Amos,” 49–52; Linville, “Visions and Voices,” 34–37; Bulkeley, “Amos 7,1–8,3”; Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, esp. 156–57.

180. The first two visions also begin in this manner (7:1, 4).

181. The shorter a saying of Yahweh appears at 2:11, 16; 3:10, 15; 4:3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11; 9:7, 8.

182. E.g., Weiser, Die Prophetie des Amos, 258; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 318; Eidevall, Amos, 214; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 97–98.

183. E.g., Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 143–46; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 96–102.

184. Harper reorganizes ch. 8 as 8:1–2, 4–9, 3, 10–14 (Amos and Hosea, 174); Maag reorders chs. 7–9 as 7:1–8; 8:1–2; 9:1–4; 7:9; 8:3; 7:10–17; 8:4–14 (Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 43–56). Sellin places v. 3 after 7:9 (Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 249, 252).

185. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 318.

186. E.g., Vermeylen, Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 567; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 97–98.

187. E.g., Eidevall, Amos, 197. Some recent scholars date the fourth vision in its entirety to this period. See “Introduction to the Visions” above, p. 393.

188. Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 48.

189. Eliminating both “on that day” and “a saying of Yahweh” are Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 215; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 256; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 238; cf. BHS.

190. The word is deleted as dittography by Harper (Amos and Hosea, 180, 182), Maag (Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 48), Mays (Amos, 140), Amsler, “Amos,” 233; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 200–201. The idea is that instead there was an original mem suffix (third-person masculine plural) on the verb (“cast them out”).

191. Many scholars delete ʾădōnāy (e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 317; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 378; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 124).

192. In addition to the commentaries, see Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel, 37–38; King, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 115–16. Qayiṣ can also mean simply “summer” (cf. 3:15).

193. For the fig, see Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel, 114–16.

194. COS 2:222. Bruce D. Rahten suggests the same play on words occurs in the Gezer Calendar as in this passage and that Amos possibly appeals to it for his purposes (“A Critical Note on Amos 8:1–2,” JBL 83 [1964]: 416–17).

195. Note that a joyous agricultural oracle of incredible abundance closes the book (9:13).

196. Those relating the verse to a feast include Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 256; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 240; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 238–39; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 134; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 262; John D. W. Watts, Vision and Prophecy in Amos, 69–74; Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 135. If the context is Tabernacles, the irony is great, as the feast also celebrated God’s gracious provision in the desert (Lev 23:33–43).

197. Another pun appears in 5:5, haggilgāl gālōh yigleh (“Gilgal will surely go into exile”).

198. In addition to the commentaries, see Al Wolters, “Wordplay and Dialect in Amos 8:1–2,” JETS 31 (1988): 407–10; cf. Richard C. Steiner, “On the Monophthongization of *ay to i in Phoenician and Northern Hebrew and the Preservation of Archaic/Dialectical Forms in the Masoretic Vocalization,” Or 76 (2007): 78–79; J. Blau, Phonology and Morphology of Biblical Hebrew, 8, 96–7.

199. This is also true in versions in other languages. E.g., Spanish: “‘Una canasta de fruta madura,’ respondí. ‘Ha llegado el tiempo de que Israel caiga como fruta madura…’” (Nueva Versión Internacional); “Yo le respondí: ‘Veo una canasta llena de fruta madura.’ Entonces Dios me dijo: ‘Israel está lleno de maldad…’” (Biblia para todos).

200. Motyer, The Message of Amos, 177.

201. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 240.

202. For these biographical approaches, see the introduction under “The Biographical and Contextual Argument,” pp. 53–54.

203. George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 118.

204. Smend, “Das Nein des Amos,” 415–16.

205. Willi-Plein comments, “Das Fragment bleibt mehr oder weniger unverständlich” (“The fragment remains more or less incomprehensible”) (Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 49). This a sharp contrast to Andersen and Freedman: “This is the simplest and clearest of the visions” (Amos, 794)!

206. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 91–92; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 215; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 180; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 118; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 241; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 48; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 200–201; Osty, Amos–Osée, 52; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 120; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 317, 319; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 238; Amsler, “Amos,” 233; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 118; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 219; Eidevall, Amos, 213; Pfeifer, Die Theologie des Propheten Amos, 78; Noble, “Amos and Amaziah in Context,” 432–35. Paul agrees with the concept but sees no need to emend the text. MT could be a “dialectical feminine plural” of the masculine, which in the singular, šîr, can refer to a singer; cf. Ezek 33:32 (Amos, 254–55; cf. Lessing, Amos, 500).

207. Other proposals are śārôt, “princesses” (Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 249, 252; cf. Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 120), or šûrâ, “wall” (Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 256–57; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 208; Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 161–64), with the idea that the walls figuratively wail because of losses in war (cf. Isa 3:26; 14:31; Lam 2:7–8).

208. Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 362; Keil, Minor Prophets, 314; Niehaus, “Amos,” 467; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 262; Garrett, Amos, 230–31; Olyan, Biblical Mourning, 130. See the rabbinic commentators in Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 248– 49; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 158.

209. Keil, Minor Prophets, 314; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 249; Osty, Amos– Osée, 52; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 317, 320; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 238, 240; Amsler, “Amos,” 233; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 219; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 143, 145; Lessing, Amos, 500, 503; Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 49; Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 256–67; some rabbinic commentators (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 248–49; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 158). Noble sees here a reference to the houses of the wealthy (“Amos and Amaziah in Context,” 432–33). Gary A. Rendsburg argues that the term meant “palace” in the Israelite dialect and “temple” in Judean texts. Hence, he opts for the former (How the Bible Is Written [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2019], 497).

210. Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 210; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 241; Mays, Amos, 141; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 252; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 262.

211. Scholars affirming the viability of both options include Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 798; Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 160–61.

212. Some scholars connect this verse (and 9:1) to the Jerusalem temple (see the exposition at 9:1); e.g., Eidevall, Amos, 214; Vermeylen, Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 567. Glenny suggests that the use of the article in LXX (tou naou) could suggest that the Jerusalem Temple is its interpretation (Amos, 136; cf. Dines, “The Septuagint of Amos,” 248).

213. That the phrase is used in 9:11 to begin the announcement of restoration reinforces the theme of reversal in the book: The day of judgment will be replaced by a day of blessing.

214. Olyan argues that this response is due in part to the ritual pollution of the temple by the dead bodies (Biblical Mourning, 124–36).

215. The verb šlk (hiphil) is used in combination with dead bodies in Josh 8:29; 10:27; 1 Kgs 13:24, 25, 28; 2 Kgs 9:25–26; Jer 22:19; 36:30; and Amos 4:3.

216. With most commentators, I understand the verbal form hišlîk to have impersonal force (see the translation notes); e.g., Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 210; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 256; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 241; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 318; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 118; Amsler, “Amos,” 233; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 378; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 799. Others emend to hušləkû (hophal, “they will be cast out”); see Harper, Amos and Hosea, 180–82; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 121; Eidevall, Amos, 213. Rudolph suggests the infinitive absolute hašlēk (Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 238). Some propose a specific subject: Yahweh (Keil, Minor Prophets, 314), the plague demon (Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 256), a survivor (Lessing, Amos, 500).

217. Some posit that the cause is pestilence; e.g., Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 212; Amsler, “Amos,” 233; Paul, Amos, 255.

218. See the provocative piece by Yvonne Sherwood, “Of Fruit and Corpses and Wordplay Visions: Picturing Amos 8:1–3,” JSOT 92 (2001): 5–27.

219. Auld, Amos, 19.

220. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 238; Paul, Amos, 255; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 799; Eidevall, Amos, 215; cf. ESV.

221. Most commentators will limit the exclamation to “Hush”; cf. NEB, NIV, NJB, NRSV, NJPS, HCSB. Some see no exclamations and take “Hush” adverbially as “in silence” (e.g., Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 241–42; Mays, Amos, 140; cf. NASB, NKJV, CEB).

222. Andersen and Freedman say that “the fragments in v. 3b could be the actual sobs of the mourners” (Amos, 799).

223. E.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 320; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 143.

224. E.g., Keil, Minor Prophets, 314; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 283, 320; Paul, Amos, 255; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 146; Eidevall, Amos, 210. Some say that no amount of wailing would help (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 248–49). For others, the superstition involves distress over the demonic (Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 256; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 201). Some rabbinic commentators say that this lies behind Isaiah’s words that Ephraim would no longer be a people after sixty-five years (hās has a numerical value of sixty-five). Some argue the vision continues the exchange with Amaziah, with him or Amos being told to keep silent (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 245; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 158–59).

225. Dorsey (The Literary Structure of the Old Testament, 284–85) posits that 8:4–8 is the beginning of a chiasm that stretches to the end of the book, with 9:5–7 as the center. Bovati and Meynet present v. 8 as the center of 8:4–14, with vv. 4–7 matching vv. 9–14 (Le livre du prophète Amos, 319, 327).

226. Many separate vv. 7 and 8. Those who consider vv. 4–8 a unit include, e.g., Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 121; Mays, Amos, 142–43; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 802–4; Paul, Amos, 256; Pfeifer, Die Theologie des Propheten Amos, 78–80. Several critical scholars also deem 8:4–8 a unit but emend or delete words or clauses. E.g., see Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 216–17; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 257; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 202; Hartmut Gese, “Amos 8,4–8: Der komische Frevel händlerischer Habgier,” in Prophet und Prophetenbuch: Festschrift für Otto Kaiser zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. V. Fritz, K.-F. Pohlmann, H.-C. Schmitt, BZAW 185 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 59–72.

227. Gordis (“Studies in the Book of Amos,” 58) observes that this series of interconnecting formulae with the catchword “day” (yôm), which helps unify the passage, is the same structural principle found in Isa 19 (bayyôm hahûh; vv. 16, 18, 19, 23, 24) and Mic 4–5 (ʾattâ and ʿattâ; 4:8, 9, 11, 14; 5:1).

228. T. Collins, “Threading as a Stylistic Feature of Amos.”

229. Limburg, “Sevenfold Structures in Amos,” 220; cf. Wendland, “The ‘Word of the Lord’ and the Organization of Amos,” 22; V. M. Wilson, Divine Symmetries, 177.

230. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 325.

231. Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 102, 103.

232. Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 145. A specific example is his discussion of the overlap between 8:4–7 and 2:6–7, arguing that 8:4–7 is a later reworking of that passage (Hosea und Amos, 231–43).

233. For summaries, even as each argues for his own position, see Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 257–69; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 96–110; cf. the exposition on 8:4–7; Fleischer, Von Menschenverkäufern, 174–86. The following footnotes cite a few examples of each position.

234. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 325–26, 332 (for all but 8:11–12); cf. Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 49 (time of Manasseh); Markert, Struktur und Bezeichnung des Scheltswort, 183–84.

235. E.g., Melugin, “The Formation of Amos,” 389; Williamson, “The Prophet and the Plumb-Line,” 118–19. For vv. 11–12, see Wolff, Joel and Amos, 326, 330. For vv. 13–14, see Vermeylen, Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 567–68.

236. E.g., Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 144–45; Eidevall, Amos, 216.

237. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 92; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 216–17; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 178; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 257–58; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 130; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 143; Markert, Struktur und Bezeichnung des Scheltswort, 180–82; cf. BHS. Willi-Plein deletes v. 6 (Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 50).

238. E.g., Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 245; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 54; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 202, 204; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 261; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 322; Fendler, “Zur Sozialkritik des Amos,” 41; Sicre, “Con los pobres de la tierra,” 137.

239. Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 257.

240. Among others, Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 93; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 217–18; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 176, 180; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 191; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 258; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 247; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 202; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 262; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 322; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 135; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 143, 149; Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 50.

241. See the exposition.

242. For surveys, see Markert, Struktur und Bezeichnung des Scheltswort, 189–97; Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 263–65 (he advocates a postexilic redaction).

243. Note that Behold, days are coming appears in 4:2 (cf. 9:13) and a saying of the Lord Yahweh occurs in multiple places in the book (e.g., 2:11, 16; 3:10, 13, 15; 4:5; 8:3).

244. In contexts of both judgment (e.g., 7:32; 9:24; 19:6) and future restoration (e.g., 16:14; 30:3; 31:27, 31, 38), as in Amos 8:11 and 9:13 respectively. Wolff (Joel and Amos, 330) and others claim that the combination of “hear” and “the words of Yahweh” occurs only at Jer 36:11; 37:2; 43:1. This is incorrect. First, the construction in 37:2 is different than what is found in Amos. The phrase is “listen to” (the verb šmʿ plus the preposition ʾel), whereas there is no preposition in Amos 8:11. Second, the verb “hear” does not appear in 43:1. Other passages with the combination are Josh 3:9; 1 Sam 15:1.

245. In addition to Markert and Rottzoll (see n. 242 above), see particularly: for all 8:11–12, Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 93; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 330; Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 50–51; for parts of these verses, e.g., Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 219; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 183; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 54; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 266; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 127; Amsler, “Amos,” 236.

246. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 219; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 259, 261; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 56; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 268. Some change “from thirst” (baṣṣāmāʾ) in 8:13 to “strong” (hāʾammiṣṣîm), resulting in “strong young men” as a parallel to “beautiful virgins.” See Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 261; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 55; cf. BHS, but see BHQ, 87*. Note Wolff’s comments in Joel and Amos, 323.

247. For a detailed discussion with an eye to the ethical import, see Sicre, “Con los pobres de la tierra,” 136–41; Los dioses olvidados, 112–16.

248. Andersen and Freedman note impressive assonance across these verses (Amos, 802–5; cf. Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 153). For instance, “put an end to” (šibbît) in v. 4 and “so that we can sell grain” (našbîrâ šeber) and “sabbath” (šabbāt) in v. 5.

249. This inclusio is also noted by Paul, Amos, 259.

250. The call in 3:1, 4:1, and 5:1 is Hear this word; in 3:13, it is Hear and testify.

251. For a discussion of this verbal form, see the exposition at 2:7.

252. My translation understands this clause as a continuation of the opening clause (see the translation notes). Some believe the infinitive communicates the motivation of this group (Gary V. Smith, Amos, 253; Lessing, Amos, 505).

253. Ellen F. Davies, Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading of the Bible (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 125–30.

254. This is the majority view, but not all agree. Some end the quote after v. 5a (so that we might offer grain for sale), after the addition there of the transposed last clause of v. 6 (and we sell the chaff of wheat) (e.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 261). The series of infinitives in vv. 5b–6 are then seen as a prophetic comment (Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 92; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 216; Sicre, “Con los pobres de la tierra,” 137).

255. For the new moon, see C. E. Armerding, “Feasts and Festivals,” DOTP, 304; for the sabbath, see P. A. Barker, “Sabbath, Sabbatical Year, Jubilee,” DOTP, 695–99. The hypothesis that a weekly sabbath did not arise until the postexilic period is not viable and cannot serve to date this passage later than the eighth century. In addition to Barker’s article, note Hallo, “New Moons and Sabbaths,” 1–18; Gerhard F. Hasel, “ ‘New Moon and Sabbath’ in Eighth Century Israelite Prophetic Writings (Isa 1:13; Hos 2:13; Amos 8:5),” in “Wünschet Jerusalem Frieden”: Collected Communications to the XIIth Congress of the International Organization for the Study of the Old Testament, Jerusalem 1986, ed. M. Augustin and K.-D. Schunk, BEATAJ 13 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1988), 37–64; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 105–7. For an example of a critical reconstruction, see Reinhard Achenbach, “Lex Sacra and Sabbath in the Pentateuch,” ZABR 22 (2016): 101–10.

256. Vesco understands the Hebrew differently so that their desire is that the new moon and sabbath come, not pass. He believed that this group saw the feasts as opportunities to sell their goods to those arriving to offer sacrifices (“Amos de Teqoa,” 502).

257. Rainer Kessler bases this option on the idea that the market abuses occurred later than the eighth century, with the first mention at Zeph 1:11 (“Die angeblichen Kornhändler von Amos viii 4–7,” VT 39 [1989]: 13–22). This is not tenable, not only biblically but also because such concerns are early and widespread in the ancient Near East (Paul, Amos, 258–59).

258. With different reconstructions, Fendler, “Zur Sozialkritik des Amos,” 50; Bendor, The Social Structure of Ancient Israel, 245–48; J. S. Holladay, “The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah.”

259. Helpful surveys of options are found in Sicre, “Con los pobres de la tierra,” 149–52; Houston, Contending for Justice, 61–65; “Exit the Oppressed Peasant?”

260. Borowski describes bār as “clean grain” that is the final result of winnowing. He does not mention šeber (Agriculture in Iron Age Israel, 65–69, 89).

261. For weights, measures, and scales, see King, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 22–23; King and Stager, Life in Biblical Israel, 195–200. The ephah was about 20–22 liters; the shekel was equivalent to 11.4 grams of silver.

262. Contra Jeremias (The Book of Amos, 148), this pairing with 2:6 argues against 8:6 being figurative. Of course, a figurative interpretation goes hand-in-hand with a more literal understanding.

263. For discussion, see at 2:6. Note esp. Fleischer, Von Menschenkäufern, 195–98.

264. E.g., Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 211; Amsler, “Amos,” 234; Andersen and Freedman, 813; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 148; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 264; Eidevall, Amos, 219; Pfeifer, Die Theologie des Propheten Amos, 79.

265. E.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 261, 263–64; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 124; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 384; Niehaus, “Amos,” 472; Paul, Amos, 259. Shveka argues that 8:6 refers to getting back escaped slaves for a pittance (“ ‘For a Pair of Shoes’,” 109–12). Gordis revocalizes pair of sandals as naʿălām, “bribe,” from the root ʿlm, “hide” (“Studies in the Book of Amos,” 257; cf. 213–15).

266. Contra Rudolph (Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 262–64), it is improbable that two groups are in view: the dishonest ones of v. 5 and those involved in the buying of slaves.

267. Mays, Amos, 145.

268. The rabbis said that this mix normally was given to fowl. See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 248–49; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 160.

269. For the combination of “never” and “forget,” see Pss 9:18 [MT 9:19]; 13:1 [MT 13:2]; 74:19; Lam 5:20 (cf. Ps 10:11).

270. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 324.

271. Keil, Minor Prophets, 315–16; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 217; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 131; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 125; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 264; Mays, Amos, 145; Amsler, “Amos,” 234; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 254–55; Garrett, Amos, 243–44; Lessing, Amos, 519; cf. Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 255–56; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 160. Sellin (Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 258) and Rinaldi (Introduzione Generale, Amos, 204–5) delete “Jacob” and read “his glory.”

272. Joel S. Burnett argues that this phrase is an epithet for Samaria, the capital city, where the presence of Yahweh was assumed to dwell. This concept was twisted in Israel, so Yahweh’s presence is now invoked in a declaration of judgment against the city (“The Pride of Jacob,” in David and Zion: Biblical Studies in Honor of J. J. M. Roberts, ed. B. F. Batto and K. L. Roberts [Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2004], 342–49).

273. Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 385; Niehaus, “Amos,” 472; Eidevall, Amos, 219. John H. Hayes believes that the reference is to the city of Samaria, in line with 6:8 (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 209).

274. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 93; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 179; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 212; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 245; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 221; Paul, Amos, 259–60; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 265; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 148–49; Jeremias, Hosea und Amos, 260–65. Wolff takes the clause as “Yahweh has sworn against the pride of Jacob” (Joel and Amos, 328).

275. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 815–16.

276. Keil, Minor Prophets, 316; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 217; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 179; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 264; Amsler, “Amos,” 235; Niehaus, “Amos,” 473.

277. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 246; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 125; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 221; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 802; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 149; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 265; Lessing, Amos, 526. Eidevall wants to disassociate this “cosmic upheaval” from the dealings of the marketplace, perhaps seeing this as a disproportionate response by God (Amos, 264). Marti appreciates that “this” can refer to vv. 4–6 or v. 7 (Das Dodekapropheton, 217).

278. See esp. Gese, “Amos 8,4–8”; cf. Fretheim, God and World in the Old Testament, 168–71.

279. It can also denote human trembling out of fear (e.g., Exod 15:14; Ps 99:1; Joel 2:1; Hab 3:16). John D. W. Watts offers a unique view of 8:8 that relates it to a cultic ritual dealing with rain and fertility (Vision and Prophecy in Amos, 75–77).

280. Bovati and Maynet, Le livre du prophète Amos, 327; Pfeifer, Die Theologie des Propheten Amos, 79. John H. Hayes takes this as a reference to the chaotic sociopolitical conditions in Israel (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 209–10).

281. Wellhausen (Die kleinen Propheten, 93), Sellin (Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 258), and Rudolph (Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 264–65) do not believe that this is a prediction of an earthquake. They hold that it is past (cf. 4:11) and that this verse is meant to justify that disaster.

282. See the translation notes. Some rabbinic commentators tried to make sense of MT. See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 257–59; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 160.

283. See n. m above. Exceptions include Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 813; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 255; Paul, Amos, 260–61; Niehaus, “Amos,” 473; Lessing, Amos, 520.

284. Note Andersen and Freedman’s circumspect discussion about the subtle differences between 8:8 and 9:5 and basing a decision solely on the ancient versions, which might be trying to simplify and harmonize a problem (Amos, 809–10).

285. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 246; Eidevall, Amos, 220.

286. Some rabbinic commentators correlated the rising and sinking of the Nile with the people being taken into exile and dispersed in the diaspora (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 258–59; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 160–61).

287. Another difference, though minor, is that in 9:5 the mourners are in the plural; in 8:8, the subject is a collective singular.

288. Some scholars do see the language of 8:8 as cosmic (e.g., Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 149; Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 154).

289. For the priority of 8:8, see, e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 336; Eidevall, Amos, 264; Gese, “Amos 8,4–8,” 64–65. For the priority of 9:5, see Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 246; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 53; Amsler, “Amos,” 235; Mays, Amos, 145–46; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 265; Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 50. For mutual influence, see Jeremias, Hosea und Amos, 193–96; The Book of Amos, 149.

290. Crenshaw, “Amos and the Theophanic Tradition,” 210.

291. Another example of a pentad in the book.

292. It was a total eclipse in Assyria to the north. See Stephenson, “Astronomical Verification and Dating of Old Testament Passages Referring to Solar Eclipses.” Eclipses were a sign of divine displeasure in the ancient Near East (Paul, Amos, 262–63).

293. If the dates suggested for Amos’s ministry in the introduction are correct (i.e., ca. 760–750), then this eclipse in the immediate past could have been quite vivid in the memory of the people. Soggin (The Prophet Amos, 137–38), Paul (Amos, 262–63), and Hubbard (Joel and Amos, 223) take the idea of an eclipse as literal; cf. Johnston, “Amos,” 80–81.

294. Sweeney connects this darkness to Exod 10:21–29 and the plagues in Egypt (The Twelve Prophets, 266). If he is correct, then this would be another instance of turning the exodus tradition against Israel (cf. 2:10; 3:1–2; 9:7). Other passages seem to utilize language suggesting an eclipse for the Day of Yahweh, but whether that imagery is metaphorical or predictive of a literal eclipse is a topic of debate (e.g., Isa 13:9–10; Joel 3:14–15 [MT 4:14–15]).

295. In 5:23, “your” is a collective singular. For details on these terms, see the exposition at 5:21, 23.

296. John H. Hayes interprets the plural “festivals” as referring to the same feast (the fall festival) at multiple sanctuaries. This is in line with his reconstruction of Amos’s delivery of his message on that specific day (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 211).

297. Sweeney posits that there may have been a tradition of mourning rituals at Bethel at the Feast of Tabernacles, which may have been related to mourning for the dead fertility god Tammuz (The Twelve Prophets, 266).

298. In addition to the commentaries, see Olyan, Biblical Mourning, 29–34; Moberly, “Lament,” 871–75.

299. Sackcloth was also worn as an expression of grief leading to repentance (e.g., Jonah 3:6–8).

300. This a generic masculine for any child (yāḥîd). In Judg 11:34, the feminine is used for Jephthah’s daughter (yəḥîdâ).

301. The suffix on end is the third-person feminine singular. It should be interpreted as a neuter (GKC §135p; IBHS §16.4f ) that refers to the events described in the verse. Andersen and Freedman argue that the feminine suffix refers to virgin Israel, pictured as a mother grieving over the loss of her children (Amos, 822). Some rabbinic commentators relate 8:10 to 2 Chr 35:20–25 and Josiah’s death at the hand of Pharaoh Neco (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 260–61; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 161).

302. Sweeney connects the water with the ritual to inaugurate the rainy season that he suggests is the setting of the previous oracle (The Twelve Prophets, 267). There are occasions when God’s word is compared to water, e.g., Isa 55:1, 10–11.

303. Many commentators follow the ancient versions (see the translation notes) and change to the singular. The plural is the more difficult reading (cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 823–24). The expectation or demand to “hear [and obey] the word of Yahweh” is common (e.g., 1 Kgs 22:19; Isa 1:10; Jer 2:4). The command to hear this word also occurs in 3:1; 4:1; 5:1 (cf. 7:16), so the emendation to the singular is certainly possible. At the same time, the plural does make sense in this context.

304. Stuart (Hosea–Jonah, 386) and Andersen and Freedman (Amos, 824) broaden the reference to include the Law and the Decalogue respectively. Rabbinic commentators related the absence of the prophetic word to the Second Temple period and their exile. See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 262–64; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 162.

305. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 824.

306. Keil, Minor Prophets, 318; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 55; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 330–31; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 224; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 825; Niehaus, “Amos,” 475; cf. Garrett, Amos, 252–53.

307. E.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 267; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 825 (note the list of various directional combinations in the Old Testament); cf. NJPS.

308. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 267; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 139; Paul, Amos, 266. If this is correct, then this could be more evidence for Amos’s viewing the Northern Kingdom and its religious system as illegitimate (cf. 1:2; 9:11).

309. See the translation notes. This is the choice of Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 54–55; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 266; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 322, 330; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 139; Markert, Struktur und Bezeichnung des Scheltswort, 190. Placement with the first line would form a chiasm: verb (nāʿû, “stumble”) + “from-to” // “from-to” + verb (šôṭəṭû, “wander”). Cripps comments, “The Masoretes, by the placing of the accent, have arbitrarily destroyed parallelism and rhythm” (A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 251).

310. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 219; Paul, Amos, 267; Lessing, Amos, 523; Garrett, Amos, 252–53.

311. These verses have bqš for “seek,” but there are also verses with its synonym drš (e.g., Deut 4:29; 2 Kgs 3:11; 22:18; Ps 14:2; Isa 55:6).

312. Jeremias’ evaluation of this fact is that these verses are “the most obvious and simultaneously the most superficial allusion to Amos himself” (The Book of Amos, 151).

313. Many commentators hold that the verse speaks of fainting from a literal drought, including Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 252; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 331; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 224; Paul, Amos, 268; Eidevall, Amos, 222. John D. W. Watts (Vision and Prophecy in Amos, 78–79) and Sweeney (The Twelve Prophets, 267), although differently, relate the young people and thirst to festival rituals involving the fall rains and fertility.

314. This is a common combination; see, e.g., 2 Chr 36:17; Isa 23:4; Lam 1:18; 2:21; Zech 9:17.

315. E.g., Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 224; Garrett, Amos, 255.

316. Because many scholars debate the provenance of 8:13–14 and its originality and location, it is assumed that the subject is the nation. There is no discussion of the literary interconnections.

317. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 829–32.

318. Inappropriate swearing by Yahweh was possible (e.g., Judg 21:7; 1 Kgs 2:23; Hos 4:15).

319. Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 55, 128–30; cf. Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 386.

320. Judith M. Hadley, The Cult of Asherah in Ancient Israel and Judah: Evidence for a Hebrew Goddess, UCOP 57 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 77; cf. K. Lawson Younger Jr., “The Repopulation of Samaria (2 Kings 17:24, 27–31) in Light of Recent Study,” in The Future of Biblical Archaeology: Reassessing Methodologies and Assumptions, ed. J. K. Hoffmeier and A. R. Millard (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 268–72. For Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom, see the introduction under “The Religious Context,” p. 71 n. 224.

321. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 253, 316–17; Snaith, The Book of Amos, 2:136; Osty, Amos–Osée, 55; Mays, Amos, 149, 152; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 140; Neher, Amos, 125; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 258; Barstad, The Religious Polemics of Amos, 157–85; Pfeifer, Die Theologie des Amos, 82; cf. NEB, NRSV. Some connect the goddess to the deity Ashim-Bethel in Elephantine in Egypt. In addition to the commentaries, see M. Cogan, “Ashima,” DDD, 105–6. Andersen and Freedman are vague and simply advocate for a consort of Yahweh (Amos, 828, 830). For critiques, see, e.g., Paul, Amos, 269; Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 267.

322. Barstad argues that 8:14 refers to Ashima but contends that 2 Kgs 17:30 is unhistorical and that the goddess was worshipped during the time of Amos.

323. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 184; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 215; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 128–29; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 270. Wellhausen took the view that this phrase represented “the god of Bethel” (Die kleinen Propheten, 93–94). He was followed by Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 219–20; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 261–62. There is ongoing scholarly debate about the calf images at Dan and Bethel, for which see (with his own reconstruction) Mark S. Smith, Where the Gods Are: Spatial Dimensions of Anthropomorphism in the Biblical World, ABRL (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016), 58–68. Also note the sources below in n. 338.

324. Although Hosea does not explicitly single out the idolatry of Samaria, other texts do (2 Kgs 10:18–27; Jer 23:13; Mic 1:5–8).

325. Several commentators recognize the merism; e.g., Paul, Amos, 272.

326. HALOT, 307–8; cf. Paul, Amos, 271. Examples of ḥay with Yahweh: 1 Sam 14:39, 45; 20:21; 2 Kgs 2:2, 4, 6; Jer 4:2; 16:14–15 (with other designations, Job 27:2; 2 Sam 2:27). Examples with Yahweh speaking: Num 14:21, 28; Deut 32:40; Isa 49:18. Examples of ḥê: Gen 42:15–16; 1 Sam 1:26; 2 Sam 14:19. Both occur in 1 Sam 20:3; 2 Kgs 4:30.

327. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 830.

328. E.g., Barstad, The Religious Polemics of Amos, 185–91; cf. Gary V. Smith, Amos, 257. Others are not clear, such as Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 153. Some believe that the emphasis is on the location, not so much on the deity in question; e.g., Mays, Amos, 150; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 332; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 268.

329. Keil, Minor Prophets, 319; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 184; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 254; Osty, Amos–Osée, 56; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 128; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 270; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 226; Paul, Amos, 270–71; Niehaus, “Amos,” 477; Lessing, Amos, 533–34; Eidevall, Amos, 222. Soggin is tentative (The Prophet Amos, 141).

330. See esp. A. R. Davis, Tel Dan in Its Northern Cultic Context, 67–107, 162–64; Greer, Dinner at Dan, 97–123; Greer, “An Israelite Mizrāq at Tel Dan?”

331. This was the understanding of LXX, which has “your god” instead of “the way.” See the translation notes. This may reflect a harmonization with the rest of the verse.

332. This requires changing the resh to a dalet, as well as repointing the vowels. See Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 220; Robinson, The Book of Amos, 43; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 217; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 254, 317–179; Snaith, The Book of Amos, 2:136–37; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 55–56; Osty, Amos–Osée, 56; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 129–30; Lessing, Amos, 524–25, 534; Kapelrud, Central Ideas in Amos, 49–50; Saul M. Olyan, “The Oaths of Amos 8.14,” in Priesthood and Cult in Ancient Israel, ed. G. A. Anderson and S. M. Olyan, JSOTSup 125 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1991), 121–49; cf. BHS, yet note comment in BHQ, 87*. For critiques, see, e.g., Barstad, The Religious Polemics of Amos, 192–93.

333. Mays, Amos, 148, 150; Amsler, “Amos,” 237; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 140–41; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 382, 387; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 248, 258; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 152; Barstad, The Religious Polemics of Amos, 191–201.

334. Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 156–57. Other suggestions are to read the text as “your assembly” (dōrəkā) and “he who dwells in your midst” (dārēk) (Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 258–59). These options have not found acceptance (for the former, see Paul, Amos, 271). They are mentioned here for the sake of completeness.

335. Keil, Minor Prophets, 319; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 184; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 215; George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 194; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 268, 270–71; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 332; Niehaus, “Amos,” 477; Paul, Amos, 272. Eidevall sees this as one of the problematic options (Amos, 223). Many commentators use the Muslim “by the way of/to Mecca” as an illustration of an oath connected to a pilgrimage road. Another example would be the significance of the pilgrimage roads and sites within the Roman Catholic tradition, such as the pilgrimage of Compostela (El Camino de Santiago) in Spain, our Lady of Lourdes in France, and Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City.

336. A few take the phrase as “the way of Beersheba” in the sense of a generic label for what was done ritually in Beersheba. This is one of the options in Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 208.

337. Olyan believes that oaths were a “standard component of the pilgrimage process” (“The Oaths of Amos 8.14,” 145).

338. For discussion and bibliography, see, e.g., Jeremy M. Hutton, “Southern, Northern, and Transjordanian Perspectives,” in Stavrakopoulou and Barton, Religious Diversity in Ancient Israel and Judah, 149–74; “Local Manifestations of Yahweh and Worship in the Interstices: A Note on Kuntillet ‘Ajrud,” JANER 10 (2010): 177–210; Spencer L. Allen, “An Examination of Northwest Semitic Divine Names and the Bet-Locative,” Journal for the Evangelical Study of the Old Testament 2 (2013): 61–82; M. S. Smith, Where the Gods Are, 71–98. Also note Richard S. Hess, “Yahweh’s ‘Wife’ and Belief in One God in the Old Testament,” in Do Historical Matters Matter to Faith?, ed. Hoffmeier and Magary, 459–76. The same kinds of questions arise in religious faiths throughout history. One example is Roman Catholic traditions concerning the veneration of the Virgin Mary throughout Central and South America, with dozens of local manifestations, each represented by a different statue, set of stories (foundational and ongoing), celebrations, and feast days. A number of these are the patrons of a country (e.g., in Guatemala, it is la Virgen del Rosario). In January 1999, Pope John Paul II designated Our Lady of Guadalupe (the most famous local manifestation) as the patroness of all Latin America.

339. For some of these observations, see Paas, “Seeing and Singing,” 260–61; Creation and Judgment, 267–68.

340. Paas, “Seeing and Singing,” 256. Other stylistic suggestions include a heptad of divine actions in vv. 2–4 (six first-person verbs and one with “my hand”), climaxing in the eighth statement (“I will set my eyes”) in a 7/7+1 pattern (Limburg, “Sevenfold Structures in Amos,” 221), and a possible chiasm in 9:1–4 (Wendland, “The ‘Word of the Lord’ and the Organization of Amos,” 23).

341. For detailed summaries of critical positions, see Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 171–81; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 62–73. Riede and Hadjiev differ from the critical positions. Hadjiev comments, “On the structural level vv 1–4 look like a single unit, which is crafted with a considerable literary skill” (64). Also note Rottzoll’s survey, accompanied by his redactional proposal, in Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 94–104. For discussion of criteria for editorial work, see, e.g., Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 52–54; Bergler, “‘Auf der Mauer—Auf dem Altar’,” 450–54.

342. E.g., Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 100; Mays, Amos, 152; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 71–72, 79–80, 86–88. Until recently, critical scholars, even if questioning elements within the visions, took the five as authentic. See, e.g., Weiser, Die Prophetie des Amos, 57–77; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 338; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 2, 6, 154–55; Jeremias, Hosea und Amos, 157–71, 244–56; Gese, “Komposition bei Amos,” 75–85.

343. E.g., Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 47; Waschke, “Die fünfte Vision des Amosbuches (9,1–4),” 434–45; Becker, “Der Prophet als Fürbitter,” 144–49; Melanie Köhlmoos, “Amos 9,1–4, Jerusalem und Beth-El: Ein Beitrag zur Gerichtsverkündigung am Kultort in der Prophetie des 8. Jhs.,” in Basel und Bibel, ed. Augustin and Niemann, 169; Eidevall, Amos, 224–25.

344. For the original sequence as 1, 2, 4, see Bergler, “‘Auf der Mauer—auf dem Altar’”; for the original combination as 3, 5, see Steins, “Amos 7–9,” 600–602.

345. E.g., Weimar, “Der Schluss des Amos-Buches,” 64–67 (three stages); Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 104 (four stages).

346. Schart reconstructs six redactional layers of ch. 9 and their understandings of the temple and its destruction to redactional stages of the Twelve (“The Fifth Vision of Amos in Context,” 46–69).

347. E.g., Waschke, “Die fünfte Vision des Amosbuches (9,1–4),” 444; Becker, “Der Prophet als Fürbitter”; Steins, “Amos 7–9”; Köhlmoos, “Amos 9,1–4, Jerusalem und Beth-El,” 169–78. Behrens believes that it was produced not too long after 722 (Prophetische Visionsschilderungen im Alten Testament, 102); cf. Bergler’s dating in “‘Auf der Mauer—auf dem Altar’,” 470–71.

348. Reventlow argues that 9:1 is not a vision but a commission to perform a symbolic act (Das Amt des Propheten bei Amos, 49–51). See the critiques by Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 243; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 337–38.

349. Alternatively, any temple according to Cripps (A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 255), Stuart (Hosea–Jonah, 391), Andersen and Freedman (Amos, 680), and Coggins (Joel and Amos, 151).

350. Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 383; Keil, Minor Prophets, 320–22; Neher, Amos, 126–27. This was also the view of the ancient versions (see the translation notes) and the rabbis (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 268–270; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 163). Scholars who date the vision to after the fall of Judah see here a potential reference to the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem (e.g., Eidevall, Amos, 225; Becker, “Der Prophet als Fürbitter,” 147; Köhlmoos, “Amos 9,1–4, Jerusalem und Beth-El,” 173–75). Linville believes that this is the heavenly temple (“Visions and Voices,” 38; Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 160).

351. E.g., Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 94; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 220; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 216; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 188–89; Rinaldi, I Profeti Minori, 209; Mays, Amos, 152; Amsler, “Amos,” 239; Paul, Amos, 274; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 835.

352. See the translation notes; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 263–64; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 241; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 120; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 153, 155–56.

353. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 221; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 45; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 208; Amsler, “Amos,” 238; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 334.

354. Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 160; Schart, “The Fifth Vision of Amos in Context,” 48–49. Sharp appeals to this and other material in the book to describe Amos as “Samson redivivus” (Irony and Meaning in the Hebrew Bible, 158–64; cf. Eslinger, “The Education of Amos,” 53–54).

355. Keil, Minor Prophets, 322; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 216; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 188; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 255; Osty, Amos–Osée, 56; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 835; Gese, “Komposition bei Amos,” 84.

356. Mays, Amos, 153; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 229; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 216; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 266; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 269.

357. See a discussion of the word of Yahweh in the introduction under “The Person of Yahweh,” pp. 85–86.

358. For a visual reconstruction of the capitals, see Yosef Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu, Solomon’s Temple and Palace: New Archaeological Discoveries (Jerusalem: Bible Lands Museum; Biblical Archaeological Society, 2016), 130–31, 147. Some argue that the columns stood apart from the temple building, as some envision the placement of the columns Jachin and Boaz in the Jerusalem Temple (148–60). Lawrence Zalcman proposes that the two terms be interpreted as a place and a people respectively to read, “Smite Crete and let the Sippites quake” (“Philistines on the Threshold at Amos 9:1?,” RB 110 (2003): 481–86.

359. Jean Ouellette posits that the smashing of the thresholds indicates that Yahweh is breaking into the temple in order to take any who seek refuge at the altar. This means that the search for those fleeing begins in this line (“The Shaking of the Thresholds in Amos 9:1,” HUCA 43 [1972]: 23–27).

360. Rudolph feels that something must have dropped out and so adds the clause “and the roof will fall” (Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 240–41). He is followed by Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 120; cf. Osty, Amos–Osée, 56.

361. Jeremias also observes that the text does not say that the temple collapsed, and he recognizes the significance of Yahweh’s presence in the temple (The Book of Amos, 156–57). The DtrH does not speak of the destruction of the altar at Bethel until years later by Josiah (2 Kgs 23:15–21).

362. Paul, Amos, 275 (Paul offers no translation of this phrase). Soggin comments that there are “difficulties in the text, difficulties which it is virtually impossible to resolve with certainty” (The Book of Amos, 121). Linville’s very different assessment: “It is one of the richest parts of Amos for its brilliant manipulation of language with ambiguous terms and difficult syntax masking a whole constellation of mutually supporting meanings and allusions” (Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 161).

363. E.g., Harper, Amos and Hosea, 188; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 256; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 131; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 391; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 229; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 267; Garrett, Amos, 258.

364. HALOT, 147–48; DCH 2:245; cf. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 335, 339; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 153; Garrett, Amos, 258.

365. Paul, Amos, 275–76. This is not, I believe, a reference to decapitation, although this might be suggested by the sword in the next clause. For decapitation in relation to this verse, see Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 224–26. If the meaning is decapitation, then this is a shocking rhetorical device to announce the coming invasion (cf. Judg 7:25; 1 Sam 17:46–57; 29:4; 31:9; 2 Sam 20:21–22; 2 Kgs 10:7).

366. See the translation notes.

367. See the translation notes. Note, e.g., Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 45; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 208; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 335; Amsler, “Amos,” 238; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 120. Rudolph repoints it as a passive participle: “were deprived [of life]” (Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 241–42). He is followed by Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 153.

368. If this was to occur at the time of a great festival (e.g., John H. Hayes believes it would be at the fall festival; Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 216), then this would be an even more powerful discrediting of Israel’s religious system and the rituals Yahweh has rejected.

369. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 221; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 45; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 242; Amsler, “Amos,” 238; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 120. Sellin posits a more radical change to mean smashing with beams (Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 265–66).

370. Paul, Amos, 276. See the combination of rōʾš and ʾăḥărît in Deut 11:12; Isa 46:10; Job 8:7; 42:12; Eccl 7:8.

371. Haroldo Reimer, Richtet auf das Recht!, 207–9. This is an option in the rabbinic commentaries. See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 269–70; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 253.

372. Paul, Amos, 276; Garrett, Amos, 257; Eidevall, Amos, 228. T. Hadjiev posits that rōʾš is spatial (cf. 6:7). Those who are cut down are those standing in front of the rest of the people, probably the leadership. The rest would perish afterward (the second clause) (“‘Kill All Who Are in Front’: Another Suggestion about Amos ix 1,” VT 57 [2007]: 386–89).

373. Riede, Vom Erbarmen zum Gericht, 226–40 (e.g., Deut 1:15; Judg 10:18; 11:8–11; 1 Sam 15:17; Isa 7:8; 9:14–15 [MT 9:13–14]; Mic 3:1).

374. Kevin J. Cathcart, “Rōʾš, ‘Poison’, in Amos IX 1,” VT 44 (1994): 393–96. He connects this poison to the venom of a snake (5:19; cf. Jer 8:17); cf. Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 162–63; Eidevall, Amos, 265.

375. See e.g., Harper, Amos and Hosea, 189; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 266; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 256; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 269–70. For the connection of 9:1 to “all the sinners” in 9:10, see Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 836; Lessing, Amos, 545. Schart argues that the referent of all of them changes in each redaction. E.g., in the oldest layer, the phrase refers to the nation (cf. 8:2), but with Amos’s tradents it signifies those who swear in 8:14 (“The Fifth Vision of Amos in Context”).

376. Gese (“Kleine Beiträge zum Verständnis des Amosbuches,” 436–37) observes the rhetorical play of the apparent contradiction between total loss and the survival of a few (with the various words meaning remnant) as a different way of warning (cf. 1:7–8; 4:2; Hos 9:11–12, 16).

377. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 838.

378. For a helpful summary of the biblical data on Sheol, see Johnston, Shades of Sheol, 71–83; cf. HALOT, 1368–70; DCH 8:206–7.

379. Although from there in this clause and in v. 4a is syntactically awkward, their inclusion contributes to the repeated framework of the five concessive clauses and the sense of the impossibility of finding a place to escape.

380. For the sea serpent, see R. S. Hendel, “Serpent,” DDD, 744–47; Christoph Uehlinger, “Leviathan,” DDD, 511–15; cf. Johnston, “Amos,” 83. In contrast, Hubert Irsigler argues for the mythological background throughout 9:1–4 in “Keine Flucht vor Gott: Zur Verwendung mythischer Motive in der Rede vom richterlichen Gott in Amos 9,1–4 und Psalm 139,” in Mythisches in biblischer Bildsprache: Gestalt und Verwandlung in Prophetie und Psalmen, ed. H. Irsigler, QD 209 (Freiburg: Herder, 2004), 184–233.

381. This expression, go into captivity (hālak baššəbî), is used for going into exile (e.g., Deut 28:41; Isa 46:2; Jer 20:6; 22:22; Lam 1:5; Ezek 30:17–18). Some rabbinic commentators related this phrase to the fate of those who went to Egypt against Jeremiah’s warning (Comentarios hebreos medievales, 275–76; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 165).

382. Note that 8:14 suggests some kind of association between Yahweh and geographic locations. Could this be extended to the notion of Yahweh’s limitation, in some sense, to national boundaries?

383. Johnston mentions as a possible background datum the ancient belief in the “evil eye” (“Amos,” 83).

384. See p. 474 n. p above. Many critical scholars delete the entire epithet, but see esp. Paas, Creation and Judgment, 205–6, 243–44, 253–54; cf. Paul, Amos, 156. Also note p. 111.

385. In LXX, this is explicit, with the repetition of kyrios ho theos ho pantokratōr at the end of v. 6.

386. Cf. Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 270. Lessing takes the waw as emphatic (“truly”) (Amos, 552); cf. IBHS §39.2.1b; Williams, Hebrew Syntax, §438. For a list of connections to 9:1–4, see the introduction to this section.

387. E.g., Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 159–60; Nogalski, Literary Precursors to the Book of the Twelve, 78–82; Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 288; Friedhelm Hartenstein, “Wolkendunkel und Himmelsfeste: Zur Genese und Kosmologie der Vorstellung des himmlischen Heiligtums JHWHs,” in Das biblische Weltbild und seine altorientalischen Kontexte, ed. B. Janowski and B. Ego, FAT I 32 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 153.

388. HALOT, 668; DCH 5:608–9.

389. See the translation notes; cf. Paas, Creation and Judgment, 292–93; HALOT, 555; DCH 5:170. Among the commentators, e.g., Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 222–23; Mays, Amos, 151, 155; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 342; Amsler, “Amos,” 240; Paul, Amos, 280; Coggins, Joel and Amos, 153; Lessing, Amos, 553; Eidevall, Amos, 231. This is the view, too, of several rabbinic commentators (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 276–77; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 165).

390. Note that rgz and mwg (hithpolel) appear in parallel in Nah 1:5. There the idea of “tottering” is clear.

391. The other slight change is that the construct inhabitants is in the plural; in 8:8, it was a collective singular.

392. Even though the line is difficult to interpret, it is beautifully and poetically structured as a chiasm.

393. Those who translate steps include Rinaldi, I Profeti Minori, 210–11; Niehaus, “Amos,” 483–84; Garrett, Amos, 268–69; Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 165–66; Eidevall, Amos, 232; Stefan Paas, “ ‘He Who Builds His Stairs into Heaven…’ (Amos 9:6),” UF 25 (1993): 319–25; Creation and Judgment, 294; Hartenstein, “Wolkendunkel und Himmelsfeste,” 155–56. Note the ancient Near Eastern parallel of a stairway to heaven in Wayne Horowitz, Mesopotamian Cosmic Geography, MC 8 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1998), 267. Some rabbinic commentators understood the steps to refer to the spheres of air, fire, and water (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 278–81; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 166).

394. See the translation notes. For “upper chamber(s),” see Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 218–19; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 187, 190–91; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 223; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 261; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 266; Mays, Amos, 151; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 242; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 336–37, 342; Amsler, “Amos,” 240; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 121; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 393; Paul, Amos, 280.

395. Temples were often built on raised platforms reached by steps. There could also be steps up to other temple precincts, into increasingly holier (and thus elevated) areas. For steps in ANE temples (including Solomon’s), see Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu, Solomon’s Temple and Palace, 146–63, 166, 172–77, 180–84; cf. Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, 113–14, 132–34, 155–59.

396. Kings’ thrones were usually elevated to some degree and accompanied by a footstool (1 Kgs 10:19–20; 2 Chr 9:18; cf. Ps 110:1); cf. figs. 6–8 in Paas, “‘He Who Builds His Stairs into Heaven…’ (Amos 9:6),” 325. For the divine throne and footstool, see 1 Chr 28:2; Pss 99:5; 103:19; Isa 66:1.

397. Some commentators see an allusion to Jacob’s vision of the staircase connecting the earth and the heavens in Gen 28:10–22, which occurred at the place he named Bethel (28:19). See esp. Hartenstein, “Wolkendunkel und Himmelsfeste,” 156–61.

398. E.g., Keil, Minor Prophets, 326; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 219; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 191; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 262; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 242, 247; Paul, Amos, 281; Lessing, Amos, 554; Eidevall, Amos, 232.

399. For various understandings of the ancient view of the heavens, see Horowitz, Mespotamian Cosmic Geography, 243–67; Othmar Keel and Silvia Schroer, Creation: Biblical Theologies in the Context of the Ancient Near East, trans. P. T. Daniels (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 78–84; John H. Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, 131–70; Hilber, Old Testament Cosmology and Divine Accommodation, 69–72, 77–82.

400. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 846–54; Garrett, Amos, 269; cf. Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 271.

401. Paas, “‘He Who Builds His Stairs into Heaven…’ (Amos 9:6),” 320–21; Creation and Judgment, 294–95; Hartenstein, “Wolkendunkel und Himmelsfeste,” 163–65. Paas is followed by Linville, who goes further and connects the column to the capital struck in 9:1 to say that its fall means the “annihilation of creation” (Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 168). Two other proposals, although they are not explained, are “reservoir” (Mays, Amos, 151) and “storeroom” (Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 389). Some rabbinic commentators related the term’s notion of “bunch” to the group of the righteous who were the foundation securing the heavens (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 278–79; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 166).

402. Reinhard Messner and Martin Lang, “Gorr erbaut sein himmlisches Heiligtum: Zur Bedeutung von ʾăguddātô in Am 9,6,” Bib 82 (2001): 93–98.

403. Eslinger says that Amos would be “the gleeful celebrant” of Yahweh the judge (“The Education of Amos,” 54), but this is to misunderstand the tenor of the work. It would be strange if the one who had pleaded for mercy (7:2, 5) now celebrates the destruction of the Northern Kingdom. Landy argues that his emotion would be grief (“Vision and Prophetic Speech,” 233). The text is silent on this issue.

404. It is impossible to say whether or not these verses reflect an actual confrontation between Amos and his audience (e.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 272–73; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 345–46; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 143; Vollmer, Geschichtliche Rückblicke und Motive, 33–34; cf. Martin-Achard, Amos, 123–26) or serve as a rhetorical device.

405. In contrast to the approach taken here, many critical scholars take this section as an effort to soften the harshness of 9:1–4. A recent example is Mark E. Biddle, “Sinners Only? Amos 9:8–10 and the Problem of Targeted Justice in Amos,” PRSt 43 (2016): 161-175.

406. Mays, Amos, 156.

407. Gordis makes the important observation that Amos’s intercession in 7:2, 5 demonstrates that he yearned for the salvation and the continued existence of Israel (“Studies in the Book of Amos,” 260).

408. In the same way, the phrase in 1:6 (cf. 1:9), They sent into exile an entire community (lit. “they exiled a complete exile”), does not mean that all, without remainder, were deported.

409. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 346 (the quote), 348–49.

410. E.g., Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 9, 165–66; Eidevall, Amos, 233. 

411. For this approach, see the surveys and discussion in Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des Alten Testaments, 55–56; Markert, Struktur und Bezeichnung des Scheltswort, 197–207; Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 270–76; Nägele, Laubhütte Davids und Wolkensohn, 176–83.

412. For this breakdown, see the survey in Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 111–19. Still others would subdivide 9:7–10 as 9:7–8a, 8b–10.

413. Some desire to place the phrase at the end of the verse. See, e.g., Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 58; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 210.

414. This is done to harmonize with 9:4. E.g., Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 267; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 59; Osty, Amos–Osée, 58; Amsler, “Amos,” 243.

415. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 265–66; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 268; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 59; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 212–13; Kapelrud, Central Ideas in Amos, 53; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 272, 277; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 344; Amsler, “Amos,” 244; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 144–45; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 166; cf. BHS.

416. E.g., Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 95; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 187; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 265, 319–20; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 268; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 142; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 59; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 143, 145; cf. BHS. Auld says that the caveat was “an attempt to camouflage this new theme in Amos” (Amos, 81). Also note the references above, n. 410.

417. While BHS supports several of these changes, the only one that is commented on in BHQ (deletion of among the nations, v. 9) is rejected because “there is no extant text or vrs. from which the entire phrase is absent” (BHQ, 88*). Also note the critiques of the critical view by Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 275–76; Paul, Amos, 285.

418. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 186–87.

419. Weiser, Die Prophetie des Amos, 46–47.

420. Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 267–68.

421. Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 117.

422. For an illuminating analysis of the structure of this verse (although I disagree on some details), see Brent A. Strawn, “What Is Cush Doing in Amos 9:7? The Poetics of Exodus in the Plural,” VT 63 (2013): 99–123.

423. Möller, A Prophet in Debate, 76–77; Strawn, “What Is Cush Doing in Amos 9:7?,” 111 n. 36.

424. Neher (Amos, 140–42) offers a different translation that affirms God’s relationship with Israel as creator of all peoples according to the Noahic covenant: “N’est-ce pas? Autant que les enfants des Kouchites, vous m’appartenez, enfants d’Israel!” (“Isn’t it so? Just like the children [sons] of the Cushites, you belong to me, children [sons] of Israel!”). The thrust of this translation is supported by Walter Vogels (“Invitation à revenir à l’alliance et universalisme en Amos IX 7,” VT 22 [1972]: 223–39), who argues that 9:7–10 invites Israel to return to its unique covenant relationship and responsibilities.

425. E.g., Lessing, Amos, 559; Strawn, “What Is Cush Doing in Amos 9:7?,” 112. Also, regarding the interrogative hălôʾ, note, GKC §150e.

426. The rabbinic commentators did not hesitate to criticize Israel for disobedience and to underline Yahweh’s historical involvement with the nations mentioned in the verse (even though some do reiterate Israel’s special historical relationship with God). See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 281–88; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 166–67, 253–54.

427. Edwin M. Yamauchi, Africa and the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 35–75; cf. David Tuesday Adamo, “The Images of Cush in the Old Testament: Reflections on African Hermeneutics,” in Interpreting the Old Testament: Papers from the International Symposium on Africa and the Old Testament in Nairobi, October 1999, ed. M. Getui, K. Holter, and V. Zinkuratire, Bible and Theology in Africa 2 (New York: Peter Lang, 2001), 65–74. Based on his critical reconstruction that links 9:7 to Gen 10:8–11, Coote argues that Cush represents Babylon and Assyria (Amos among the Prophets, 117–19). John H. Hayes mentions the possibility of a group in the northern Sinai (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 219).

428. Nogalski, Literary Precursors to the Book of the Twelve, 100–101.

429. E.g., Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 94; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 223; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 192; cf. Mays, Amos, 157; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 164; Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 260. Note this comment by Keil: “The Cushites are mentioned, not so much as being descendants of Ham, as on account of the blackness of their skin, which was regarded as a symbol of spiritual darkness” (Minor Prophets, 327). This view also appears in the comments of the medieval rabbinic commentator Redak (see Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 283; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 253).

430. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 262; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 273–74; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 347; Amsler, “Amos,” 241; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 872; Paul, Amos, 282; Eidevall, Amos, 235–36.

431. This view reflects an overly literal interpretation of this Cushite’s name (“Servant of the King”) and does not recognize that Cush was famous for its warriors and that this person very well could have been part of a mercenary contingent (or even its head). See esp. J. Daniel Hays, From Every People and Nation: A Biblical Theology of Race, NSBT 14 (Leicester: Apollos; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 130–38.

432. Strawn, “What Is Cush Doing in Amos 9:7?,” 116–21. He is aware of the difficulties with his interpretation.

433. Strawn also connects the verb to the Cushites (“What Is Cush Doing in Amos 9:7?,” 112–16).

434. For that view, see esp. Walter Brueggemann, “Exodus in the Plural (Amos 9:7),” in Many Voices, One God: Being Faithful in a Pluralistic World, ed. W. Brueggemann and G. W. Stroup (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 15–34.

435. Andersen and Freedman take Philistia and Aram to represent the nations of the OAN (Amos, 905–8).

436. Vollmer, Geschichtliche Rückblicke und Motive, 34–35.

437. For Caphtor, see I. Shai, “Caphtor,” NIDB 1:566. LXX has Cappadocia (see the translation notes). Some have identified Caphtor with Cyprus, but see A. Bernard Knapp, “Alashiya, Caphtor/Keftiu, and Eastern Mediterranean Trade: Recent Studies in Cypriot Archaeology and History,” JFA 12 (1985): 231–50. For Kir, see the exposition at 1:5.

438. For the complexity of the interactions of Israel with the Philistines and the Arameans, see Adriane Leveen, Biblical Narratives of Israelites and Their Neighbors: Strangers at the Gate, Routledge Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Biblical Criticism 3 (London: Routledge, 2017), 79–106, 159–88, respectively.

439. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 276; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 234; Paul, Amos, 284; Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 261.

440. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 348; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 220–21. Soggin is unsure (The Prophet Amos, 144). Because of his postexilic dating of the passage, Jeremias includes both the Northern and Southern monarchies in the indictment (The Book of Amos, 165).

441. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 193; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 213; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 393–94; Niehaus, “Amos,” 486; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 272; Lessing, Amos, 566. Note that ʾădāmâ can also refer to the land of Israel, broadly speaking (3:2; 5:2; 9:15; cf. Deut 6:15; Josh 23:15). A few argue that both Judah and Israel are in view (Keil, Minor Prophets, 327; Neher, Amos, 142; Osty, Amos–Osée, 58).

442. E.g., Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 397–98; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 220; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 264; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 268; Mays, Amos, 159; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 867, 899–900 (the phrase is “distributive, representative, and exemplary”); Paul, Amos, 284.

443. See the translation notes.

444. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 95; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 224; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 265; Mays, Amos, 160; also some of the rabbinic commentators (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 288–89; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 167).

445. E.g., Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 142; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 165; Jeremias, Hosea und Amos, 265–71; Eidevall, Amos, 237.

446. Andersen and Freedman take every mention related to the people of God in 9:7–15 to refer to all of historic Israel—that is, both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms (Amos, 99, 124–26, 870, 897–98; cf. Lessing, Amos, 566–67).

447. Contra those critics who argue that 9:8b is not original. See, e.g., Mays, Amos, 161; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 276; Paul, Amos, 285.

448. Critical scholars, who contend that this phrase is an interpolation, believe that it softens the harshness of the condemnation, in contradistinction to 9:1–4, and was inserted to explain the exile to a later generation (e.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 277; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 166). The exile theme, as I have demonstrated, is central to the book and fits the historical context.

449. Eidevall suggests that the wording implies “a large number of survivors” (Amos, 237).

450. Another question would be: Who is the implied “shaker” in the image? John H. Hayes (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 222) and Sweeney (The Twelve Prophets, 272) posit that Yahweh’s instrument would be the invading armies. The text does not specify.

451. The most common translation is pebble (for which, see below). Harper (Amos and Hosea, 197), George Adam Smith (Amos, Hosea, Micah, 200), and Bovati and Meynet (Le livre de prophète Amos, 348–49) render it “kernel” or “grain of wheat,” while John H. Hayes argues for the translation “bonded joint” (Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 222). Garrett raises doubts about the facile assumptions made by commentators in their translation as pebble (Amos, 277–79). See the translation notes.

452. Keil, Minor Prophets, 328; Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 225; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 197; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 221; Amsler, “Amos,” 244. Some English versions add “grain” to identify what is in the sieve (NASB, NIV, NKJV) or what will not fall to the ground (NJB). Note 1 Sam 3:19 for not falling to the ground as something positive.

453. Sirach 27:4 reads: “When a sieve is shaken, the refuse appears” (NRSV); “When a sieve is shaken, rubbish remains behind” (CEB).

454. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 266–68; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 268–69; Snaith, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Amos, 142–43; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 213–14; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 139–40; Mays, Amos, 161–62; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 349; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 144–45; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 394; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 235; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 901–2; Paul, Amos, 286; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 166; cf. NEB, NRSV, ESV, HCSB. For Luther (Lectures on the Minor Prophets, 188) and Calvin (Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 399–400), the entire nation is retained; none will escape judgment.

455. Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 156; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 276; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 268; cf. NJPS, CEB.

456. Osty (Amos–Osée, 59) and Gary V. Smith (Amos, 272) see both as viable options and do not choose either as definitive.

457. Contra, e.g., Paul: “The fine particles, that is, the righteous, shall slip safely through the perforations in the sieve—only to be dispersed throughout the nations” (Amos, 286; cf. Eidevall, Amos, 237–38).

458. The verb ngš also appears in 6:3 in the hiphil, as here.

459. E.g., Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 272; cf. NEB. Wolff sees these words as directed at the prophet (hence the second-person form) as Yahweh’s representative (Joel and Amos, 344, 349).

460. See the translation notes.

461. Thang, The Theology of the Land in Amos 7–9, 187–93; Joseph W. Groves, Actualization and Interpretation in the Old Testament, SBLDS 86 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987), 179–91; cf. M. D. Terblanche, “‘Rosen und Lavendel nach Blut und Eisen’: Intertextuality in the Book of Amos,” OTE 10 (1997): 312–21.

462. As Brueggemann aptly states, “The prophet does not offer plans and blueprints of specificity. Rather the hope that is voiced is lyrical and open, but with enough concreteness that it gives ground for the future” (The Practice of Prophetic Imagination, 114).

463. Barton, The Theology of the Book of Amos, 50.

464. Wellhausen, Die kleinen Propheten, 96 (author’s translations).

465. George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 202.

466. In addition to the commentaries, see, e.g., W. A. G. Nel, “Amos 9:11–15: An Unconditional Prophecy of Salvation during the Period of the Exile,” OTE 21 (1984): 81–97; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 120–22. Eidevall calls 9:11–15 “a mosaic, made of pieces (allusions and quotations) drawn from a large number of biblical texts” (Amos, 239).

467. In addition to sources cited below in n. 469, see, e.g., H. G. M. Williamson, “Hope under Judgment: The Prophets of the Eighth Century BCE,” EvQ 72 (2000): 291– 306. A few scholars, like Schniedewind (How the Bible Became a Book, 87–88) and Pfeifer (Die Theologie des Propheten Amos, 86–87), date the pericope to the time of Josiah. Kellermann’s contention (“Der Amosschluss als Stimme deuteronomistischer Heilshoffnung”) that 9:11–15 is a Deuteronomistic addition has not found much favor; e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 352; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 166; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 120–21.

468. E.g., Eidevall, Amos, 239; Steins, Gericht und Vergebung; Linville, Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 169–76.

469. For surveys of critical views, see Martin-Achard, Amos, 63–70; Gerhard F. Hasel, Understanding the Book of Amos, 116–20; Rottzoll, Studien zur Redaktion und Komposition des Amosbuchs, 276–83; Nägele, Laubhütte Davids und Wolkensohn, 171–92; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 119–23. These views are not uniform, for instance, as to the chronological setting for each verse and the reasons for each insertion into the passage.

470. These observations are not new. E.g., Cripps offers a detailed summary of these points in his 1929 commentary (A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 64, 67–77).

471. E.g., Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 219–23; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 270–72; Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des Buches Amos, 247–51; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 285–87; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 236–39; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 893–94, 923–26; Paul, Amos, 288–95; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 249–51, 273–74; Lessing, Amos, 582–86; Reventlow, Das Amt des Propheten bei Amos, 90–110; von Rad, The Theology of Israel’s Prophetic Traditions, 138; Gerhard F. Hasel, The Remnant, 207–15; Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 261–62; Polley, Amos and the Davidic Empire, 70–74, 173–75; Karl Möller, “Rehabilitation eines Propheten.”

472. Rudolph observes that in the ancient Near East, natural blessings were connected to the evaluation of a monarchy (Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 282; cf. Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 168). Also see Fretheim, God and World in the Old Testament; William P. Brown, The Ethos of the Cosmos: The Genesis of Moral Imagination in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999); J. Gordon McConville, “The Judgment of God in the Old Testament,” ExAud 20 (2004): 25–42.

473. Steven James Schweitzer, “Utopia and Utopian Literary Theory: Some Preliminary Observations,” in Utopia and Dystopia, ed. E. Ben Zvi, Publications of the Finnish Exegetical Society 92 (Helsinki: Finnish Exegetical Society; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 13–26. Marvin A. Sweeney reads Amos with this lens (although I disagree with his view of the prophet) in “The Dystopianization of Utopian Prophetic Literature: The Case of Amos 9:11–15,” Utopia and Dystopia, ed. Ben Zvi, 175–85. See the discussion of the power of hope in the introduction under “Eschatology in the Book of Amos,” pp. 93–94.

474. The most detailed summary of views through the centuries is Nägele, Laubhütte Davids und Wolkensohn, 108–58. Other interpretations not listed here include the booth as: Judah (George Adam Smith, Amos, Hosea, Micah, 201), the nation or people (Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 215), or a metaphor for the simple ways of Israel’s past (Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 237–38).

475. Calvin, Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 404–7; as an ultimate reference, see Luther, Lectures on the Minor Prophets, 189; Keil, Minor Prophets, 331; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 238; Niehaus, “Amos,” 490–91; Lessing, Amos, 586–87.

476. Wolff, Joel and Amos, 353; Coggins, Joel and Amos, 155; Eidevall, Amos, 240; Kenneth E. Pomykala, “Jerusalem as the Fallen Booth of David in Amos 9:11,” in God’s Word for Our World: Biblical Studies in Honor of Simon John DeVries, ed. J. H. Ellens et al., vol. 1, JSOTSup 388 (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 275–93.

477. See esp. Nägele, Laubhütte Davids und Wolkensohn, 192–214, 236–37; Radine, The Book of Amos in Emergent Judah, 198–205; Goswell, “David in the Prophecy of Amos,” 243–57; cf. John Anthony Dunne, “David’s Tent as Temple in Amos 9:11–15: Understanding the Epilogue of Amos and Considering Implications for the Unity of the Book,” WTJ 73 (2011): 363–74.

478. H. Neil Richardson, “SKT (Amos 9:11): ‘Booth’ or ‘Succoth’?,” JBL 92 (1973): 375–81; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 396–99; Polley, Amos and the Davidic Empire, 72–74; cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 913–16. Richardson and Polley also translate sukkôt (“booths”; sg. sukkâ) in 2 Sam 11:11 and 1 Kgs 20:12, 16 as the place name Succoth. The 2 Samuel passage thus would connect sukkôt to David. The location of Succoth is disputed (B. MacDonald, “East of the Jordan,” 143–44).

479. E.g., Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 226; Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 272; Mays, Amos, 164; Amsler, “Amos,” 245; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 273. Linville relates the term to other traditions and to a future paradise (Amos and the Cosmic Imagination, 172–73).

480. E.g., Keil, Minor Prophets, 329–31; Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 222; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 198; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 270, 320; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 140; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 280–81; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 353; John H. Hayes, Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 226–27 (within his particular historical reconstruction); Paul, Amos, 289; Garrett, Amos, 283; cf. the rabbinic commentators in Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 293–94; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 168; Tg.

481. Osty, Amos–Osée, 59; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 278; Niehaus, “Amos,” 490; Lessing, Amos, 577; Gordis, “Studies in the Book of Amos,” 261–62; cf. Gerhard F. Hasel, The Remnant, 208–9; NJB: “tottering.”

482. Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 222; Rinaldi, Introduzione Generale, Amos, 215; Soggin, The Prophet Amos, 147; Gary V. Smith, Amos, 281; Niehaus, “Amos,” 490.

483. E.g., Sellin, Das Zwölfprophetenbuch, 272; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 280–81; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 138; Paul, Amos, 290; Gerhard F. Hasel, The Remnant, 210–11. John H. Hayes offers his own historical reconstruction for Judah’s weakness in Amos, the Eighth-Century Prophet, 223–27.

484. Paul, Amos, 290. Barthélemy et al., even more picturesquely, compare this difficulty to the chaos of Gen 1:2: “ce tohu-bohu des pronoms suffixes” (“this tohu-bohu of pronominal suffixes”) (Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament, 695).

485. The LXX also harmonized the suffixes. See the translation notes.

486. E.g., Eidevall says, “For pragmatic reasons … I have decided to adopt the same strategy as the Old Greek translator” (Amos, 240). LXX consistently renders the pronouns as feminine singulars with “tent” (skēnē) their antecedent.

487. GKC §§132g, 135o–p. Nogalski, “The Problematic Suffixes of Amos IX 11”; Literary Precursors to the Book of the Twelve, 106. Keil (Minor Prophets, 330) and Gary V. Smith (Amos, 281) interpret the plural their to refer to the Northern and Southern Kingdoms.

488. Garrett, Amos, 283.

489. Note the occurrences of bnh (build) in 2 Sam 7 (vv. 5, 7, 13, 27), where there is a play on words between David’s building a house (temple) for Yahweh and God’s building David’s dynasty.

490. Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 226; Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 281; Paul, Amos, 291; Jeremias, Amos, 167. Some of the rabbinic commentaries see a Messianic reference here (Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 295).

491. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 273; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 140; Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 398; cf. Eidevall, Amos, 241. On the other hand, Andersen and Freedman argue that the subject is all the nations (with the waw on all as epexegetical) (Amos 890–91, 917–18).

492. For nonviolent instances, see N. F. Lohfink, “yrš,” TDOT 6:372–73, 389–91.

493. It may be relevant to mention that this passage is not understood in Acts 15:15–19 to suggest coercion but rather the expectation that other peoples will join Israel. LXX (and thus the New Testament) does not understand Gentile inclusion here as imposition. For LXX, see the translation notes. For nonviolent inclusion in this verse, see Daniel Timmer, “Possessing Edom and All the Nations over Whom Yahweh’s Name Is Called: Understanding yrš in Amos 9:12,” BBR 29 (2019): 468–87.

494. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 279; Paul, Amos, 291; Eidevall, Amos, 241, and most commentaries.

495. Keil, Minor Prophets, 332; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 350–51; Timmer, The Non-Israelite Nations in the Book of the Twelve, 56. For this syntactical possibility, see GKC §128a, IBHS §9.3b (e.g., Gen 14:19; Num 20:5; 1 Sam 23:7; 2 Sam 19:6). Stuart (Hosea–Jonah, 398) and Lessing (Amos, 578) take Edom as a synecdoche for all the nations.

496. Timmer rightly argues that 9:12 envisions Israel in its own land but with nonviolent control over those beyond its borders, the nations who would have survived judgment (The Non-Israelite Nations in the Book of the Twelve, 55–64; “The Use and Abuse of Power in Amos,” 110–13). Might this verse not anticipate in some fashion the hope for the nations coming to Zion to learn the Law (e.g., Isa 2:1–5; Mic 4:1–4)? Calvin interprets this and surrounding verses as referring to the blessings and expansions of the church (Joel, Amos and Obadiah, 409–13).

497. Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 281; Paul, Amos, 291; Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets, 273; Gerhard F. Hasel, The Remnant, 212–15; but see Driver, The Books of Joel and Amos, 222–23.

498. E.g., Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, 226; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 198; Cripps, A Commentary on the Book of Amos, 273, 321–22; Mays, Amos, 164–65; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 353; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 167; Eidevall, Amos, 241; Nogalski, Literary Precursors to the Book of the Twelve, 108–9.

499. Contra Nogalski (Literary Precursors to the Book of the Twelve, 113–16; cf. Nogalski, “Not Just Another Nation: Obadiah’s Placement in the Book of the Twelve,” in Perspectives on the Formation of the Book of the Twelve, ed. Albertz, Nogalski, and Wöhrle, 89–107; Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 169–70), nothing suggests that 9:12 was created as a literary transition to Obadiah. It does not need to use the vocabulary of 1:11–12 (the situations are different), and there is a reason why Edom alone is cited! The pericope speaks of an era after the judgments on Israel and the rest of the nations. Perhaps Obadiah was juxtaposed to Amos because of Edom’s mention here, and maybe it was composed with 9:12 in mind, but it is quite another thing to argue that 9:12 was composed as a transition to Obadiah.

500. Hubbard (Joel and Amos, 242) appropriately criticizes Wolff (Joel and Amos, 353) for subjectively arguing that the uniqueness of this combination is evidence of lateness.

501. See Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel for discussions of sowing (53–54), reaping (57–60), and the grape harvest and treading of the grapes (110–12).

502. The combination dōrēk ʿănābîm appears only here. Similar phrases are found in Job 24:11; Isa 63:2–3. See Paul, Amos, 293 n. 51.

503. This descriptor (mōšēk hazzeraʿ) is also a hapax legomenon.

504. Contrast the compressed sequence in Lev 26:5, which does follow the agricultural calendar.

505. Driver describes the shortened process of fermentation that produces this kind of wine (The Books of Joel and Amos, 225).

506. In 7:16, the verb is in the qal; here it is in the hiphil as an intensive (Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 922).

507. In 9:5, mwg is in the qal stem; here it is in the hithpolel. Paul translates the verb as “wave” in relationship to the grain in the preceding line and cites Nah 1:5 (Amos, 294; cf. NJPS, NEB).

508. Several note that the verse contains a chiasm (Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 284; Paul, Amos, 294; Lessing, Amos, 580) but disagree on the boundaries of the chiasm. Paul and Lessing see it as extending across the verse instead of being limited to the last line, and they thus connect the last clause to grain.

509. Note esp. Nogalski, Literary Precursors of the Book of the Twelve, 118–21; cf. Jeremias, The Book of Amos, 169–70.

510. See Osty, Amos–Osée, 60; Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos, 142; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 922; Paul, Amos, 293; Hadjiev, The Composition and Redaction of the Book of Amos, 34–35, 122.

511. Some rabbinic commentators believed that milk was assumed in this verse, although not mentioned, and saw it as hyperbolic and allegorical. See Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 296–98; Rosenberg, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 170.

512. Dissimilar opening formulae (Amos 9:13, Behold, days are coming; Joel 3:18 [MT 4:18], “Behold, in that day”); different verbal stems of nṭp (hiphil in Amos 9:13, qal in Joel 3:18 [MT 4:18]); the absence of kôl (“all”) in Joel; in Amos 9:12 the hills melt (mwg), in Joel the hills “flow” (hlk).

513. See, e.g., the “Ba‘alu Myth,” trans. D. Pardee (COS 1.86:271).

514. As throughout the book, this label refers to the inhabitants of the Northern Kingdom (in this case, the remnant of that kingdom). Andersen and Freedman argue that the phrase has both the Southern and Northern Kingdoms in view (Amos, 125–26, 638, 892, 897–98). Lessing believes, because of the breadth of those to be called by Yahweh’s name, that the reference is to “the eschatological people of God,” which will include Gentiles (Amos, 580).

515. The verb šwb (return) is the most prominent verb of the OAN (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6). Interestingly, the book opens and closes with this verb.

516. Earlier scholars contended that the phrase referred to the return from exile (see the translation notes). For the history of research and a discussion, see John M. Bracke, “šûb šəbût: A Reappraisal,” ZAW 97 (1985): 233–44; cf. J. A. Thompson and Elmer A. Martens, “šwb,” NIDOTTE 4:58–59. It is a stretch for Soggins to say that the phrase is “probably a deliberate cryptic reference to the repatriation of the exiles” (The Prophet Amos, 148). For similar phrases, see Paul, Amos, 294. Although a predominance of the uses of the phrase is found in Jeremiah and Ezekiel, it cannot be labeled a late idea; see Rudolph, Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, 285; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 924–25; Paul, Amos, 294. For Smoak, these words counter the devastation wrought in eighth-century Assyrian siege warfare (“Building Houses and Planting Vineyards,” 19–35).

517. Lessing makes the interesting observation that the verbs could demonstrate intentional sequencing: building cities to inhabit, planting vineyards to drink the wine, working gardens to eat their produce (Amos, 580). Marlow (Biblical Prophets and Contemporary Environmental Ethics, 155–57, 218) notes that planting vineyards is part of several descriptions of the restoration of the people of God (cf. Isa. 65:21; Jer. 31:5; Ezek. 28:26); cf. Gören Eidevall, “Trees and Trauma: On the Use of Phytomorphic Metaphors in Prophetic Descriptions of Deportation and Exile,” in Images of Exile in the Prophetic Literature, ed. Høgenhaven, Poulsen, and Power, 217–32.

518. The adverb again (ʿôd) appears in 7:8 and 8:2 in relationship to Yahweh not passing by Israel again. Those two instances are definitive declarations of inescapable judgment, whereas this verse offers absolute assurance of security.

519. The combination of “plant” (nṭʿ) and “uproot” (ntš) also appears in Jer 1:10; 24:6; 31:28; 42:10; 45:4. The planting of the people in the land is also related to the Davidic promise in 2 Sam 7:10. Uprooting as judgment is found, e.g., in Deut 29:28 [MT 29:27]; 1 Kgs 14:15.

520. William R. Osborne, Trees and Kings: A Comparative Analysis of Tree Imagery in Israel’s Prophetic Tradition and the Ancient Near East, BBRSup 18 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2018). Osborne focuses on tree imagery in relationship to kings but surveys research and material pertinent to the broader discussion of trees in the ancient world. Also note “Tree, Trees” and “Vine, Vineyard” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, ed. L. Ryken, J. C. Wilhoit, and T. Longman III (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1998), 890–92 and 914–17 respectively. 

521. 1:2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 13, 15; 2:1, 3, 4, 6; 3:11, 12; 5:3, 4, 16, 17, 27; 7:2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 17; 9:15. 

522. This phrase may resonate with the covenant language of, e.g., Exod 15:26; 20:2; Lev 11:44; Isa 41:10.

523. In this way, Fretheim says, the prophets move beyond Eden in that the future redemption cannot be affected by human rebellion (God and World in the Old Testament, 194–98).

524. E.g., some of the rabbinic commentators on 9:13; see Ruiz González, Comentarios hebreos medievales, 299.
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