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When God Speaks to Us 

Amos 1:1 – 2:16 

 

 Though the Old Testament prophet Amos is counted among the “Minor Prophets” in our 

English Bibles, he had a major message to the ancient kingdoms of Israel and Judah, particularly 

Israel! 

 This morning I’m beginning a series of sermons through the book of Amos. Starting today 

and over the next five Sundays, we’ll work our way through this powerful prophet’s writings.  

 Just a little background of the book . . . 

 To borrow Charles Dickens’ immortal words, “It was the best of times, and it was the worst 

of times.” 

 It was, for the northern kingdom of Israel, truly the best of times in terms of economic 

prosperity and peace with her neighbors. Under the reign of King Jeroboam II, Israel had reached 

a height of expansion and prosperity that it would never see again. For the country as a whole, 

things looked good. Even their religion seemed to be prospering. People attended worship 

regularly, offerings were up, and the people thought God was blessing them. 

 But from God’s vantage point, it was also the worst of times. Much of the prosperity was 

concentrated in the hands of a relatively few. And rather than using a portion of it to help their 

fellow Israelites in need, they had acquired more by oppression and injustice toward the poor. 

Their religion was rotten to the core, as ritual had become divorced from righteousness, creating 

a gaping disconnect between their worship and their ethics, and even the ethics of their worship. 

 Onto this stage stepped the prophet Amos in the middle of the 8th century BC while Uzziah 

was ruling over Judah and Jeroboam II was king over Israel. 

 Now Amos had not been a professional prophet; in fact, at one point (in 7:14), he declared 

that fact to emphasize that God had called him to speak to Israel.  

 No, Amos was a herdsman or a shepherd, and a tender of sycamore fig trees. The sheep he 

tended were a particular breed which was very short-legged and ugly-faced, but they produced 

an enormous quantity of quality wool. The figs were generally the food of the poor. 

Though he wasn’t formally educated, he had a keen intellect and great spiritual perception, 

and heard God’s message clearly. 

Tekoa, his hometown, was located about 11 miles south of Jerusalem and 18 miles west of 
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the Dead Sea. The sycamore fig trees didn’t grow well there, so we know that he’d go elsewhere 

to tend them—puncturing the fruit at just the right time so that it would ripen properly. Perhaps 

some of his business trips to sell sheep or figs took him into Israel from time to time, where he 

could observe the wicked state of affairs there firsthand.1 

Whatever the case, God called this shepherd from the south to go preach his judgment on the 

kingdom of Israel. 

  

Amos’ first sermon 

Amos’ first sermon was a sermon about God’s coming judgment on the nations. He boldly 

declared: 

 

The LORD roars from Zion  
and utters his voice from Jerusalem; 

the pastures of the shepherds wither, 
 and the top of Carmel dries up (1:2).2 

 

 The progression of his sermon is interesting. One by one, Amos pronounces judgment on all 

the seven nations that bordered Israel—Syria or Aram, Philistia, Phoenicia, Edom, Ammon, 

Moab, and Judah. He crisscrossed Israel with the first four, northeast to southwest, then 

northwest to southeast, then east, circling southeast, to south. 

It was as though without their realizing it Amos was throwing a snare over and around Israel and 

then slowly tightening it. 

In this sermon he pronounced judgment on Israel’s neighbors on every side, using the same 

pattern in each declaration: For three transgressions . . . , and for four   . . . . 

Syria or Aram, with Damascus as its capital, was first. He denounced them for their ruthless 

warfare against Gilead (1:3-5). 

Next he addressed Philistia, Israel’s ancient enemy in the land of Canaan, calling them to 

account for carrying entire communities into exile, handing them over to Edom (1:6-8). 

Then he turned to the city of Tyre in Phoenicia. Like the Philistines, they had delivered 

whole communities over to Edom, disregarding a covenant of kinship (1:9-10). 

At this point he turned to Edom (the descendants of Esau, Jacob’s twin brother) condemning 

them for their disregard of brotherly compassion toward Israel and Judah (1:11-12). 

Now it was the Ammonites’ turn, as Amos declared God’s judgment on their brutality, even 

toward expectant mothers, in the expansion of their rule (1:13-15). 

 And he didn’t overlook Moab, either, but called them to account for their desecration of the 

dead (2:1-3). 

The sins of these six surrounding nations were full and overflowing, and God would soon use 

the Assyrians as his rod of judgment on them. Amos’ audience heard him gladly as he described 

this judgment on Israel’s neighbors who were also their enemies. 

But then he began to draw the snare tighter as he pronounced judgment on Judah, Israel’s 

brother. Amos regarded Israel and Judah as one people—the people of God, the covenant 
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community. But being part of the covenant community did not spare them from judgment; in 

fact, it heightened their responsibility. Judah had rejected God’s law, not kept his statutes, and 

been led astray by deceitful false gods. Thus, Judah would also be judged. 

And then Amos pulled the snare completely tight, as he announced God’s judgment on Israel 

(2:6-16). He boldly declared: 

 
6 Thus says the LORD: 
For three transgressions of Israel, 

and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; 
because they sell the righteous for silver, 

and the needy for a pair of sandals— 
7 they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, 

and push the afflicted out of the way; 
father and son go in to the same girl, 

so that my holy name is profaned; 
8 they lay themselves down beside every altar 

on garments taken in pledge; 
and in the house of their God they drink 

wine bought with fines they imposed. 
9 Yet I destroyed the Amorite before them, 

whose height was like the height of cedars, 
and who was as strong as oaks; 

I destroyed his fruit above, 
and his roots beneath. 

10 Also I brought you up out of the land of Egypt, 
and led you forty years in the wilderness, 
to possess the land of the Amorite. 

11 And I raised up some of your children to be prophets 
and some of your youths to be nazirites. 
Is it not indeed so, O people of Israel? 

               says the LORD. 
 

12 But you made the nazirites drink wine, 
and commanded the prophets, 
saying, “You shall not prophesy.” 

13 So, I will press you down in your place, 
just as a cart presses down 
when it is full of sheaves. 

14 Flight shall perish from the swift, 
and the strong shall not retain their strength, 
nor shall the mighty save their lives; 

15 those who handle the bow shall not stand, 
and those who are swift of foot shall not save themselves, 
nor  shall those who ride horses save their lives; 

16 and those who are stout of heart among the mighty 
shall flee away naked in that day, 
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               says the LORD. 
 

Do you see the reasons for the judgment? Injustice toward neighbors (especially the poor and 

oppressed) and immorality in worship (syncretism, incorporating the fertility rites from the 

pagan religions around them). They were violating both tables of the Law! 

And this was in spite of all God had done for Israel—the Exodus, the Promised Land, the 

giving of prophets and nazirites (whom they silenced and corrupted)! Thus their judgment would 

be certain and severe. 

The crowd was not so pleased, now! Through Amos, God pronounced judgment on Israel’s 

neighbors, then on Judah, and finally on Israel. So long as God was speaking to their neighbors, 

even their brother, it was fine. But now, God was speaking to them! And he was speaking 

judgment! 

 

When God speaks to us 

We’re often very quick to point out how we think God is speaking to other people, when he 

may in fact be speaking to us. Years ago, a man who was a member of the church I was serving 

as pastor professed to be a Christian but had very little to do with the church. His wife’s mother 

was very ill with cancer. A tiny woman to begin with, she had wasted away to less than 70 lbs.  

One day, this man’s wife was taking her parents to visit some relatives. On the way back, two 

teenaged boys who were drinking hit them almost head-on. The mother escaped serious injury, 

but the father had a heart attack during the wreck and died a few weeks later. Several of the 

children in this family were not Christians. And this man, who had little relationship with the 

church, was overheard to say, “Boy, God sure is trying to tell that family something!” 

To be honest, aren’t we all like that sometimes? We’re quick to hear, and maybe even say 

“Amen!” when God speaks to our neighbor. We even affirm it when he speaks to others in our 

family or our spiritual family. But when it’s a word of correction or judgment, we don’t want to 

hear it when God speaks to us! 

What Amos’ word to Israel says to us is that God not only judges the atrocities of the world; 

he judges the unfaithfulness of his people.  

We join in the condemnation of the decline of our society and culture. We quickly condemn 

the sins of the world. But what about the sins among us? What about the pride, the greed, the 

prejudice and racism, the participation in the oppressive structures of our society? What about 

the dilution of our faith and of Christ’s claims to our absolute love, loyalty, and love of our 

neighbor by the tainting of our faith and the gospel with pagan and materialistic elements? 

There’s much to call forth God’s judgment in the world, but also much in the church! In fact, 

John Stott argued that the condition of the society and culture around us is at least partly the fault 

of the church, because we’ve failed to be the salt and light in a dark and corrupt world as Jesus 

calls us to be! 3 

 

 Once upon a time, there a man who would always say to his pastor after church, “Boy, you 
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sure told ’em today, Pastor.” This went on for years. One cold Sunday, there was a severe 

snowstorm. The pastor, though, made sure he was there so if anyone did come for worship. The 

only one who came was this man, who lived nearby. With just the two of them, they had the 

worship service. They sang a few hymns, prayed, and then the preacher preached. The pastor 

thought to himself, “I wonder what he’ll say today?” The man, as was his custom, wanted to say 

something about the sermon. So as they were leaving, he said, “Preacher, I’ll tell you one thing 

about that sermon —if they had been here, you sure would have told ’em!” 

 God is speaking today. Is he speaking to us? Is he speaking to you?  

MEG 

 
1 This background information is gleaned from Ralph L. Smith, “Amos,” in The Broadman Bible Commentary, 

Vol. 7 (Nashville: Broadman, 1972), 81-83. 
2 Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Bible. 
3 https://www.rzim.org/read/just-thinking-magazine/the-church-and-culture-in-the-21st-century (last accessed 

07-07-2020). 
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