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Ritual without Righteousness—Not an Option! 

Amos 4:1-13 

 

 Years ago I heard about an elementary school teacher who had assigned a 500-word essay at 

the beginning of the school year on “The Most Interesting Thing that Happened to Me During 

Summer Vacation.” As she was checking the essays, she saw that one boy was a very good 

writer for his age. He was telling a delightful story about an experience he had with his 

grandfather that summer. The content was interesting and the way he was telling it was very 

vivid and colorful. But then in the midst of the story and without warning, there were the words, 

“The End.” As you can imagine, the teacher was puzzled. When she returned the boy’s paper, 

she asked him why he stopped in the middle of his story. He replied, “Well, you assigned us a 

500-word essay, so I kept count. When I got to 500 words, I stopped.” 

 The Israelites of Amos’ day thought they were writing a good essay with their worship, but 

Amos declared that it was only a multiplication of their sin, because it was a ritual without 

righteousness. 

 

Amos’ sermon 

This text from Amos 4 is the second of three sermons in the book of Amos that begin with 

the declaration, Hear this word . . . .1 We looked at the first one last week in chapter 3, and we’ll 

look at the other one next Sunday in chapter 5. 

The first part of his sermon is a declaration of judgment on the oppression of the poor by the 

rich (4:1-3). Amos focuses particularly on the rich women of Samaria, the wives of the 

prominent and rich men. 

Amos calls the women cows of Bashan (4:1). What in the world did he mean by that? Was 

he just insulting them, or did he have a purpose behind calling them that? 

Bashan was actually the only really good place to raise cattle in ancient Israel and Judah. 

Much of the land, except in the north around the Sea of Galilee and the Jordan River Valley and 

Jezreel Valley that extends southeast from Mount Carmel, is rocky desert. Bashan, which lay to 

the east and northeast of the Sea of Galilee, was much more verdant. In fact, compared to most 

of the rest of the lands of Israel and Judah, the pastures were luxurious. So the cattle that were 

bred, born, and raised there were large, strong, fat, sleek, and aggressive. This was true to the 
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point that is was common to refer to the mighty as “strong bulls of Bashan.” Even the cows 

could push around the lesser cattle to get what they wanted. 

And that was just what the women of Samaria were doing. They kept telling their husbands, 

“Bring something to drink!” By their demands to their husbands for more luxury and drink, 

they had oppressed the poor and crushed the needy.  

Now the Lord GOD had sworn by his own holiness—his own otherness from all he had 

created—that he would bring judgment on them. That judgment would be in the form of 

destruction and deportation. Looking back on history, we know that this would come at the 

hands of the Assyrian army less than 40 years later, as they would lead their captives out of the 

city of Samaria through breaches in the wall. Archeologists have found Assyrian stone 

engravings that depict prisoners of war being led away “with a rope fastened to a hook that 

pierced the nose or lower lip.”2 Just as the ancient famer could lead the strongest cattle of Bashan 

anywhere he wanted with a hook in their nose, or as a fisherman could bring in any fish caught 

with a hook, so their captors would lead them from their luxury into poverty and captivity (4:2-

3)! 

 

At this point Amos makes a shift in his sermon.  

Even though the rich and powerful among the people of Israel had engaged in all kinds of 

unjust and ethical behavior, oppressing and taking advantage of the poor in order to build their 

own wealth and enjoy a life of luxury, they loved to go to worship at Bethel and Gilgal. 

These two towns were centers of worship for the northern kingdom of Israel, while Jerusalem 

with its temple remained the center of worship for the southern kingdom of Judah. Bethel and 

Gilgal both had significance in Israel’s history as the people of God. 

Bethel was where Jacob had his dream of a ladder reaching up into heaven with God’s angels 

going up and down on it. God appeared to him in that dream and passed on the promise he had 

made to Abraham to Jacob, that this land would belong to him and his descendants. Jacob named 

the place “Beth El”—the house of God. After his lengthy sojourn in Laban’s house, he went back 

to Bethel to worship God (Genesis 28:10-22; 35:1-8). 

Gilgal was the place where the Israelites first camped after they crossed the Jordan River into 

the promised land of Canaan. They set up a memorial made of twelve stones there to 

commemorate their crossing the Jordan on dry ground. They also observed the Passover for the 

first time in the promised land at Gilgal (Joshua 4:1 – 5:12). 

Amos boldly condemns Israel’s ritual without righteousness (4:4-5). He offers a parody of 

the priestly call to worship. According to custom, a priest would call the people to worship, 

saying something like, “Come to Bethel and worship!” or “Come to Gilgal and worship!” 

Amos’ parody was to the point— 

 
Come to Bethel—and transgress; 

to Gilgal—and multiply transgression; 
bring your sacrifices every morning, 

your tithes every three days; 
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bring a thank offering of leavened bread, 
and proclaim freewill offerings, publish them; 
for so you love to do, O people of Israel! 

says the Lord GOD. 
 

He was in essence saying to them, “Intensify what you are doing, and thus multiply your 

sin!” They didn’t remember the warning among the proverbs King Solomon has collected that 

we see in Proverbs 28:9— 

 
 When one will not listen to the law, 
  even one’s prayers are an abomination. 

 

Their ritual was divorced from any personal righteousness and practice of justice and love for 

neighbor, or as the prophet Micah put it to the people of Judah along the same time, from doing 

justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with God (Micah 6:8). 

Worship was important and good and right. But worship apart from practicing justice, ritual 

without righteousness, was worthless! It was not an option! 

 
 Amos then makes another shift in his sermon. Typically in ancient Israelite worship, after the 

worshipers presented their offerings to the LORD, a priest would declare that God had accepted 

them. But Amos makes a much different declaration. He reminds them that though God had 

disciplined them, they had not repented. In fact, he lays out five different disastrous events that 

had come on them that God intended to correct them and bring them to repentance— 

 

• famine (4:6) 

• drought at a crucial time for the harvest (4:7-8) 

• blight, mildew, and locusts destroying crops (4:9) 

• pestilence as in Egypt and war (4:10) 

• being overthrown like Sodom and Gomorrah (4:11). 

 

But all this discipline that was designed to bring about repentance had gone unheeded. In each 

case, the LORD declares through his prophet, yet you did not return to me. 

Now the Lord had something else in store for them, which Amos does not detail. But the 

message was clear, and it was frightening (4:12): 

 
because I will do this to you, 
prepare to meet your God, O Israel! 

 

They would meet God in judgment, this God who created the world, who reveals himself and his 

thoughts to humanity, who makes the morning darkness, and treads on the high places of the 

earth, this God who is the LORD, the God of hosts or of heavenly armies (4:13)! It was a 

dreadful declaration! 

Charles Haddon Spurgeon, the great 19th century British Baptist preacher described the 
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messages of the prophets with this analogy: 

 

A very skillful bowman went to the mountains in search of 

game. All the beasts of the forest fled at his approach. The lion 

alone challenged him to combat. The bowman immediately let fly 

an arrow and said to the lion, “I send you my messenger, that from 

him you might learn what I myself will do when I assail you.” The 

lion thus wounded rushed away in great fear, and when a fox 

exhorted him to be of good courage and not turn away at the first 

attack, he said, “You counsel me in vain, for if he sends so fearful 

a messenger, how shall I abide the attack of the man himself?” 

If the warning admonitions of God’s ministers fill the 

conscience with terror, what must it be to face the Lord himself? If 

one bolt of judgment brings a man into a cold sweat, what will it 

be to stand before an angry God in the last great day?3 

 

Amos’ word for us 

Amos declared that ritual without righteousness was not an option, but would instead lead to 

God’s judgment. 

 Some of you may remember about 18 years ago when not long after the Enron business 

scandal, there was the Worldcom business scandal. In July 2002, Robert Parham, then director of 

the Baptist Center for Ethics, wrote an editorial entitled Where Do Worldcom Execs Go to 

Church? He pointed out that the executives of several of the major corporations that had recently 

gone under due to fraud were very active in their respective churches of various denominations. 

Yet they allowed or even implemented unethical practices that took a toll on investors.4 

But lest we condemn them too quickly, maybe we should ask ourselves, Are we guilty of 

ritual without righteousness? Does our walk line up with our worship? Is the way we live 

consistent with the way we express our praise and devotion to God? For God’s people, ritual 

without righteousness simply is not an option! 

Now there’s nothing wrong with ritual if it expresses genuine worship. In fact, ritual can be a 

good thing, and it’s actually very important in worship. It provides positive discipline and 

continuity, and provides us time-honored means of expression for our worship that provides a 

much-needed check on our sometimes excessive individualism. C. S. Lewis once wrote: 

 

The modern habit of doing ceremonial things unceremoniously is 

no proof of humility; rather it proves the worshiper’s inability to 

forget himself in the rite, and his readiness to spoil for everyone 

else the proper pleasure of ritual.5 

 

But if we’re engaging in ritual without righteousness, God is not pleased, nor will he accept 

it! 

Ritual must be accompanied by a right relationship with God through repentance and faith, 

and with our fellow human beings through justice and mercy. If not, we become like the 
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Pharisees Jesus condemned in Matthew 23:23; they gave tithes on their herbs but neglected the 

weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. Jesus said they should have done 

both! 

 

So here’s where the rubber meets the road. If you had to meet God right now, would he be 

satisfied with your ritual and your righteousness? 

 Amos’ sermon was God’s call to repentance, or else! His challenge is the same for us today. 

For God’s people, ritual without righteousness simply is not an option! 

 Are you seeking to live right and worship right? Are you writing a wonderful essay with 

your life, or are you just writing 500 words? 

  

MEG 
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