
Introduction to Amos Chapter 2 

Moab, Judah, and the Trap of Israel: The Spiral Closes, the Covenant People Stand 

Condemned 

Amos chapter 2 is the chapter in which the rhetorical trap of the oracles-against-the-nations 

sequence springs shut. Chapter 1 moved the circle of judgment from Damascus to Gaza to Tyre 

to Edom to Ammon, each oracle greeted with the approval of an Israelite audience that found 

comfort in the condemnation of its neighbors. Chapter 2 opens with the final two international 

oracles — Moab and Judah — and then delivers the longest, most comprehensive, and most 

devastating oracle of the entire sequence: the indictment of Israel itself. The audience that has 

been nodding along at the condemnation of the nations discovers, with gathering horror and no 

possible escape, that the indictment has been moving toward them all along. 

 

The chapter moves through three sections of very different character. The oracle against Moab 

(verses 1–3) names a crime against the dead king of Edom — the burning of his bones into lime 

— that is remarkable for being the only crime in the entire series that is committed against a non-

Israelite nation: the violation of the dignity of Edom’s dead king. The oracle against Judah 

(verses 4–5) is the briefest and most theologically distinctive of the eight, naming not a specific 

atrocity but a pattern of covenant unfaithfulness: the rejection of the law of the LORD, the 

failure to keep His statutes, the lies that have led them astray. And then, in verses 6–16, the 

oracle against Israel erupts in a torrent of specificity — the selling of the righteous for silver, the 

needy for a pair of sandals, the trampling of the poor into the dust, the sexual exploitation of the 

vulnerable, the garments taken in pledge kept overnight, the wine bought with the money of the 

fined drunk beside every altar — followed by the reminder of the divine faithfulness that makes 

the covenant violation the more inexcusable, and the declaration that the swift and the mighty 

and the courageous will find no escape on the day of the judgment. 

 

The theological argument of the Israel oracle is the most significant in the book: privilege 

intensifies accountability. The nations have been judged for crimes against humanity that violate 

a moral order available to all nations. Israel is judged for the same crimes against humanity — 

and additionally for the violation of the specific covenant relationship in which the LORD 

brought them out of Egypt, gave them the Amorites’ land, raised up prophets and Nazirites 

among them, and demonstrated the covenant faithfulness that should have produced the covenant 

faithfulness in return. The greater the grace received, the more inexcusable the violation. The 

nations are condemned for what every nation should know; Israel is condemned for what Israel 

above all should have known, having been told and shown and saved by the God who now 

speaks against them through the shepherd from Tekoa. 

 

Opening Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 



 

We come to Amos chapter 2 as the people who are Israel in this chapter — the community that 

has received the covenant, that has been brought out of the Egypt of our sin by the greater 

Exodus of the cross, that has been given the inheritance of the new covenant community, that has 

had the prophets and the apostles and the Scriptures and the Spirit poured out. We come to this 

chapter knowing that the privilege we have received is the measure of the accountability we 

carry. 

 

Lord, let the selling of the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals be the mirror 

that shows us our own economic life. Let the trampling of the poor into the dust and the pushing 

of the afflicted out of the way be the mirror that shows us our social life. Let the father and son 

going in to the same girl be the mirror that shows us our sexual ethics. And let the wine of the 

fined drunk beside every altar be the mirror that shows us our religious life — the way we 

conduct our worship while the justice that the covenant God requires has been systematically 

violated in our economic and social arrangements. 

 

Let the yet I destroyed the Amorite before them and I brought you up out of Egypt be the measure 

of the inexcusability of the covenant violation: the greater the grace received, the more damning 

the ingratitude. And let the no one shall flee who flees, no one shall escape who escapes, the 

swift shall not escape be the warning that produces the repentance that averts the judgment 

while the yet even now is still available. 

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Amos 2:1–3 

Moab: The Burning of the Bones of the King of Edom and the Final Gentile Oracle 

 

(1) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of Moab, 

and for four, I will not turn away the punishment thereof; 

because he burned the bones of the king of Edom into lime: 

(2) But I will send a fire upon Moab, 

and it shall devour the palaces of Kerioth: 

and Moab shall die with tumult, 

with shouting, and with the sound of the trumpet: 

(3) And I will cut off the judge from the midst thereof, 

and will slay all the princes thereof with him, 

saith the LORD. 

 

The Context 



The Moab oracle is the final international oracle in the series and the most theologically 

distinctive, because the crime named — the burning of the bones of the king of Edom into lime 

— is unique in several respects. First, it is the only crime in the entire series that is committed 

against a non-Israelite victim: the king of Edom, the perpetual enemy of Israel, is the person 

whose dignity has been violated. Second, the crime itself is not a military atrocity committed 

against living people but a desecration of the dead: the burning of the royal bones into lime for 

use in plaster or construction, reducing the dignified remains of a king to construction material. 

Third, the crime against the dead Edomite king establishes the theological principle that the 

covenant God’s moral concern extends to the treatment of all human beings — including 

enemies, including the dead — and that the desecration of human dignity violates a moral order 

that transcends the boundaries of the covenant community. 

 

The historical background of the crime is uncertain — no specific incident that matches this 

description is recorded in the historical books, though 2 Kings 3 records a joint Israelite-

Judahite-Edomite campaign against Moab during which extreme measures were taken. Whatever 

the specific incident, the principle is clear: the treatment of the dead with dignity is a matter of 

moral obligation that the covenant God enforces even across the boundaries of national and 

ethnic enmity. The Moabite king who burned the bones of the Edomite king into lime may have 

considered it a satisfying revenge against an enemy; the covenant God considers it a violation of 

the moral order that will be answered with fire and tumult and the cutting off of the rulers. 

 

The punishment description adds a vivid sensory dimension not present in the previous oracles: 

Moab shall die with tumult, with shouting, and with the sound of the trumpet. The noise of the 

battle, the war cries, the blasts of the trumpet — these are the sounds of the military defeat that 

will be the form of the divine judgment, and the tumult of the punishment echoes the tumult of 

the crime: the burning of the bones is a noisy, public act of desecration, and the judgment will be 

a noisy, public military catastrophe. 

 

Plain American English 

This is what the LORD says: The people of Moab have sinned again and again, and I will not let 

them go unpunished. They burned the bones of Edom’s king to ashes. So I will send fire against 

Moab, and it will burn down the fortresses of Kerioth. Moab will die in the chaos of battle, with 

war cries and the blast of trumpets. And I will destroy their ruler and kill all their officials with 

him, says the LORD. 

 

Key Observations 

“Because he burned the bones of the king of Edom into lime”: This signifies The Crime 

Against the Dead Enemy King Is the Theological Declaration That the Covenant God’s 

Moral Concern Extends to the Treatment of All Human Beings — Including Enemies and 

the Dead — and That Human Dignity Cannot Be Violated Even in Death. 



The burning of the bones of the king of Edom into lime is the most theologically surprising 

crime in the entire series precisely because of its victim: the king of Edom, Israel’s perpetual 

enemy, the descendant of Esau whose people the oracle of Amos 1:11–12 has just condemned 

for perpetual enmity. Yet the desecration of the Edomite king’s bones is named as a crime 

against the moral order that the covenant God enforces. This establishes one of the most 

important principles in the prophetic tradition’s theology of justice: the moral protection of 

human dignity does not apply only to allies, friends, or covenant partners. It extends to enemies. 

It extends to the dead. The person who might have cheered the death of the Edomite king is still 

under obligation to treat the dead king’s remains with the respect due to a human being made in 

the image of God. 

“Moab shall die with tumult, with shouting, and with the sound of the trumpet”: This 

signifies The Noisy, Public Character of the Punishment Echoes the Noisy, Public 

Character of the Crime — the Desecration That Was Done in Public Will Be Answered in 

Public. 

The tumult, shouting, and trumpet-sound of the punishment are not merely vivid imagery; they 

are the public dimension of the judgment that corresponds to the public dimension of the crime. 

The burning of a king’s bones into lime is not a private act; it is a public statement of contempt 

for the enemy’s dignity, performed in a way that the surrounding nations could observe and note. 

The judgment that comes in the form of the noisy, public military defeat corresponds in its 

publicity to the publicity of the crime. The divine judgment consistently takes the form that 

mirrors and reverses the crime: the public desecration is answered by the public defeat. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Crime Against the Edomite King as the Establishment of the Principle That 

Human Dignity Is Protected by the Covenant God Even Across the Boundaries of Enmity 

— the Dignity of the Enemy Is as Morally Protected as the Dignity of the Friend: The 

burning of the bones of the enemy king as a crime against the divine moral order establishes the 

principle that the covenant God’s protection of human dignity does not stop at the boundary of 

the covenant community or even at the boundary of life itself. The enemy who has been defeated 

in battle retains the dignity due to a human being made in the image of God. The community that 

treats the bodies of its enemies with contempt, that desecrates the dead of those it has defeated, 

that denies the dignity of the human person on the grounds that the person was an enemy, has 

committed the crime of Moab. The moral obligation extends across the boundary of enmity and 

across the boundary of life. 

2. Recognize That the Final International Oracle Before the Covenant Community’s Own 

Indictment Is the One That Most Broadly Establishes the Universal Scope of the Divine 

Moral Concern — the God Who Judges Israel Also Judges Every Nation for Every Crime 

Against Every Person: The placement of the Moab oracle — the crime against the non-Israelite 

enemy king — as the final international oracle before the covenant community’s own indictment 

is rhetorically and theologically significant. The universal scope of the divine moral concern is 

established at its broadest possible extent — extending even to the enemy dead — before the 

focus narrows to the covenant community. The God who judges Moab for the desecration of the 



Edomite king is the God who judges Israel for the sale of the righteous for silver. The moral 

order is universal before it is particular. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The crime of Moab against the bones of the Edomite king has contemporary equivalents in every 

form of the desecration of the dead that military conflict and political violence produce: the 

mutilation of enemy corpses, the refusal to return the remains of the defeated to their families, 

the public display of the enemy’s body as a trophy of victory. The covenant God’s indictment of 

Moab for this specific crime establishes the theological principle that the treatment of the dead 

with dignity is a moral obligation that survives every form of military and political conflict. The 

community of faith that reads this oracle must bring its judgment to bear on every contemporary 

practice that violates the dignity of human remains, regardless of the political or military context 

in which the violation occurs. 

Key Lesson: *The Moab oracle closes the international series with the theologically broadest 

possible establishment of the divine moral concern: the crime against the dead enemy king 

demonstrates that the covenant God’s protection of human dignity extends across the boundaries 

of enmity, nationality, and life itself, preparing the audience for the turn to the covenant 

community’s own indictment with the full understanding that the God who judges the nations for 

their crimes against humanity will judge His own people by the same standard — and by the 

higher standard that the covenant privilege demands.* 

 

Amos 2:4–5 

Judah: The Rejected Law, the Unkept Statutes, and the Lies That Led Astray 

 

(4) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of Judah, 

and for four, I will not turn away the punishment thereof; 

because they have despised the law of the LORD, 

and have not kept his commandments, 

and their lies caused them to err, 

after the which their fathers walked. 

(5) But I will send a fire upon Judah, 

and it shall devour the palaces of Jerusalem. 

 

The Context 

The Judah oracle is the most theologically distinctive of the eight oracles because it names no 

specific atrocity but instead names the violation of the covenant relationship itself: they have 

rejected the law of the LORD and have not kept his statutes, but their lies have led them astray, 

after which their fathers walked. The structure of the crime is different from every other oracle in 



the series. The nations have been condemned for specific acts of violence: the iron threshing, the 

whole-people trafficking, the burning of the royal bones, the ripping of pregnant women. Judah 

is condemned for the pattern of covenant unfaithfulness — the rejection of the Torah, the failure 

of the statutes, the lies that have functioned as false gods leading the people away from the 

covenant relationship. 

 

The their lies caused them to err is the Judah-specific version of the idolatry that the prophetic 

tradition consistently identifies as the root of the covenant violation. The lies — the kazavim, a 

word used throughout the Old Testament for both falsehood and for the false gods that are 

themselves the most fundamental falsehoods — are the ideological and religious error that has 

led Judah away from the covenant faithfulness that the rejected law and unkept statutes 

represent. The idolatry is not merely a religious failure in the modern privatized sense; it is the 

foundational ideological error from which the social and moral failures flow. 

 

The brevity of the Judah oracle — only two verses, compared with the eleven verses of the Israel 

oracle that follows — is itself a rhetorical feature: Judah gets the briefest treatment of any of the 

eight nations, precisely because Judah is not Amos’s primary audience. Amos is a Judahite sent 

to preach to the north; the Judah oracle is a brief acknowledgment that the covenant community 

in the south is also under the divine indictment, before the full force of the prophetic word turns 

to the north where it has been directed. The brevity keeps Judah in the frame of the indictment 

without allowing Judah’s condemnation to become a distraction from the main target. 

 

The fire on Judah and the consuming of the palaces of Jerusalem is the same punishment formula 

as the previous oracles, establishing that Judah is included in the same category of judgment as 

the surrounding nations. The covenant community does not receive a different kind of judgment 

because of its covenant status; if anything, the covenant status makes the judgment more 

inexcusable and therefore more certain. 

 

Plain American English 

This is what the LORD says: The people of Judah have sinned again and again, and I will not let 

them go unpunished. They have rejected the law of the LORD and refused to obey his commands. 

They have been led astray by the same lies their ancestors chased after. So I will send fire 

against Judah, and it will burn down the fortresses of Jerusalem. 

 

Key Observations 

“Because they have despised the law of the LORD, and have not kept his commandments, 

and their lies caused them to err”: This signifies The Judah Oracle Is the Only One in the 

Series That Names a Relational and Ideological Crime Rather Than a Specific Atrocity — 

the Violation of the Covenant Relationship Itself Is the Crime Unique to the Covenant 

Community. 



The structure of the Judah indictment is fundamentally different from every other oracle in the 

series, and the difference is theologically significant. The nations have been condemned for 

specific acts of violence that violate a moral order available to all nations. Judah is condemned 

for the violation of the specific covenant relationship — the rejection of the Torah, the failure of 

the statutes, the following of the lies. This is not a lesser crime than the burning of bones or the 

trafficking of people; it is a different kind of crime that is possible only for the community that 

has received the covenant. The nations could not have despised the law of the LORD because 

they were not given the law of the LORD. Judah was given it, received it, and despised it. The 

crime that is unique to the covenant community is the crime of covenant rejection. 

“Their lies caused them to err, after the which their fathers walked”: This signifies The 

Generational Dimension of the Lie-Following Establishes That the Present Generation Is 

Carrying the Inherited Pattern of the Ancestors — the Covenant Violation Is Not Merely 

Individual but Accumulated Through the Generations. 

The after which their fathers walked is the generational diagnosis that the lie-following is not the 

innovation of the present generation but the continuation of an inherited pattern. The present 

Judahites have not invented a new form of covenant unfaithfulness; they have followed the same 

lies after which their ancestors walked. This generational dimension of the indictment is 

important for the pastoral theology of the book: the covenant violation that Amos is addressing is 

not merely the product of individual moral failures in the present generation but the accumulated 

pattern of the covenant community’s long-term drift from the covenant faithfulness toward the 

lies that have led each generation further from the truth. The reformation required is not merely 

individual but generational. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Rejection of the Law as the Primary Covenant Crime That Makes the 

Specific Social Sins Possible — the Idolatry That Leads Astray Is the Root from Which the 

Injustice Grows: The Judah oracle’s naming of the ideological crime — the rejection of the law, 

the failure of the statutes, the lies that lead astray — before any specific social atrocity is named 

establishes the causal relationship between the covenant unfaithfulness and the social failures 

that Amos will diagnose in Israel. The community that has rejected the Torah has lost the 

framework within which the specific injustices can be named as injustices. The lies that lead 

astray are the ideological precondition of the social collapse: when the covenant community has 

abandoned the law that defines justice, it loses the capacity to recognize the injustice that it is 

practicing. 

2. Examine the Generational Patterns of the Lie-Following in Your Own Community — the 

Lies That Your Fathers Walked After and That You Have Inherited Without Examining: 

The after which their fathers walked is the invitation to the generational self-examination that 

asks: what are the lies that the previous generations of our community followed, and which of 

those lies have we inherited without examination? Every community of faith has its generational 

patterns of ideological error — the theological distortions, the social accommodations, the 

cultural compromises that each generation received from the previous one and passed on without 

sufficient critical examination. The Judah oracle calls for the honest examination of the inherited 

lies, not merely the correction of the present generation’s innovations. 



 

How This Relates to Today 

The Judah oracle’s placement in the sequence — immediately before the Israel oracle, the 

longest and most comprehensive indictment in the series — establishes the theological principle 

that the covenant community in the south is not exempt from the same indictment that is about to 

fall on the north. The contemporary church that reads the Amos oracles as the condemnation of 

the surrounding culture while imagining itself exempt from the indictment because of its 

covenant status has repeated the error of the Israelite audience that nodded along at the 

condemnation of the nations. The Judah oracle is the reminder that the covenant community is 

always in the frame of the divine judgment — and that its covenant privilege makes the violation 

of the covenant the more inexcusable. 

Key Lesson: *The Judah oracle is the pivot of the entire series: the briefest oracle, naming not a 

specific atrocity but the covenant crime unique to the covenant community — the rejection of the 

law and the following of the lies — with the generational diagnosis that the present violation is 

the continuation of an inherited pattern, and the briefness itself being the rhetorical device that 

keeps the focus moving toward the primary target of the book’s prophetic word: Israel.* 

 

Amos 2:6–16 

Israel: The Selling of the Righteous, the Trampled Poor, the Desecrated Nazirites, and the 

Inescapable Judgment 

 

(6) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of Israel, 

and for four, I will not turn away the punishment thereof; 

because they sold the righteous for silver, 

and the poor for a pair of shoes; 

(7) That pant after the dust of the earth on the head of the poor, 

and turn aside the way of the meek: 

and a man and his father will go in unto the same maid, 

to profane my holy name: 

(8) And they lay themselves down upon clothes laid to pledge 

by every altar, 

and they drink the wine of the condemned 

in the house of their god. 

(9) Yet destroyed I the Amorite before them, 

whose height was like the height of the cedars, 

and he was strong as the oaks; 

yet I destroyed his fruit from above, 

and his roots from beneath. 



(10) Also I brought you up from the land of Egypt, 

and led you forty years through the wilderness, 

to possess the land of the Amorite. 

(11) And I raised up of your sons for prophets, 

and of your young men for Nazarites. 

Is it not even thus, O ye children of Israel? 

saith the LORD. 

(12) But ye gave the Nazarites wine to drink; 

and commanded the prophets, saying, Prophesy not. 

(13) Behold, I am pressed under you, 

as a cart is pressed that is full of sheaves. 

(14) Therefore the flight shall perish from the swift, 

and the strong shall not strengthen his force, 

neither shall the mighty deliver himself: 

(15) Neither shall he stand that handleth the bow; 

and he that is swift of foot shall not deliver himself: 

neither shall he that rideth the horse deliver himself. 

(16) And he that is courageous among the mighty 

shall flee away naked in that day, 

saith the LORD. 

 

The Context 

The Israel oracle is the longest in the series by a factor of more than three: eleven verses against 

the two of the Judah oracle and the typical three or four of the other oracles. The length is itself 

the first statement of the severity of the indictment: Israel is the primary audience of the book, 

the community most directly addressed by the shepherd from Tekoa, and the community whose 

violation of the covenant is the most comprehensive, the most specific, and the most inexcusable 

because of the magnitude of the covenant grace that has preceded it. Every additional verse in 

the Israel oracle is an additional count in the indictment, and together they constitute the most 

thorough available Amos text on the relationship between religious observance and economic 

injustice. 

 

The crimes of Israel named in verses 6–8 fall into four categories. The first is the judicial 

corruption of the economic: the selling of the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of 

sandals (verse 6). The righteous and the needy are being sold — either enslaved to satisfy debts 

that have been manipulated by the creditor class, or their legal cases decided against them in the 

courts by judges who have been bribed with silver or, even more insultingly, with the equivalent 

of a pair of sandals. The smallness of the price — a pair of sandals — is the measure of the 

contempt: the needy person’s legal rights are worth less to the judge than a change of footwear. 

 



The second category is the social: they trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth and 

push the afflicted out of the way (verse 7a). The panting after the dust on the head of the poor is 

an image of predatory eagerness — the wealthy creditor who actually desires the humiliation of 

the debtor, who longs for the moment when the poor person is brought so low that they grovel in 

the dust. The pushing aside of the humble is the active exclusion of the vulnerable from the 

social spaces and social structures that might protect them. 

 

The third category is the sexual: a man and his father go in to the same young woman, so as to 

profane my holy name (verse 7b). The text is ambiguous about whether this describes a legal 

relationship (the inheritance of a father’s concubine or a stepmother, as prohibited in Leviticus 

18:8 and Deuteronomy 22:30) or a more direct sexual exploitation of a household servant or 

slave girl by both father and son. Either way, the violation of sexual boundaries within the 

household, combined with the violation of the honor of the young woman who has no power to 

resist, is named as the profanation of the divine name — the theological dimension that makes 

the sexual exploitation not merely a private moral failure but a covenant violation that dishonors 

the God who gave the law. 

 

The fourth category is the religious-economic: 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 (verse 8). The garments taken in pledge are the subject of Exodus 22:26–27 and 

Deuteronomy 24:12–13, which explicitly required that the poor person’s cloak taken in pledge 

must be returned before nightfall because it is their only covering for sleep. The wealthy of Israel 

have not returned the pledged garments; they have kept them, brought them to the altar, and 

spread them out for a comfortable rest during the festival. The wine bought with the fines of the 

condemned is the wine of the exploited legal system, purchased with money that should have 

been returned to the wrongly condemned and spent instead in the sanctuary of the god whom the 

worshippers claim to serve. Religious observance has been comfortably sustained on the 

proceeds of social injustice. 

 

Verses 9–11 are the devastating theological context that makes verses 6–8 the more inexcusable: 

yet I destroyed the Amorite before them… also I brought you up from the land of Egypt… I 

raised up some of your children as prophets and some of your young men as Nazirites. The 

divine faithfulness is recited against the backdrop of the covenant violation: the God who 

destroyed the cedar-tall, oak-strong Amorites for Israel’s sake, who brought them up from Egypt, 

who led them forty years through the wilderness, who gave them the land, who raised up 

prophets and Nazirites among them — this God is the God whose people have sold the righteous 

for silver and spread the pledged garments beside the altar. The contrast between the divine 

faithfulness and the covenantal unfaithfulness is the most concentrated statement of the 

inexcusability of the violation available in the chapter. 

 

Verse 12 adds the specific violation of the prophetic and Nazirite vocations: you gave the 

Nazirites wine to drink, and commanded the prophets, saying, You shall not prophesy. The 

Nazirites — those dedicated to the LORD through the specific vow of Numbers 6, which 

included the prohibition of wine — have been given wine by the community, deliberately 



corrupting the specific form of their consecration. The prophets have been silenced: you shall not 

prophesy. The gifts that the LORD raised up among the people for their instruction and 

formation have been weaponized against their own purpose. The Nazirite vow has been violated 

by the social pressure to drink; the prophetic word has been suppressed by the authority of those 

who did not want to hear it. 

 

The I am pressed down under you, as a cart full of sheaves presses down of verse 13 is the most 

visceral image in the oracle: the LORD Himself feeling the weight of the accumulated covenant 

violations, groaning under the pressure of what has been done. The groaning cart image turns the 

abstract theological category of divine displeasure into a physical, sensory experience: the 

LORD is being crushed by the weight of what Israel is doing. This is the divine pathos of 

Hosea’s book applied to the social injustice of Amos’s book: the God who groans under the 

weight of the covenant violation is the God whose response is not merely judicial but personal. 

 

The climax of the oracle is the declaration of inescapable judgment in verses 14–16. The swift 

shall not escape, the strong shall not retain his strength, the mighty shall not save his life, the 

archer shall not stand, the swift of foot shall not escape, the rider of horses shall not save his life, 

and the stouthearted among the mighty warriors shall flee away naked in that day. The 

comprehensive catalogue of military qualifications — speed, strength, the bow, the horse, the 

courage of the proven warrior — is the catalogue of the resources that the prosperous military 

class of Israel might expect to use to escape the consequence of the divine judgment. None of 

them will suffice. The day of the LORD’s judgment is the day on which every form of human 

resource and military capacity fails simultaneously. 

 

Plain American English 

This is what the LORD says: The people of Israel have sinned again and again, and I will not let 

them go unpunished. They sell honorable people for silver and poor people for the price of a pair 

of sandals. They trample helpless people in the dust and shove the oppressed out of the way. A 

father and son sleep with the same woman, making a mockery of my holy name. At their religious 

ceremonies, they lounge around on clothes they took from those who couldn’t pay their debts, 

and they drink wine in my Temple that was bought with money from fines they charged the poor. 

Yet I was the one who destroyed the Amorites for Israel’s sake — though they were as tall as 

cedar trees and as strong as oaks. I destroyed their fruit above and their roots below. And I 

brought you out of Egypt and led you forty years through the wilderness so you could possess the 

land of the Amorites. I raised up some of your sons to be prophets and some of your young men 

to be Nazirites. Is this not so, people of Israel? says the LORD. But you made the Nazirites drink 

wine and told the prophets, “Be silent! Don’t prophesy!” Now I will crush you just as a cart full 

of sheaves crushes the grain beneath it. The fastest runners will not get away. The strongest 

soldiers will lose their strength. Even warriors will be unable to save themselves. The archers 

will fail, the fastest soldiers will fail to escape, and even those riding horses won’t get away. On 

that day, even the bravest warriors will run away without their armor, says the LORD. 

 

Key Observations 



“They sold the righteous for silver, and the poor for a pair of shoes”: This signifies The 

Selling of the Righteous and the Needy Is the Most Concentrated Available Statement of 

the Judicial Corruption That Converts the Legal System from the Instrument of Justice 

into the Instrument of the Wealthy’s Exploitation of the Poor. 

The selling of the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals describes a legal system 

in which judicial outcomes have become purchasable commodities. The righteous — those who 

have a legitimate legal case — are being sold into the outcome that favors the wealthy who can 

afford to pay for it. The needy are being sold for the price of a pair of sandals — the 

contemptuous smallness of the price being the measure of the contempt with which the legal 

rights of the poor are regarded. The covenant God who gave the Torah as the framework for a 

justice system that would protect the vulnerable has watched His legal framework be converted 

into the mechanism of their exploitation, and the selling of the righteous for silver is the most 

direct available description of what that conversion looks like in the specific social reality that 

Amos is addressing. 

“And they lay themselves down upon clothes laid to pledge by every altar, and they drink 

the wine of the condemned in the house of their god”: This signifies The Religious-

Economic Synthesis of Verse 8 Is the Most Damning Available Description of the Worship 

That Has Been Sustained on the Proceeds of Social Injustice — the Pledged Garments 

Spread for the Worshippers’ Rest and the Fined Money Spent on Festival Wine. 

Verse 8 is the most theologically searching verse in the oracle precisely because it does not 

describe the abandonment of religious worship but its continuation alongside and on the 

proceeds of the social injustice. The garments that should have been returned to the poor people 

before nightfall have been brought to the sanctuary and spread for a comfortable rest during the 

religious festival. The wine that should have been kept in the pocket of the wrongly fined person 

has been brought to the house of God and drunk as festival wine. The worship is real; the 

injustice is real; and the two are not in tension in the minds of the worshippers who have 

managed to hold them together without apparent cognitive dissonance. This is the condition that 

Amos’s entire ministry exists to address: the prophetic confrontation of the community that has 

successfully separated its religious observance from the requirements of the covenant God who 

is being worshipped. 

“Yet I destroyed the Amorite before them… Also I brought you up from the land of 

Egypt… And I raised up of your sons for prophets, and of your young men for Nazarites”: 

This signifies The Recitation of the Divine Faithfulness Is the Theological Center of the 

Oracle — the Greater the Grace Received, the More Inexcusable the Covenant Violation 

Becomes. 

The yet I… also I… and I of verses 9–11 is the most important theological movement in the 

oracle and in the chapter. The divine faithfulness is recited at length — the Amorites destroyed, 

Egypt escaped, the wilderness traversed, the land possessed, the prophets and Nazirites raised up 

— precisely because the covenant violation of verses 6–8 must be evaluated against the 

background of this faithfulness. The crimes are the same kinds of crimes that the surrounding 

nations committed, and they deserve the same judgment. But they are judged more severely 

because they are committed by the people who have received the most comprehensive available 

expression of the divine faithfulness: the Exodus, the wilderness, the gift of the land, the 



prophetic word. The privilege intensifies the accountability. The greater the grace, the more 

inexcusable the violation. 

“But ye gave the Nazarites wine to drink; and commanded the prophets, saying, Prophesy 

not”: This signifies The Silencing of the Prophets and the Corruption of the Nazirites Are 

the Covenant Violations That Strike Most Directly at the Means of Grace That the LORD 

Has Provided for Israel’s Formation — the Gifts Weaponized Against Their Own Purpose. 

The giving of wine to the Nazirites and the silencing of the prophets are not additional social 

injustices added to the list of verses 6–8; they are the specific violations of the divine provision 

for Israel’s formation that make the other violations both explainable and the more inexcusable. 

The Nazirites were the embodied witnesses to the covenant consecration — their specific 

abstinence from wine being the visible sign of the total dedication to the LORD that the covenant 

required. The prophets were the voices of the divine word that could have interrupted the drift 

from covenant faithfulness into the injustice of verses 6–8. By corrupting the Nazirites and 

silencing the prophets, Israel has removed the two primary instruments of its own formation: it 

has destroyed the visible witness to consecration and suppressed the audible word of correction. 

The community that does both has removed the resources that might have prevented the 

judgment it has now made inevitable. 

“Behold, I am pressed under you, as a cart is pressed that is full of sheaves”: This signifies 

The Divine Groan Under the Weight of the Accumulated Covenant Violation Is the Most 

Visceral Image of the Divine Pathos in the Book — the LORD Feeling the Weight of What 

Israel Is Doing. 

The I am pressed down under you as a cart full of sheaves presses down is the most emotionally 

arresting image in the oracle and one of the most striking expressions of the divine pathos in all 

of Amos. The abstract category of the divine displeasure at the covenant violation is rendered in 

the most physical and sensory terms available: the LORD groaning under the weight of what 

Israel has accumulated. This is not the dispassionate judicial pronouncement of an impartial 

judge; it is the expression of the personally experienced burden that the covenant God carries 

under the weight of the covenantal betrayal of His own people. The God who destroyed the 

Amorites and brought Israel out of Egypt is the God who now groans under the weight of what 

Israel is doing with the land and the freedom and the formation that His faithfulness provided. 

“The flight shall perish from the swift, and the strong shall not strengthen his force, neither 

shall the mighty deliver himself”: This signifies The Comprehensive Catalogue of the 

Inescapable Judgment Is the Final Statement That No Human Military Resource Can 

Protect the Community from the Consequence of the Covenant Violation That Has 

Exhausted the Divine Forbearance. 

The swift who cannot escape, the strong who cannot retain strength, the archer who cannot stand, 

the swift-footed who cannot get away, the horse-rider who cannot save himself, the stouthearted 

warrior who flees naked — the comprehensive list of military qualifications that will all fail 

simultaneously is the most powerful available statement of the inescapability of the divine 

judgment. Every resource that the prosperous, militarily confident northern kingdom might rely 

on for protection is named and declared insufficient. The very confidence in military and 

economic strength that the prosperity of Jeroboam II’s Israel has generated is the confidence that 



verse 14–16 systematically dismantles: none of it will serve on the day of the judgment that the 

accumulated covenant violations have made inevitable. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Examine the Relationship Between the Community’s Religious Observance and Its 

Economic and Social Arrangements — Whether the Worship Is Being Sustained on the 

Proceeds of Social Injustice or Whether the Covenant God’s Justice Is Visible in the 

Economic Life: The pledged garments spread at the altar and the wine of the fined drunk in the 

house of God are the images of the most dangerous and the most common form of religious 

failure: the worship that continues comfortably alongside the social injustice that the covenant 

God has explicitly prohibited, with no apparent cognitive dissonance. The question that verse 8 

poses to every worshipping community is not whether the worship is genuine but whether the 

economic and social arrangements that make the worship comfortable are consistent with the 

covenant God who is being worshipped. The community that has successfully separated its 

religious observance from the covenant justice requirements has committed the sin of Israel in 

verse 8. 

2. Read the Silencing of the Prophets and the Corruption of the Nazirites as the Warning 

Against Every Institutional Mechanism That Suppresses the Prophetic Word and Corrupts 

the Embodied Witness to Covenant Consecration: The commanded the prophets, saying, 

Prophesy not is the warning against every institutional or social mechanism that suppresses the 

uncomfortable word in the covenant community. The church that creates the conditions in which 

the prophetic confrontation of injustice, covenant unfaithfulness, or the gap between worship and 

justice cannot be heard has repeated the crime of Israel in verse 12. And the giving of wine to the 

Nazirites — the social pressure that corrupts the visible witness to covenant consecration — is 

the warning against every form of cultural accommodation that erodes the covenant community’s 

distinctive embodiment of the covenant life. 

3. Receive the Recitation of the Divine Faithfulness as the Measure of the Covenant 

Community’s Inexcusability — and Apply the Principle That Privilege Intensifies 

Accountability to the Contemporary Church’s Self-Assessment: The yet I… also I… and I of 

verses 9–11 is the theological principle that the New Testament applies in Luke 12:48 (everyone 

to whom much was given, of him much will be required) and that must be applied to the 

contemporary church’s self-assessment. The community that has received the Scriptures, the 

gospel, the Spirit, the covenant, the sacraments, the prophetic tradition, the apostolic teaching — 

this community carries a heavier accountability for its covenant faithfulness than the community 

that has received less. The recitation of divine faithfulness in verses 9–11 is not the occasion for 

the warm nostalgic reflection on the great things God has done; it is the theological 

intensification of the indictment that follows. 

4. Read the No One Shall Escape as the Warning That the Accumulated Covenant 

Violations Cannot Be Protected Against by Any Human Resource or Military Confidence, 

and Let the Warning Produce the Repentance That Averts the Judgment: The swift who 

cannot escape, the strong who cannot retain strength, the warrior who flees naked — together 

they are the warning that the prosperous, militarily confident northern kingdom cannot rely on its 

economic and military strength to protect it from the consequence of the covenant violations that 



have accumulated to the four. The contemporary application is not the prediction of a specific 

military defeat but the theological principle that no human resource — economic, military, 

institutional, political — can protect the covenant community from the consequence of the 

sustained, deliberate, specifically named violations of the covenant God’s justice. The warning is 

designed to produce the repentance that averts the judgment. Hear it before the four has been 

reached. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The selling of the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals is the most direct 

available Old Testament description of the corruption of the legal and economic system as the 

instrument of the wealthy class’s exploitation of the poor. The contemporary equivalents — the 

systems of criminal justice, civil litigation, debt collection, and economic regulation in which 

those with resources consistently obtain better outcomes than those without them — are the 

contemporary forms of what Amos is describing. The covenant God’s indictment of Israel for 

this specific failure establishes the theological principle that the corruption of justice — the 

conversion of the legal system from the protection of the vulnerable to the mechanism of their 

exploitation — is among the covenant violations that most fully exhaust the divine forbearance. 

 

The garments spread at the altar and the wine drunk in the house of God are also one of the most 

enduringly applicable images in the Old Testament for the condition of the community that has 

successfully maintained its religious observance while failing its covenant justice obligations. 

The contemporary church that gathers for worship on Sunday while its members’ business 

practices, investment portfolios, voting patterns, and social relationships systematically 

disadvantage the poor and the vulnerable has spread the pledged garments at the altar. The 

worship may be genuine. The injustice may be real. And the prophetic word says: the 

combination is an abomination, because the God being worshipped is the God who gave the law 

requiring the return of the pledged garment before nightfall. 

 

The silencing of the prophets is perhaps the most enduringly contemporary of all the crimes in 

the Israel oracle, because every generation of the covenant community produces the same social 

pressure: the pressure to say what people want to hear rather than what the divine word requires, 

to prophesy smooth things rather than the uncomfortable word of covenant justice, to keep the 

prophetic office functioning institutionally while ensuring that the prophetic word does not 

actually challenge the comfortable arrangements of the worshipping community. The 

commanded the prophets, saying, Prophesy not is the condition of the community that has 

maintained the prophetic office while eliminating the prophetic function. 

Key Lesson: *The Israel oracle is the longest, the most specific, and the most theologically 

comprehensive indictment in the series: the selling of the righteous for silver and the needy for 

sandals, the trampling of the poor into the dust, the sexual exploitation of the household servant, 

the pledged garments spread at the altar and the wine of the condemned drunk in the house of 

God — all of it made the more inexcusable by the divine faithfulness recited in verses 9–11, and 

the more damning by the silencing of the prophets and the corruption of the Nazirites that 

removed the means of formation that might have prevented it; and the inescapable judgment of 



verses 14–16 is the declaration that no human resource will protect the community that has 

reached the four from the consequence that the accumulated covenant violations have made 

inevitable.* 

 

Closing Prayer and Theological Synthesis of Amos Chapters 1–2 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We close Amos chapter 2 having received the full weight of the rhetorical trap that chapters 1 

and 2 together constitute. We heard the for three transgressions and for four pronounced over 

Damascus and Gaza and Tyre and Edom and Ammon and Moab, and we approved: yes, judge 

them, LORD. We heard it pronounced over Judah, the closest community to Israel, and we were 

sobered. And then we heard it pronounced over Israel itself — eleven verses of the most specific, 

the most comprehensive, the most theologically devastating indictment in the series, made the 

more inexcusable by the recitation of the divine faithfulness and the more inescapable by the 

declaration that no human resource will protect the community from the consequence of what 

has accumulated to the four. 

 

Lord, let the pledged garments spread at the altar and the wine of the condemned drunk in the 

house of God be the mirror in which we see our own worship. Not the worship that is false in its 

forms — we may be sincere in our praise and orthodox in our doctrine. But the worship that has 

been successfully maintained alongside the economic and social arrangements that violate the 

covenant justice requirements of the God being worshipped. Show us the garments. Show us the 

wine. Show us where our worship is being sustained on the proceeds of the social injustice that 

the covenant God explicitly prohibits. 



 

And let the yet I destroyed the Amorite before them… also I brought you up from the land of 

Egypt be the measure of our inexcusability. We have received more than Israel received: the 

greater Exodus of the cross, the outpouring of the Spirit, the full canon of the Scriptures, the 

apostolic tradition, the long history of the prophetic word. The privilege is greater. The 

accountability is proportionately heavier. Let the I am pressed down under you as a cart full of 

sheaves be the word that breaks through the comfortable religious performance and produces 

the genuine repentance that the yet even now is still making possible. We want to hear the word 

before the four has been reached. Let us hear it now. 

 

In Jesus’ name — in the name of the One who is both the righteous One who was sold for the 

price of a slave and the Judge before whom every selling, every trampling, every silencing, every 

pledged garment will be brought to account — Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

Glory to God Alone 


