
Introduction to Amos Chapter 7

 

The Three Visions and the Confrontation at Bethel: Locusts, Fire, the Plumb Line, and 

Amaziah

 

Amos chapter 7 opens the final section of the book — the vision sequence of chapters 7 through 9  —  with  three  of  the  five  visions  that  constitute  the  theological  climax  of  the  prophetic collection.  The  chapter  is  also  the  most  personally  dramatic  in  the  book,  containing  the  only narrative  account  of  a  confrontation  between  Amos  and  an  institutional  religious  authority:  the encounter at Bethel between the shepherd from Tekoa and Amaziah the priest, who attempts to silence the prophetic word by appealing to the political authority of Jeroboam II and dismissing Amos as a professional prophet who should take his trade elsewhere.

 

The chapter moves through four interconnected sections. The first two visions  — the locusts of verses  1–3  and  the  fire  of  verses  4–6  —  share  the  same  pattern:  Amos  sees  the  vision,  is horrified,  cries  out  in  intercessory  prayer,  and  the  LORD  relents  over  the  disaster.  These  two visions establish the prophetic intercession as a genuine feature of the prophetic office: Amos is not  merely  the  transmitter  of  the  divine  judgment  but  the  intercessor  who  stands  between  the community and the judgment and who, at least in these two instances, prevails. The third vision — the plumb line of verses 7–9 — introduces  a  different  pattern: the LORD asks  what  Amos sees, identifies the plumb line being held against the wall of Israel, and declares that He will not pass by them again. No intercession is recorded; the relenting that the first two visions produced is not available for the third.

 

The biographical narrative of verses 10–17 is the most theologically significant narrative section in the book, because it dramatizes in concrete historical form the conflict that the whole book has been  announcing  at  the  theological  level:  the  conflict  between  the  word  of  the  LORD  and  the institutional interests of the religious establishment that finds the word inconvenient. Amaziah’s report to Jeroboam, his command to Amos to flee to Judah, his characterization of Bethel as the king’s sanctuary and the temple of the kingdom — these are the most explicit available statement of the way in which the religious institution has been captured by the political authority and uses the  political  authority  to  silence  the  prophetic  word.  And  Amos’s  response  is  the  most  direct available  statement  of  the  prophetic  credential  that  has  nothing  to  do  with  institutional authorization.

 

Opening Prayer

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We come to Amos chapter 7 as people who need both the vision of the plumb line and the example of the prophetic intercession. We need the plumb line held against the wall of our own communities — the standard of the covenant justice that reveals the deviation from the true vertical that the comfortable life has produced. And we need the example of the prophet who cries out O Lord GOD, please forgive! Please cease! How can Jacob stand? He is so small — the intercession that takes the side of the community before the judgment, the prophetic advocacy that pleads the smallness of the people even when the people have refused to return.

 

Lord, let the I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son, but the LORD took me from following the flock and said to me, Go, prophesy to my people Israel be the permanent model of the prophetic authority that has nothing to do with institutional credentialing and everything to do with the divine call that cannot be refused. Let Amos’s refusal to be silenced by Amaziah be the model for every prophetic witness that faces the institutional pressure to take the word elsewhere, to find a more suitable context for the uncomfortable truth, to prophesy in the place that will not offend the king’s sanctuary.

 

And let the plumb line be what it is: the divine standard held against the wall of the community to reveal the deviation from the true, and the declaration that the LORD will not pass by again — the most solemn available statement that the sequence of the corrective opportunity has closed and the judgment that the plumb line reveals will now come in the form of the confrontation rather than the correction.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Amos 7:1–3

The First Vision: The Locusts and the Intercession That Prevailed

 

(1) Thus hath the Lord GOD shewed unto me;

and, behold, he formed grasshoppers in the beginning of the shooting up

of the latter growth;

and, lo, it was the latter growth after the king’s mowings.

(2) And it came to pass, that when they had made an end

of eating the grass of the earth,

then I said,

O Lord GOD, forgive, I beseech thee:

by whom shall Jacob arise? for he is small.

(3) The LORD repented for this:

It shall not be, saith the LORD.

 

The Context

The vision section of the book opens with the most specific agricultural timing in the chapter: the locust swarm is forming at the beginning of the late growth — the second crop of the season that comes after the king’s mowing, the royal first-cutting that the monarch had the right to take for his cavalry and his court. The timing is critical: the king has already taken the first crop, and the second crop — the one that the ordinary people of the land would depend on for their survival — is  just  beginning  to  grow  when  the  locusts  arrive.  The  specific  timing  establishes  that  the judgment falls at the moment of the greatest vulnerability: the first crop is gone, the second crop is just starting, and the locusts will consume it before it can be harvested.

 

The prophetic response of verse 2 is the most striking feature of the first vision: when they had finished eating the grass of the land, I said, O Lord GOD, please forgive! How can Jacob stand? He  is  so  small.  Amos  does  not  celebrate  the  judgment  he  has  been  announcing;  he  intercedes against it. The shepherd prophet who has been delivering the most devastating social critique in the book, who has pronounced the woe and the judgment and the I hate and I despise, now cries out on behalf of the community whose sins he has been cataloguing. The O Lord GOD, please forgive  —  the  urgent,  specific,  direct  intercession  —  is  the  most  complete  expression  of  the prophetic double office: the prophet is simultaneously the one who speaks the word of the LORD against the community and the one who stands between the community and the consequences of that word.

 

The  how  can  Jacob  stand?  He  is  so  small  is  the  most  pastorally  searching  element  of  the intercession. Amos does not  appeal  to  Israel’s righteousness  or its covenant  faithfulness  — he has  just  spent  six  chapters  demonstrating  the  absence  of  both.  He  appeals  to  the  smallness  of Jacob:  the community is too  small to survive the judgment.  The smallness  is  the appeal  —  not the worthiness, not the covenant faithfulness, but the vulnerability of the community that cannot withstand  the  full  force  of  the  divine  judgment.  And  the  LORD  relented  over  this.  The intercession of the smallness argument prevailed: the locust vision did not come to pass.

 

Plain American English

This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: He was preparing a swarm of locusts just as the crops  were  beginning  to  come  up  after  the  king’s  share  had  been  cut.  As  the  locusts  finished eating every plant in the land, I cried out, “O Sovereign LORD, please forgive us or we will not survive, for Israel is so small!” So the LORD changed his mind about this. “It will not happen,” he said.

 

Key Observations

“O Lord GOD, forgive, I beseech thee: by whom shall Jacob arise? for he is small”: This signifies The Prophetic Intercession Is the Most Striking Feature of the First Vision — the Prophet Who Has Been Delivering the Most Devastating Social Critique Now Cries Out on Behalf of the Community Whose Sins He Has Been Cataloguing.

The  O  Lord  GOD,  please  forgive  is  the  expression  of  the  prophetic  double  office  in  its  most direct form: Amos is simultaneously the one who speaks the divine word against the community and the one who stands  between the  community and the consequence of that word. This  is  not the contradiction of the prophetic mission but its fullest expression. The prophet who truly loves the  community  he  is  sent  to  warn  will  not  celebrate  the  judgment  he  has  been  announcing;  he will intercede against it.  The sharpness  of the prophetic word does  not  preclude the warmth  of the  prophetic  love  for  the  community  being  addressed.  Amos  demonstrates  both  in  the  same chapter, often in the same breath.

“By whom shall Jacob arise? for he is small”: This signifies The Smallness Argument Is the Most Honest Available Form of the Prophetic Intercession — Not the Appeal to the Community’s Righteousness or Covenant Faithfulness but to Its Vulnerability Before the Divine Judgment.

The how can Jacob stand? He is so small is the intercession that appeals to the truth rather than to  a  flattering  fiction.  Amos  does  not  appeal  to  Israel’s  faithfulness  —  he  knows  Israel  is unfaithful,  he  has  spent  six  chapters  demonstrating  it.  He  appeals  to  the  smallness:  the community  is  genuinely  too  small,  too  vulnerable,  too  fragile  to  survive  the  full  force  of  the divine  judgment.  The  smallness  argument  is  the  most  honest  available  intercession  for  the community  that  has  no  righteousness  to  appeal  to:  the  appeal  to  the  vulnerability  of  the community  before  the  overwhelming  power  of  the  divine  judgment.  And  the  LORD  relented. The  honest  intercession  of  the  smallness  argument  prevailed  where  a  false  righteousness argument could not have been made at all.

“The LORD repented for this: It shall not be, saith the LORD”: This signifies The Divine Relenting Is the Confirmation That the Prophetic Intercession Is a Genuine Feature of the Prophetic Office — the LORD Can Be Prevailed Upon by the Intercession of the One Who Stands Between the Community and the Judgment.

The  LORD  relented  over  this  is  the  most  important  theological  declaration  in  the  first  vision section, because it establishes that the prophetic intercession is not merely a formal gesture but a genuine  influence  on  the  divine  action.  The  LORD  who  has  been  announcing  the  judgment through  the  prophetic  word  is  the  LORD  who  can  be  prevailed  upon  by  the  prophetic intercession  to  relent  over  the  judgment.  This  is  not  a  theological  problem  (does  the  LORD change  His  mind?)  but  the  most  complete  available  statement  of  the  relational  character  of  the covenant  God:  the  God  who  is  in  covenant  relationship  with  His  people  is  the  God  who  takes seriously the intercession of those who stand between the community and the consequence of the covenant violation. The prophetic intercession is real, and it prevails.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Prophetic Double Office of the Word and the Intercession as the Model for Every  Form  of  Prophetic  Ministry  —  the  One  Who  Speaks  the  Uncomfortable  Word Against  the  Community  Is  Also  the  One  Who  Intercedes  for  the  Community  Before  the Judgment That the Word Announces: The Amos who cries out O Lord GOD, please forgive after the locust vision is the same Amos who has been pronouncing the for three transgressions and for four and the I hate and I despise and the woe to those who are at ease. The sharpness of the prophetic word and the warmth of the prophetic intercession are not in tension; they are the two  dimensions  of  the  same  prophetic  love  for  the  community  being  addressed.  The contemporary minister or community that speaks the uncomfortable prophetic word without the accompanying intercession has only half of Amos’s prophetic office.

2. Practice the Smallness Argument in Intercession — the Most Honest Available Form of the Advocacy for the Community That Has  No Righteousness  to Appeal  To: The how can Jacob stand? He is so small is the model for the intercessory prayer of the community that has received  the  honest  diagnostic  of  its  own  covenant  faithfulness  failure.  When  the  community cannot  appeal  to  its  righteousness  —  because  the  honest  self-examination  has  produced  the acknowledgment  that  the  righteousness  is  not  present  —  the  smallness  argument  remains:  the community  is  too  vulnerable,  too  fragile,  too  genuinely  small  to  survive  the  full  force  of  the divine judgment. Appeal to the smallness. The smallness argument is the most honest available intercession for the community that has no covenant faithfulness to appeal to.

 

How This Relates to Today

The locust vision and the prophetic intercession together establish the pastoral framework for the contemporary exercise of the prophetic office: the one who speaks the word of the LORD against the  community  is  also  the  one  who  intercedes  for  the  community  before  the  judgment  that  the word  announces.  The  prophetic  ministry  that  only  speaks  the  uncomfortable  word  without  the accompanying  intercession  has  lost  the  pastoral  dimension  that  gives  the  word  its  full  force. Amos demonstrates both in the first two visions: the horror at the vision, the cry of intercession, the prevailing of the intercession. The prophetic word is spoken in love for the community; the love that speaks the word also prays for the community.

Key Lesson: *The first vision establishes the prophetic double office in its most direct form: the prophet  who  has  been  speaking  the  most  devastating  social  critique  cries  out  in  intercessory prayer  for  the  very  community  he  has  been  indicting,  appealing  not  to  the  community’s righteousness  but  to  its  smallness,  and  the  LORD  relents  —  confirming  that  the  prophetic intercession is a genuine feature of the prophetic office that can prevail with the covenant God.*

 

Amos 7:4–6

The Second Vision: The Fire and the Second Intercession That Prevailed

 

(4) Thus hath the Lord GOD shewed unto me:

and, behold, the Lord GOD called to contend by fire,

and it devoured the great deep,

and did eat up a part.

(5) Then said I, O Lord GOD, cease, I beseech thee:

by whom shall Jacob arise? for he is small.

(6) The LORD repented for this:

This also shall not be, saith the Lord GOD.

The Context

The second vision intensifies the scale of the judgment: where the first vision was a locust swarm consuming the crops of the land, the second vision is a divine fire that devours the great deep — the cosmic ocean, the subterranean waters that sustain the agricultural productivity of the land — and is beginning to consume the land itself. The fire is not merely a field fire but a cosmic fire that  has  already  consumed  the  great  deep  and  is  working  through  the  land.  The  scale  of  the second judgment is vastly greater than the scale of the first: the locust consumed the crops; the fire is consuming the very sources of the water that makes any crop possible.

 

The prophetic response is the same in structure as the first vision but abbreviated: O Lord GOD, please  stop!  How  can  Jacob  stand?  He  is  so  small.  The  same  smallness  argument,  the  same urgency  of  the  please  stop  rather  than  the  please  forgive  of  the  first  vision.  The  change  from forgive  to  stop  is  theologically  interesting:  in  the  first  vision,  the  locust  had  already  finished eating when the intercession was made, so the intercession is for forgiveness of what has already occurred.  In  the  second  vision,  the  fire  is  still  in  process  when  Amos  intercedes,  so  the intercession  is  for  the  stopping  of  what  is  happening.  Both  forms  of  intercession  —  for forgiveness of the past and for cessation of the present — are legitimate forms of the prophetic advocacy, and both prevail.

 

This also shall not be, says the Lord GOD. The second intercession prevails as the first did, and the  pattern  of  the  two  successful  intercessions  establishes  the  expectation  that  the  third  vision will follow the same pattern — which makes the absence of the intercession in the third vision the  more  striking.  The  reader  who  has  observed  the  locust  vision  and  the  fire  vision  and  their successful  intercessions  arrives  at  the  plumb  line  vision  expecting  the  intercession  and  finds  it missing. The absence is as significant as the presences have been.

 

Plain American English

This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: He was calling for a judgment by fire. It burned up  the  great  deep  and  was  beginning  to  burn  up  the  land.  Then  I  said,  “O  Sovereign  LORD, please stop or we will not survive, for Israel is so small!” So the LORD changed his mind about this too. “This will not happen either,” said the Sovereign LORD.

 

Key Observations

“The Lord GOD called to contend by fire, and it devoured the great deep, and did eat up a part”: This signifies The Second Vision Intensifies the Scale of the Judgment from the Locust of the First Vision to the Cosmic Fire That Has Already Consumed the Great Deep — the Escalation Establishes the Trajectory of the Vision Sequence.

The  escalation  from  the  locust  swarm  to  the  fire  that  devours  the  great  deep  establishes  the trajectory  of  the  vision  sequence:  the  judgments  are  becoming  larger  and  more  comprehensive with  each  vision.  The  locust  consumed  the  crops;  the  fire  is  consuming  the  cosmic  waters  that make any crop possible. The scale of the second judgment dwarfs the scale of the first, and the trajectory  points  toward  the  plumb  line  vision  in  which  the  judgment  is  not  a  specific  form  of natural disaster but the divine measurement of the entire community against the standard of the covenant.  The  escalation  of  the  visions  is  the  escalation  of  the  diagnostic:  the  community’s condition is worse than the locust disaster suggests, and worse than the fire disaster suggests, and the plumb line will show how far from the true vertical the wall has leaned.

“Then said I, O Lord GOD, cease, I beseech thee: by whom shall Jacob arise? for he is small”: This signifies The Second Intercession Uses the Same Smallness Argument as the First but Changes the Petition from Forgive to Stop — the Appropriate Modification of the Intercession to the Specific Form of the Disaster.

The change from please forgive to please stop is the appropriate modification of the intercession to the specific form of the disaster. In the first vision, the locust had already finished eating when Amos  intercedes  —  the  past  act  requires the intercession for forgiveness.  In the second vision, the  fire  is  still  consuming  the  land  when  Amos  intercedes  —  the  present  process  requires  the intercession  for  cessation.  The  prophetic  intercession  is  not  a  formula  to  be  repeated mechanically; it is the pastoral advocacy that takes the specific form appropriate to the specific situation. The smallness argument remains constant because the ground of the intercession — the community’s vulnerability, not its righteousness — remains constant. But the specific petition is modified to match the specific form of the disaster being addressed.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Practice Both Forms of the Prophetic Intercession — the Forgiveness Intercession for the Past Act and the Cessation Intercession for the Present Process — and Modify the Petition to the Specific Form of the Disaster: Amos models two forms of the intercessory prayer in the first  two  visions:  the  plea  for  forgiveness  of  what  has  already  occurred  and  the  plea  for  the stopping of what is presently happening. Both are legitimate and both prevail. The community of faith  that  practices  the  intercessory  prayer  should  practice  both  forms,  modifying  the  specific petition  to  the  specific  form  of  the  disaster  being  addressed  while  maintaining  the  constant ground of the intercession: the community’s vulnerability, the divine character’s capacity for the relenting,  and  the  honest  acknowledgment  of  the  smallness  rather  than  the  false  appeal  to  the righteousness that is not present.

 

How This Relates to Today

The two successful intercessions of the first two visions establish the doctrine of the prevailing prayer  with  the  most  concrete  available  examples:  Amos  prays,  and  the  LORD  relents.  The theology of prayer that these two visions establish is not the theology of the mechanical formula that  commands  the  divine  response,  but  the  theology  of  the  prophetic  advocacy  that  stands between the community and the judgment and pleads the smallness of the vulnerable community before  the  overwhelming  power  of  the  divine  judgment.  The  prayer  that  prevails  is  the  honest prayer, not the flattering prayer; the smallness argument, not the righteousness argument.

Key  Lesson: *The  second  vision  repeats  and  intensifies  the  pattern  of  the  first:  the  escalating judgment (cosmic fire consuming the great deep rather than mere locusts consuming the crops), the  same  prophetic  intercession  with  the  modified  petition  (please  stop  rather  than  please forgive), the same smallness argument, and the same divine relenting — establishing the pattern that the third vision will conspicuously break by the absence of the intercession that the pattern has led the reader to expect.*

 

Amos 7:7–9

The Third Vision: The Plumb Line and the I Will Not Pass by Them Again

 

(7) Thus he shewed me:

and, behold, the Lord stood upon a wall made by a plumbline,

with a plumbline in his hand.

(8) And the LORD said unto me,

Amos, what seest thou?

And I said, A plumbline.

Then said the Lord,

Behold, I will set a plumbline in the midst of my people Israel:

I will not again pass by them any more:

(9) And the high places of Isaac shall be desolate,

and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste;

and I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword.

 

The Context

The  third  vision  is  structurally  different  from  the  first  two  in  several  crucial  ways,  each difference  being  theologically  significant.  First,  the  LORD  does  not  simply  show  Amos  the vision;  He  asks  Amos  a question:  What  do  you  see?  The  dialogue  between  the  LORD  and  the prophet is a different form of the visionary experience than the passive showing of the first two visions — Amos is now an active participant in the discernment of the vision’s meaning rather than  merely  a  horrified  observer.  Second,  the  vision  is  not  a  natural  disaster  but  a  measuring instrument:  the  plumb  line,  the  string  with  a  weight  attached  that  builders  use  to  determine whether a wall is truly vertical. Third, and most crucially, there is no intercession. Amos does not cry out; the LORD does not relent.

 

The plumb line held against the wall of Israel is the image of the divine standard being applied to the community to reveal the deviation from the true vertical. A plumb line does not destroy the wall; it measures it. And the measurement reveals what the wall looks like from the perspective of  the  absolute  standard:  how  far  it  has  leaned  from  the  true  vertical  that  a  properly  built  wall must maintain. The LORD is not announcing a new disaster; He is announcing the result of the measurement that the plumb line has revealed. The community that has been building its life — its  worship,  its  economics,  its  social  arrangements,  its  political  structures  —  has  been  building crookedly, and the plumb line of the divine standard reveals the extent of the crookedness.

The I will not again pass by them is the most theologically decisive statement in the third vision. The passing by has been the form of the divine mercy in the first two visions: the LORD passed over  the  locust  disaster  when  Amos  interceded;  the  LORD  passed  over  the  fire  disaster  when Amos interceded. The I will not pass by again is the closing of the intercessory window — the declaration that the relenting that has been available twice is no longer available. The sequence of  corrective  opportunities  that  chapter  4  catalogued  in  the  fivefold  yet  you  did  not  return  has now reached its end: the plumb line has been set, the measurement has been taken, the deviation has been revealed, and the I will not pass by again is the declaration that the corrective discipline is over and the judgment is coming in the form that corresponds to the deviation the plumb line has revealed.

 

The high places of Isaac shall be made desolate and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste and  I  will  rise  against  the  house  of  Jeroboam  with  the  sword  is  the  specific  content  of  the judgment that the plumb line has produced. The sanctuaries — the same Bethel and Gilgal and Beer-sheba of the ironic invitation in chapter 4:4 — will be desolate. And the political dynasty of Jeroboam  II,  under  whose  prosperous  reign  the  social  injustices  of  chapters  2  through  6  have been practiced and the prophets have been silenced, will be ended by the sword. The plumb line judgment addresses both the religious and the political dimensions of the covenant violation.

 

Plain American English

He showed me another vision. I saw the Lord standing beside a wall that had been built using a plumb line, with a plumb line in his hand. And the LORD asked me, “Amos, what do you see?” I answered, “A plumb line.” And the LORD replied, “I will test my people with this plumb line. I will no longer ignore all their sins. The pagan shrines of your ancestors will be destroyed, and the  temples  of  Israel  will  be  torn  down.  I  will  raise  a  sword  against  the  royal  family  of Jeroboam.”

 

Key Observations

“Behold, I will set a plumbline in the midst of my people Israel: I will not again pass by them any more”: This signifies The Plumb Line Is the Divine Standard Applied to the Community to Reveal the Deviation from the True Vertical, and the I Will Not Pass by Again Is the Closing of the Intercessory Window That the First Two Visions Have Established.

The plumb line is the measuring instrument rather than the destructive agent: it does not destroy the  wall;  it  reveals  the  extent  of  the  wall’s  deviation  from  the  true  vertical.  The  LORD  is  not announcing  a  new  disaster;  He  is  announcing  the  completion  of  the  measurement  that  reveals how far the community has deviated from the covenant standard. And the I will not again pass by them is the closing of the intercessory window that the first two visions established: the relenting that  was  available  for  the  locusts  and  the  fire  is  not  available  for  the  plumb  line.  The measurement  has  been  taken,  the  deviation  revealed,  and  the  intercessory  window  closed.  The corrective discipline is over; the judgment corresponding to the deviation is now coming.

“The high places of Isaac shall be desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste; and I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword”: This signifies The Specific Content of the Plumb Line Judgment Addresses Both the Religious and the Political Dimensions of the Covenant Violation — the Sanctuaries That Have Multiplied the Transgression and the Dynasty That Has Enabled It.

The desolation of the high places and the sanctuaries is the fulfillment of the come to Bethel and transgress  irony  of  chapter  4:4  —  the  sanctuaries  that  have  been  the  occasions  of  the transgression’s  multiplication  will  be  desolated.  And  the  rising  against  the  house  of  Jeroboam with  the  sword  is  the  political  consequence:  the  dynasty  whose  prosperous  reign  has  been  the context of the social injustices  and the enabling of the religious complacency will be ended by the  sword.  The  plumb  line  judgment  is  comprehensive:  it  addresses  the  religious  infrastructure that has been sustaining the comfortable worship alongside the social injustice, and the political infrastructure  that  has  been  enabling  the  religious  complacency  while  protecting  the  economic exploitation.

“What seest thou?”: This signifies The Dialogue Between the LORD and Amos in the Third Vision Makes the Prophet an Active Participant in the Discernment of the Vision’s Meaning Rather Than a Passive Observer — the Vision Requires the Prophet’s Naming Before the Word Is Declared.

The  what  do  you  see?  is  the  form  of  the  prophetic  dialogue  that  requires  the  prophet’s  active participation  in  the  identification  of  what  the  vision  contains  before  the  LORD  declares  its significance. Amos names the plumb line; the LORD then declares its significance. The dialogue form establishes that the prophetic word requires the active engagement of the prophet with the content of the vision — not the passive reception of a pre-formed message, but the discernment of the meaning of what has been shown through the process of naming and interpreting. This is the  form  of  the  prophetic  vision  that  Jeremiah  will  use  in  his  almond  branch  and  boiling  pot visions (Jeremiah 1:11–14), establishing a canonical pattern of the visionary dialogue as the form of the prophetic reception of the word.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Plumb Line as the Most Accessible Available Image of the Divine Standard Being Applied to the Community to Reveal the Deviation That the Community’s Own Self-Assessment  Cannot  See: The  plumb  line  is  the  measuring  instrument  that  reveals  what  the builder cannot see with  the naked eye:  the degree of the deviation from  the true vertical  that  a crooked  wall  has  accumulated  over  time.  Every  community  builds  its  life  according  to  the standards it can assess from the inside, and every community accumulates the deviations that it cannot  see  from  the  inside.  The  plumb  line  of  the  divine  standard  is  the  external  measurement that reveals what the internal assessment cannot see: how far the community has leaned from the true vertical of the covenant justice, the covenant faithfulness, the covenant knowledge of God.

2.  Read the I  Will  Not Again Pass  by Them as  the Most Solemn Available Warning That the  Intercessory  Window  Has  a  Limit  and  That  the  Community  That  Has  Refused  the Corrective Discipline Closes the Window by Its Refusal: The I will not again pass by them is the  closing  of  the  intercessory  window  that  has  been  open  through  the  first  two  visions.  The community  that  has  observed  the  closing  of  the  intercessory  window  in  the  third  vision  has received the most urgent available warning that the corrective sequence has a limit: the fivefold yet you did not return of chapter 4 has been leading to this moment, and the I will not again pass by them is the declaration that the moment has  arrived. Let the closing of the window produce the urgency that the first two visions’ successful intercessions have established as the alternative.

 

How This Relates to Today

The plumb line image is one of the most accessible and most frequently deployed images in the prophetic  tradition  for  the  contemporary  preaching  and  teaching  of  the  covenant  standard.  The plumb  line  does  not  destroy;  it  measures.  And  the  measurement  reveals  the  deviation  that  the community’s  self-assessment  has  not  been  willing  to  acknowledge.  The  contemporary  church that  applies  the  plumb  line  of  the  covenant  justice,  the  covenant  faithfulness,  and  the  covenant knowledge  of  God  to  its  own  life  will  find  deviations  that  the  comfortable  self-assessment  has been covering. The plumb line is not the instrument of condemnation; it is the instrument of the honest  measurement  that  makes  the  return  possible  before  the  I  will  not  again  pass  by  them closes the intercessory window.

Key  Lesson: *The  third  vision  breaks  the  pattern  of  the  first  two  by  introducing  the  dialogue between the LORD and Amos, removing the intercession, and declaring the I will not again pass by them that closes the intercessory window — the most solemn statement in the vision sequence that the corrective discipline is  over  and the judgment  corresponding  to  the deviation  revealed by the plumb line is now coming in the form of the desolated sanctuaries and the sword against the house of Jeroboam.*

 

Amos 7:10–17

Amaziah and Amos at Bethel: The Institutional Silencing and the Divine Authorization

 

(10) Then Amaziah the priest of Beth-el

sent to Jeroboam king of Israel, saying,

Amos hath conspired against thee in the midst of the house of Israel:

the land is not able to bear all his words.

(11) For thus Amos saith,

Jeroboam shall die by the sword,

and Israel shall surely be led away captive

out of their own land.

(12) Also Amaziah said unto Amos,

O thou seer, go, flee thee away into the land of Judah,

and there eat bread, and prophesy there:

(13) But prophesy not again any more at Beth-el:

for it is the king’s chapel,

and it is the king’s court.

(14) Then answered Amos, and said to Amaziah,

I was no prophet, neither was I a prophet’s son;

but I was an herdman, and a gatherer of sycomore fruit:

(15) And the LORD took me as I followed the flock,

and the LORD said unto me,

Go, prophesy unto my people Israel.

(16) Now therefore hear thou the word of the LORD:

Thou sayest, Prophesy not against Israel,

and drop not thy word against the house of Isaac.

(17) Therefore thus saith the LORD;

Thy wife shall be an harlot in the city,

and thy sons and thy daughters shall fall by the sword,

and thy land shall be divided by line;

and thou shalt die in a polluted land:

and Israel shall surely go into captivity forth of his land.

 

The Context

The  biographical  narrative  of  verses  10–17  is  the  most  theologically  dramatic  section  in  the chapter  and  among  the  most  important  in  the  book.  Amaziah  —  the  priest  of  Bethel,  the  chief religious  official  of  the  northern  kingdom’s  most  prominent  sanctuary  —  does  two  things  in response to the plumb line vision and its announcement of judgment against Jeroboam’s dynasty. First,  he  reports  to  Jeroboam  king  of  Israel,  characterizing  Amos’s  prophecy  as  conspiracy: Amos has conspired against you in the midst of the house of Israel. The land cannot bear all his words. Second, he addresses Amos directly with the instruction to flee to the land of Judah and prophesy there, explicitly prohibiting him from prophesying again at Bethel on the grounds that it is the king’s sanctuary and the temple of the kingdom.

 

Amaziah’s characterization of the prophetic word as conspiracy is the most revealing element of the  first  part  of  the  narrative.  The  priest  who  is  responsible  for  the  spiritual  life  of  the  most prominent  sanctuary  in  the  northern  kingdom  hears  the  announcement  of  the  divine  judgment against Jeroboam’s dynasty and reports it to the king as political sedition rather than engaging with it as the word of the LORD. This is the institutionalization of the religious establishment at its most complete: the priest whose function is the mediation of the divine word has become the political servant of the king whose interests the divine word threatens. The land cannot bear all his words is the most damning observation Amaziah makes — not that the words are false, but that they are politically inconvenient.

 

The prophesy not again any more at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary and the royal residence is the most explicit available statement of the political capture of the religious institution. Bethel is not described as the house of the LORD; it is the king’s sanctuary, the royal residence. The theological  category  has  been  entirely  replaced  by  the  political  category:  the  sanctuary  is identified by its relationship to the king rather than by its relationship to the LORD. The prophet who speaks a word that is inconvenient to the king is therefore to be expelled from the king’s sanctuary, regardless of whether the word is the word of the LORD.

 

Amos’s response to Amaziah is the most direct and the most theologically significant statement of the prophetic credential in the entire book: I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son, but I was a herdsman and a dresser of sycamore figs. But the LORD took me from following the flock, and the  LORD  said  to  me,  Go,  prophesy  to  my  people  Israel.  The  I  was  no  prophet  is  the  explicit rejection of the institutional  prophetic credential: Amos  does  not  belong to the prophetic guild, has not been trained in the prophetic schools, has not received the institutional authorization that would have made him an acceptable voice in the official religious establishment. And the but the LORD took me is the explicit assertion of the divine credential that replaces the institutional one: the word that Amos speaks is not the word of the institutional prophet who has been licensed to speak. It is the word of the herdsman whom the LORD took from the flock and sent to prophesy.

 

The  now  therefore  hear  the  word  of  the  LORD  of  verse  16  is  the  pivot  from  the  prophetic credential to the application of the word to Amaziah personally. The priest who has attempted to silence the prophetic word will now hear the specific word of the LORD addressed to him: your wife shall become a prostitute in the city, your sons and daughters shall fall by the sword, your land  shall  be  parceled  out  by  line,  you  yourself  shall  die  in  an  unclean  land,  and  Israel  shall surely  go  into  exile  away  from  its  land.  The  word  that  Amaziah  attempted  to  suppress  has  not been silenced; it has been turned on the suppressor. The one who commanded the prophet to flee has  himself  been  placed  under  the  announcement  of  the  judgment  that  corresponds  to  the attempted silencing.

 

Plain American English

Then  Amaziah,  the  priest  of  Bethel,  sent  this  message  to  King  Jeroboam  of  Israel:  “Amos  is plotting  against  you  right  here  in  Israel.  The  country  cannot  take  all  his  words.  He’s  been saying, ‘Jeroboam will die by the sword, and the people of Israel will be taken from their land into exile.’” Then Amaziah said to Amos, “Get out of here, you prophet! Go back to the land of Judah  and  earn  your  living  there  by  prophesying.  Don’t  prophesy  here  at  Bethel  anymore, because  this  is  the  king’s  sanctuary  and  the  national  temple.”  But  Amos  replied,  “I  am  not  a professional prophet, and I was never trained to be one. I’m just a shepherd, and I take care of sycamore-fig trees. But the LORD called me away from my flock and told me, ‘Go and prophesy to  my  people  in  Israel.’  Now  then,  listen  to  this  message  from  the  LORD:  You  say,  ‘Don’t prophesy  against  Israel.  Stop  preaching  against  my  people.’  But  this  is  what  the  LORD  says: Your wife will become a prostitute in this city, and your sons and daughters will be killed. Your land will be divided up and given to others, and you will die in a foreign country. And the people of Israel will certainly become captives in exile, far from their homeland.”

 

Key Observations

“Prophesy not again any more at Beth-el: for it is the king’s chapel, and it is the king’s court”: This signifies The Identification of Bethel as the King’s Sanctuary Rather Than the House of the LORD Is the Most Explicit Available Statement of the Political Capture of the Religious Institution — the Theological Category Replaced by the Political.

The  it  is  the  king’s  sanctuary  is  the  most  revealing  sentence  in  Amaziah’s  speech,  because  it reveals  the  functional  identity  of  the  institution  he  represents.  Bethel  is  not  described  as  the house of the LORD, the sanctuary of the covenant God, the place of the divine encounter. It is the king’s sanctuary, the royal residence — an institution identified entirely by its relationship to the political authority that it serves rather than by its relationship to the theological authority it claims to  represent.  The  priest  whose function is  the mediation of the divine word has become the political  servant  of the king  whose interests  the divine word threatens,  and the institutional identity of the sanctuary has been completely captured by the political identity of the court.

“I was no prophet, neither was I a prophet’s son; but I was an herdman, and a gatherer of sycomore fruit: And the LORD took me as I followed the flock, and the LORD said unto me, Go, prophesy unto my people Israel”: This signifies The Most Direct Available Statement of the Prophetic Credential That Has Nothing to Do with Institutional Authorization and Everything to Do with the Divine Call That Cannot Be Refused.

The I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son is the most direct available rejection of the institutional prophetic credential in the Old Testament. Amos does not merely lack the professional training; he explicitly identifies himself as someone who was not part of the prophetic guild, not trained in the prophetic schools, not authorized by the institutional religious establishment. And the but the LORD took me is the explicit assertion that the divine authorization replaces and supersedes the institutional authorization. The LORD took the herdsman from the flock and said Go, prophesy to  my  people Israel  —  and that divine command is  the credential  that Amaziah cannot  revoke, because Amaziah did not issue it. The institutional priest can expel the institutional prophet; he cannot expel the one who has been sent by the LORD.

“Amos hath conspired against thee in the midst of the house of Israel: the land is not able to bear all his words”: This signifies The Characterization of the Prophetic Word as Conspiracy Is the Most Complete Available Expression of the Institutionally Captured Religion’s Response to the Prophetic Word — the Word That Threatens the Political Authority Is Reported as Sedition Rather Than Engaged as the Word of the LORD.

The  Amos  has  conspired  against  you  is  the  most  revealing  description  of  the  institutionally captured  religious  establishment’s  response  to  the  prophetic  word.  Amaziah  does  not  engage with the theological content of the prophecy; he does not argue that the word is false or that the LORD  has  not  spoken.  He  reports  it  to  the  king  as  conspiracy:  the  word  that  threatens  the political authority is classified as sedition rather than engaged as the word of the LORD. And the land  cannot  bear  all  his  words  is  the  most  honest  thing  Amaziah  says:  not  that  the  words  are false,  but  that  the  political  and  institutional  order  cannot  bear  them.  The  land  cannot  bear  the truth. The king’s sanctuary cannot bear the word of the God who made the Pleiades and Orion. The priest of Bethel cannot bear the plumb line being held against the wall of Israel.

“Now therefore hear thou the word of the LORD… therefore thus saith the LORD; Thy wife shall be an harlot in the city, and thy sons and thy daughters shall fall by the sword”: This signifies The Word Turned on the Suppressor Is the Most Specific Available Application of the Principle That the Attempt to Silence the Prophetic Word Does Not Silence It but Redirects It Against the One Who Attempts the Silencing.

The now therefore hear the word of the LORD is the pivot that turns the prophetic word from the general announcement of Israel’s judgment to the specific announcement of Amaziah’s personal judgment. The word that Amaziah has attempted to suppress has not been silenced; it has been turned on the suppressor. The priest who commanded the prophet to flee is now the recipient of the  specific  announcement  of  the  judgment  that  corresponds  to  the  attempted  silencing:  not merely the general judgment of Israel (Israel shall surely go into exile) but the specific personal judgment  that  involves  his  wife,  his  children,  his  land,  his  own  death  in  an  unclean  land.  The attempt to silence the prophetic word has not protected Amaziah from it; it has brought the full force of the word against him personally.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Read the Amaziah Narrative as the Most Complete Available Old Testament Case Study in the Political Capture of the Religious Institution and the Institutional Suppression of the Prophetic Word: Amaziah’s report to Jeroboam, his characterization of the prophetic word as conspiracy, his expulsion of Amos from the king’s sanctuary, his identification of Bethel as the king’s sanctuary rather than the house of the LORD — these are the specific steps of the political capture  of  the  religious  institution  and  the  institutional  suppression  of  the  prophetic  word.  The contemporary equivalents are as various as the contemporary forms of the religious institution’s capture  by  the  political  authority,  the  cultural  authority,  the  economic  authority,  or  the institutional  self-interest  that makes  the uncomfortable prophetic word politically inconvenient. The Amaziah narrative is the canonical case study.

2.  Receive  the  I  Was  No  Prophet,  Nor  a  Prophet’s  Son  as  the  Model  for  Every  Form  of Prophetic  Witness  That  Operates  Without  Institutional  Authorization  —  the  Divine  Call That Cannot Be Revoked by the Institutional Authority That Did Not Issue It: Amos’s self-identification as the herdsman and the sycamore fig dresser who was called by the LORD is the permanent  model of the prophetic authority that does not  depend on institutional authorization. The one who has been called by the LORD to speak the word of the LORD cannot be silenced by the institutional authority that did not issue the call. The contemporary prophetic witness  — the pastor, the activist, the theologian, the ordinary believer who speaks the uncomfortable truth in  the  community  of  faith  —  who  faces  the  institutional  pressure  to  take  the  word  elsewhere should  hear  the  I  was  no  prophet,  nor  a  prophet’s  son  as  the  authorization  of  the  divine  call against the institutional prohibition.

3.  Recognize  That  the  Attempt  to  Suppress  the  Prophetic  Word  Does  Not  Silence  It  but Often Intensifies and Redirects It Against the One Who Attempts the Silencing: The word turned  on  Amaziah  in  verses  16–17  is  the  canonical  demonstration  of  the  principle  that  the attempt to silence the prophetic word does not achieve the silence but brings the full force of the word  against  the  one  who  attempts  the  silencing.  Amaziah  would  have  been  better  served  by engaging  honestly  with  the  word  of  the  LORD  than  by  attempting  to  suppress  it.  The contemporary institutional leader who attempts to suppress the uncomfortable prophetic word in the  community  of  faith  should  reckon  with  the  Amaziah  narrative:  the  suppression  does  not silence the word; it turns it against the suppressor.

How This Relates to Today

The Amaziah narrative is the most important biographical section in the book precisely because it dramatizes in concrete historical form the conflict that the whole book has been announcing at the theological level: the conflict between the word of the LORD and the institutional interests of the  religious  establishment  that  finds  the  word  inconvenient.  The  conflict  is  permanent  and recurring:  every  generation  of  the  covenant  community  produces  its  Amaziahs  —  the institutional  religious  leaders  who  have  been  captured  by  the  political,  cultural,  or  economic authorities  they  serve  and  who  use  the  institutional  resources  at  their  disposal  to  silence  the prophetic word that threatens those authorities. And every generation also produces its Amoses —  the  unexpected,  outside,  institutionally  uncredentialed  voices  that  the  LORD  takes  from following the flock and sends to prophesy to His people.

 

The I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son is one of the most important available models for the prophetic  witness  that  operates  without  institutional  authorization  in  the  contemporary  church. The community of faith that can only hear the uncomfortable prophetic truth from institutionally credentialed voices has built the Amaziah defense: the institutional authorization is the credential that  determines  whose  word  is  heard.  And  the  LORD  consistently  sends  the  prophetic  word through  the  institutionally  uncredentialed:  the  shepherd  from  Tekoa,  the  dresser  of  sycamore figs,  the  fisherman  from  Galilee,  the  tent-maker  from  Tarsus.  The  divine  call  is  the  credential. The institutional authorization is the optional extra.

Key  Lesson: *The  confrontation  at  Bethel  dramatizes  the  conflict  between  the  prophetic  word and  the  institutionally  captured  religion  in  its  most  concrete  available  form:  Amaziah’s identification of Bethel as the king’s sanctuary rather than the house of  the LORD reveals the political capture of the institution; Amos’s I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son, but the LORD took me establishes the divine authorization that the institutional prohibition cannot revoke; and the word turned against the suppressor in verses 16–17 is the canonical demonstration that the attempt to  silence the prophetic word  does  not  achieve the silence but  intensifies and redirects the word against the one who attempts it.*
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Closing Prayer

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We close Amos chapter 7 having received the three visions and the confrontation at Bethel as the four dimensions of the prophetic reality that the chapter presents. We have seen the prophetic intercession prevail in the first two visions — the O Lord GOD, please forgive, please stop, by whom shall Jacob arise? He is so small that moved the divine relenting. We have seen the plumb line held against the wall of Israel and the I will not again pass by them that closed the intercessory window. And we have seen the confrontation between the shepherd from Tekoa and the priest of the king’s sanctuary, and the I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son, but the LORD took me that is the most direct available statement of the prophetic authority that no institutional prohibition can revoke.

 

Lord, let the plumb line be held against the walls of our own communities. Let the divine standard of the covenant justice and the covenant faithfulness and the covenant knowledge of God be applied to the life of the communities we belong to and the communities we lead, and let the measurement reveal the deviations from the true vertical that our own self-assessment has not been willing to acknowledge. We do not want to be measured by the plumb line without knowing what the measurement reveals. Let the plumb line do its work before the I will not again pass by them closes the window.

 

Let us practice the prophetic intercession that Amos models in the first two visions: the O Lord GOD, please forgive, please stop, by whom shall Jacob arise? He is so small. Let the sharpness of the prophetic word be accompanied by the warmth of the prophetic love that intercedes for the very community the word addresses. And let the I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son be the authorization of every form of prophetic witness that faces the Amaziah pressure to take the word elsewhere, to find a more suitable context for the uncomfortable truth, to prophesy in the place that will not offend the king’s sanctuary. The LORD took us from following the flock. The LORD said, Go, prophesy to my people. Let us go.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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