
Introduction to Amos Chapter 1 

The Roar from Zion: The Shepherd-Prophet, the Nations Under Judgment, and the For 

Three Transgressions 

The book of Amos opens with one of the most dramatically situated prophecies in the entire Old 

Testament. The prophet is not a professional, not a member of the prophetic guild, not a palace 

insider. He is a shepherd from Tekoa — a small town about twelve miles south of Jerusalem in 

the rugged hill country of Judah — and also a dresser of sycamore figs, a man of the soil and the 

flock who has received the word of the LORD and been sent to deliver it to the prosperous, self-

satisfied northern kingdom of Israel during the reigns of Jeroboam II of Israel and Uzziah of 

Judah. The date is approximately 760–750 BC, the period of the northern kingdom’s greatest 

material prosperity before its destruction by Assyria in 722 BC. 

 

The chapter opens with the most famous image of the book: the LORD roars from Zion and 

utters His voice from Jerusalem, so that the pastures of the shepherds mourn and the top of 

Carmel withers. The roar of the LORD from Zion is the image that Joel 3:16 deployed as the 

accompaniment of the eschatological judgment — and Amos is likely the source of that image, 

which Joel picks up and develops. The roar reaches from Jerusalem to the northern kingdom’s 

most fertile regions: Carmel, the agricultural paradise of the north. The judgment announced in 

Zion is felt at the extremities of the land. Nothing is beyond the reach of the divine voice. 

 

The chapter then introduces the most distinctive literary feature of the book: the oracles against 

the nations, structured around the repeated formula Thus says the LORD: For three 

transgressions of [nation], and for four, I will not revoke the punishment. The formula is a 

rhetorical device from the wisdom tradition — the numerical saying that escalates (three…and 

four) to indicate the completeness of the list and the finality of the decision. Each oracle names 

the specific crime of the nation — the threshing of Gilead with iron threshers (Damascus), the 

selling of a whole people to Edom (Gaza and Tyre), the treaty violations and brutality of Edom, 

Ammon, and Moab — and announces the specific punishment in the form of fire consuming the 

strongholds of the city. 

 

The pastoral and theological genius of chapter 1 is the trajectory of the oracles: they begin with 

the nations farthest from Israel and move progressively closer, creating a spiral that will 

conclude — in the chapters that follow — with the judgment of Israel itself. The audience 

hearing these oracles would have greeted the condemnation of Damascus, Gaza, Tyre, Edom, 

Ammon, and Moab with enthusiastic approval: yes, judge them, LORD. The trap of the rhetoric 

is that with each successive oracle, the circle tightens. Judah is condemned in chapter 2. Israel is 

condemned most comprehensively of all. The nations are not being judged instead of Israel; they 

are being judged alongside Israel, and Israel’s condemnation will be the most extensive because 

Israel’s privilege has been the greatest. 

 



Opening Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We come to the book of Amos as people who need to hear the voice of the shepherd from Tekoa. 

We live in a season that resembles, in disturbing ways, the season of Jeroboam II’s Israel: 

material prosperity that has produced complacency, religious observance that has been divorced 

from justice, a confidence in covenant privilege that has been untethered from covenant 

faithfulness. We need the roar from Zion. We need the shepherd who was not trained in the 

schools of the prophets and who therefore cannot be easily dismissed as a professional with an 

institutional agenda. We need the word that comes from the one who has been with the flock and 

the sycamore figs and who has heard the LORD roar. 

 

Lord, let the for three transgressions and for four be received not merely as the condemnation of 

the ancient nations but as the framework for understanding that the covenant God holds every 

nation and every people accountable for their treatment of the vulnerable and the innocent — 

that the crimes of Damascus and Gaza and Tyre and Edom and Ammon and Moab against 

human beings made in the divine image are not invisible to the divine account. And let the 

tightening spiral of the oracles prepare us for what the book will demand of us when the circle 

reaches the covenant community itself. 

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Amos 1:1–2 

The Shepherd of Tekoa: The Prophet’s Identity, the Historical Horizon, and the Roar from Zion 

 

(1) The words of Amos, who was among the herdmen of Tekoa, 

which he saw concerning Israel 

in the days of Uzziah king of Judah, 

and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash king of Israel, 

two years before the earthquake. 

(2) And he said, 

The LORD will roar from Zion, 

and utter his voice from Jerusalem; 

and the habitations of the shepherds shall mourn, 

and the top of Carmel shall wither. 

 

The Context 



The opening verse situates Amos with extraordinary precision: herdsmen of Tekoa, the days of 

Uzziah king of Judah, the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash king of Israel, two years before the 

earthquake. The historical markers are multiple and specific — two kings, a location, and a 

reference to a specific earthquake that was apparently memorable enough to serve as a 

chronological anchor for the audience. Zechariah 14:5 also references this earthquake, and 

archaeological evidence from the site of Hazor suggests a significant seismic event around 760 

BC. The specificity of the historical setting serves the prophetic purpose: this is not a timeless 

oracle delivered in a historical vacuum but a word spoken into a specific political and social 

moment. 

 

The word noqed used for Amos’s occupation is not the ordinary word for shepherd (roʿeh) but a 

rarer term that appears in the Old Testament only here and in 2 Kings 3:4, where it is used of 

Mesha king of Moab as a sheep breeder. In the Ugaritic texts, the term is associated with temple 

personnel who maintained flocks. Whether this suggests that Amos was a relatively prosperous 

herdsman or had some cultic connection is debated, but the term establishes him as a person of 

the livestock economy, not a member of the scribal or prophetic professional class. Amos 

himself will insist in chapter 7:14 that he was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son, but a herdsman 

and a dresser of sycamore figs — the prophetic credential being, in his case, entirely divine 

rather than institutional. 

 

The roar from Zion of verse 2 is the book’s opening theological statement and its most famous 

image. The LORD roars from Zion — the divine voice like the lion’s roar, the most terrifying 

sound in the ancient Near Eastern environment, the sound before which everything flees. And the 

effect of the roar is cosmic: the pastures of the shepherds mourn, and the top of Carmel withers. 

Carmel — the agricultural jewel of northern Israel, the fertile coastal promontory renowned for 

its abundance and its beauty — withers at the divine voice. If the word of the LORD is powerful 

enough to wither Carmel, there is no place of safety or abundance that lies beyond its reach. The 

book announces from its opening verse that the prosperity of the north, which will be the subject 

of Amos’s most devastating social critique, is not beyond the reach of the divine judgment. 

 

Plain American English 

These are the words of Amos, one of the shepherds from the town of Tekoa. He received these 

visions about Israel two years before the great earthquake, when Uzziah was king of Judah and 

Jeroboam son of Jehoash was king of Israel. This is what he saw: The LORD’s voice will roar 

from Zion, his thunder will sound from Jerusalem, and the lush pastures of the shepherds will 

dry up; even the fertile top of Mount Carmel will wither and turn brown. 

 

Key Observations 

“The words of Amos, who was among the herdmen of Tekoa”: This signifies The Shepherd 

Identity Is the Most Important Single Fact About Amos for Understanding the Character 

of His Prophetic Authority — Not Institutional but Entirely Rooted in the Divine Call of an 

Outsider. 



The herdman of Tekoa is not merely an interesting biographical detail; it is the theological 

credential that Amos will claim for himself in chapter 7:14–15 — I was no prophet, nor a 

prophet’s son, but a herdsman and a dresser of sycamore figs, and the LORD took me from 

following the flock, and the LORD said to me, Go, prophesy to my people Israel. The authority 

of Amos’s message rests entirely on the divine call rather than on institutional position, 

professional training, or social standing. This makes the message both harder to dismiss on 

institutional grounds (he is not part of the official prophetic apparatus that might be suspected of 

political bias) and harder to ignore on social grounds (he is not a member of the privileged class 

whose comfort the message might be expected to protect). 

“The LORD will roar from Zion, and utter his voice from Jerusalem; and the top of 

Carmel shall wither”: This signifies The Roar from Zion and the Withering of Carmel Is 

the Most Concentrated Statement of the Book’s Governing Theology — the Divine Voice 

Reaching from Jerusalem to the Northernmost Fertility and Finding Nothing Beyond Its 

Power. 

The roar from Zion to the withering of Carmel is the book’s governing theological statement in a 

single verse: the God who speaks from Jerusalem speaks with a power that reaches to the most 

distant and most fertile corner of the northern kingdom. Carmel was the symbol of the north’s 

agricultural abundance and productivity — the kind of prosperity that Amos will spend the rest 

of the book showing has been corrupted by injustice and misattribution. The withering of Carmel 

at the divine voice establishes that this prosperity is not beyond the reach of the divine judgment 

that the roar announces. Everything the north has built on its prosperity — the winter houses and 

summer houses, the ivory-inlaid couches, the elaborate religious festivals — stands under the 

word that can wither Carmel. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Shepherd’s Prophetic Authority as the Model for Every Form of Prophetic 

Witness That Does Not Depend on Institutional Credentialing or Social Standing: Amos’s 

identity as the herdman of Tekoa rather than a member of the prophetic guild is the standing 

reminder that the prophetic word does not depend on institutional authorization for its validity. 

The communities and individuals who hear the uncomfortable word about justice, covenant 

faithfulness, and the corruption of prosperity from someone outside the institutional center of the 

religious community cannot dismiss it on the grounds that the speaker lacks the proper 

credentials. Amos’s self-identification in chapter 7:14 — I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son 

— is the most direct available statement of the principle that the divine call constitutes the 

prophetic authority. 

2. Let the Roar from Zion Reaching to Carmel Establish the Frame of the Divine Reach 

That No Prosperity or Distance Can Place Beyond the Divine Voice: The Carmel that withers 

at the divine voice is the image of every form of human prosperity and achievement that 

imagines itself beyond the reach of the divine judgment because of its abundance and success. 

The most prosperous season is the season most susceptible to the illusion of autonomy from the 

divine claim. The roar from Zion reaching to Carmel is the standing reminder that no prosperity, 

no abundance, no cultural or material achievement places the community beyond the reach of the 

voice that can wither even Carmel. 



 

How This Relates to Today 

The identification of Amos as a herdman and dresser of sycamore figs — an agricultural worker 

without professional prophetic credentials — speaks with particular relevance to every age in 

which the prophetic word is expected to come only from institutionally authorized sources. The 

surprise of Amos in his own age — that the most searching social critique of Israel’s prosperous 

season came from a farmer from the south — is repeated in every generation when the prophetic 

word arrives from outside the expected centers of religious authority. The church that can only 

hear the prophetic word from credentialed insiders has built a protection against the word that is 

theologically indistinguishable from the protection of the prophets’ guild that Amos refused to 

belong to. 

Key Lesson: *The opening of Amos establishes the two governing features of the book: the 

shepherd prophet whose authority is entirely divine rather than institutional, and the roar from 

Zion that reaches even to Carmel, establishing that no prosperity and no distance places the 

covenant community or the surrounding nations beyond the reach of the divine voice that the 

shepherd has been sent to deliver.* 

 

Amos 1:3–5 

Damascus: Iron Threshers Over Gilead and the Exile of Aram 

 

(3) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of Damascus, 

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

because they have threshed Gilead with threshing instruments of iron: 

(4) But I will send a fire into the house of Hazael, 

which shall devour the palaces of Ben-hadad. 

(5) I will break also the bar of Damascus, 

and cut off the inhabitant from the plain of Aven, 

and him that holdeth the sceptre from the house of Eden: 

and the people of Syria shall go into captivity unto Kir, 

saith the LORD. 

 

The Context 

The thus says the LORD formula introduces the first of the eight oracles against the nations that 

structure chapters 1–2. The for three transgressions… and for four, I will not revoke the 

punishment is the numerical formula borrowed from the wisdom tradition’s use of graduated 

numbers to indicate completeness — not literally three and then four specific crimes, but the full 

measure of the accumulated offenses that has now reached the point at which the divine 

forbearance is exhausted. The I will not revoke it — or, literally, I will not turn it back — is the 



declaration of the divine decision as final: the judgment that has been held in abeyance is now 

released, and nothing can reverse it. 

 

The specific crime of Damascus — the capital of Aram (Syria) to the north and east of Israel — 

is that they threshed Gilead with threshing sledges of iron. Gilead was the Israelite territory east 

of the Jordan River, a region that the Arameans under Hazael had brutally ravaged in the late 

ninth century BC (2 Kings 10:32–33; 13:3–7). The threshing sledge of iron was a wooden 

platform studded with iron teeth, drawn over the harvested grain by oxen, used to separate the 

grain from the chaff. To thresh a people with iron threshing sledges is to treat human beings as 

grain to be crushed — to subject them to an agricultural instrument of processing as though they 

were not persons but raw material to be worked over. The image is both vivid and horrifying. 

 

The punishment of Damascus follows a consistent pattern that will recur through all eight 

oracles: fire is sent against the palaces of the capital (the symbol of the nation’s military and 

administrative power), the gates and bars of the city are broken (the defensive infrastructure), 

specific rulers or regions are cut off, and the people go into captivity. The specific mention of the 

house of Hazael and Ben-hadad names the Aramean dynasty whose cruelty toward Gilead has 

been the specific crime. The exile to Kir — the location of Kir is uncertain, possibly in 

Mesopotamia — reverses the Aramean origin, since Amos 9:7 mentions that the LORD brought 

Aram from Kir. The nation is returned to where it came from. 

 

Plain American English 

This is what the LORD says: The people of Damascus have sinned again and again, and I will 

not let them go unpunished. They threshed the people of Gilead with iron threshing sledges — 

they crushed them like grain. So I will send fire against King Hazael’s palace, and it will burn 

down the fortresses of Ben-hadad. I will break down the gate bars of Damascus and drive out the 

people from the valley of Aven. I will destroy the ruler of Beth-eden, and the people of Aram will 

go into exile in Kir, says the LORD. 

 

Key Observations 

“For three transgressions of Damascus, and for four, I will not turn away the punishment 

thereof”: This signifies The Numerical Formula Is the Wisdom Tradition’s Declaration 

That the Accumulated Transgressions Have Reached the Point Where the Divine 

Forbearance Is Exhausted and the Judgment Is Now Final and Irreversible. 

The for three… and for four formula is not a literal count of three or four specific sins but a 

graduated numerical saying that indicates the full measure of the accumulated offense — three 

being the complete number and four being the one that exceeds it, the transgression too many 

that tips the scale from forbearance to judgment. The I will not revoke it is the declaration that 

the divine patience has reached its limit: not that God is petty or quick to anger, but that the 

accumulation of specific, documented crimes against human beings has reached the level at 

which the covenant God who is the defender of the vulnerable can no longer hold back the 



consequence. The formula will be repeated seven more times in chapters 1–2, creating the 

cumulative rhetorical effect of the judicial proceeding in which nation after nation is brought to 

the bar of divine justice. 

“Because they have threshed Gilead with threshing instruments of iron”: This signifies The 

Iron Threshing Sledge Is the Most Horrifying Available Image of the Dehumanization of 

Military Violence — the Reduction of Human Beings to Raw Agricultural Material to Be 

Processed and Crushed. 

The threshing of Gilead with iron sledges is the specific crime that is named, and the specificity 

is as important as the image. Amos does not condemn Damascus for the generic sin of military 

aggression but for the specific, documented brutality of the Aramean campaigns in Gilead under 

Hazael. The iron threshing sledge was a real agricultural tool whose function — crushing grain 

by grinding it under the spiked platform — when applied to human beings becomes the image of 

the most complete available dehumanization: people treated as grain, as raw material, as things 

to be processed rather than as persons to be respected. The divine indictment names the specific 

instrument of the specific crime because the justice of the divine judgment requires the precise 

correspondence between the crime and its naming. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Recognize That the Divine Forbearance Has a Limit — the For Three and For Four 

Formula Is the Declaration That the Accumulated Transgressions of Nations and Peoples 

Against the Vulnerable Will Eventually Reach the Point of the Irreversible Judgment: The 

I will not revoke it is the warning that the patience of the covenant God is not infinite tolerance. 

The nations that thresh the Gileads of their neighbors with iron sledges — that systematically 

dehumanize and brutalize the vulnerable — are accumulating the transgressions that eventually 

reach the four that tips the scale. The contemporary relevance is not that every military campaign 

produces an immediate divine judgment but that the divine account is running, the record of the 

crimes against the vulnerable is being kept, and the accumulated transgressions eventually reach 

the point that the oracle describes as for three… and for four. 

2. Receive the Specificity of the Crime’s Naming as the Theological Principle That the 

Divine Justice Is Precise Rather Than General — Specific Crimes Against Specific People 

in Specific Places Are in the Divine Record: The threshing of Gilead with iron threshing 

sledges — the naming of the specific instrument, the specific region, the specific dynasty 

responsible — establishes that the divine justice is forensically precise. The crimes of Damascus 

in Gilead are not subsumed under a general category of Aramean wickedness; they are named 

with the specificity of the judicial proceeding. This is the theological claim that the prophetic 

tradition makes consistently: the LORD sees the specific, documented atrocities against the 

specific vulnerable people in the specific historical situations, and the judgment corresponds with 

precise accuracy to what has been done. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The threshing of Gilead with iron sledges is the ancient equivalent of the systematic military 

brutality that characterizes modern warfare at its worst — the treatment of civilian populations as 



obstacles to be eliminated rather than as persons to be protected. The divine indictment of 

Damascus for this specific crime establishes the theological principle that the covenant God who 

is the defender of the vulnerable holds accountable the military powers that treat human beings 

as the iron threshing sledge treats grain. The specificity of the crime named in verse 3 is the 

model for the theological evaluation of contemporary military violence: the divine account tracks 

the specific instruments, the specific populations, and the specific perpetrators of the 

dehumanizing violence that the prophetic tradition consistently identifies as the trigger of the 

divine judgment. 

Key Lesson: *The Damascus oracle establishes the pattern for all eight oracles in chapters 1–2: 

the for three… and for four formula declaring the exhaustion of the divine forbearance, the 

naming of the specific crime with forensic precision, and the punishment of fire against the 

palaces and exile for the people — the theological framework of the divine justice that holds 

specific nations accountable for specific crimes against specific human beings.* 

 

Amos 1:6–8 

Gaza: The Whole People Delivered to Edom and the Complete Exile of the Philistines 

 

(6) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of Gaza, 

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

because they carried away captive the whole captivity, 

to deliver them to Edom: 

(7) But I will send a fire on the wall of Gaza, 

which shall devour the palaces thereof: 

(8) And I will cut off the inhabitant from Ashdod, 

and him that holdeth the sceptre from Ashkelon, 

and I will turn mine hand against Ekron: 

and the remnant of the Philistines shall perish, 

saith the Lord GOD. 

 

The Context 

Gaza was the southernmost of the five major Philistine city-states (Gaza, Ashdod, Ashkelon, 

Gath, and Ekron), and the oracle against Gaza is representative of the judgment on the Philistine 

confederation as a whole — as evidenced by the specific naming of Ashdod, Ashkelon, and 

Ekron in verse 8 (Gath having apparently declined in significance by this period). The specific 

crime is stark and comprehensive: they carried into exile a whole people to hand them over to 

Edom. The trafficking of an entire population — not merely a portion, not merely the warriors, 

but the whole captivity — to Edom establishes the complete, systematic character of the crime. 

This is not the taking of prisoners of war as a byproduct of military conflict; it is the deliberate, 

commercial trafficking of human beings on a population scale. 



 

The connection between Gaza’s crime and Edom’s role as the recipient of the trafficking is 

theologically significant: Edom will receive its own oracle in verses 11–12. The crime of Gaza 

and the crime of Edom are connected — the trafficker and the buyer are both indicted. The 

ancient world had extensive slave markets, and the Philistines appear to have been suppliers of 

captive Israelites (and perhaps others) to the Edomite market, which then fed into the larger 

regional slave trade. The prophet’s condemnation encompasses both the supply side and the 

demand side of the human trafficking network. 

 

The punishment follows the pattern of the Damascus oracle: fire on the walls of Gaza consuming 

the palaces, the specific cutting off of the rulers and populations of the Philistine cities, and the 

comprehensive declaration that the remnant of the Philistines shall perish. The punishment of the 

entire Philistine confederation — not merely Gaza — for the crime of one of its members reflects 

the solidarity of the covenant of the five cities: they shared the benefit of the trafficking, and they 

will share the consequence of its judgment. 

 

Plain American English 

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

them go unpunished. They captured whole villages and sold all the people to Edom as slaves. So 

I will send fire on the walls of Gaza, and it will burn down her fortresses. I will kill the king of 

Ashdod and the ruler of Ashkelon, and I will turn against Ekron. And the few Philistines left alive 

will die too, says the Sovereign LORD. 

 

Key Observations 

“Because they carried away captive the whole captivity, to deliver them to Edom”: This 

signifies The Wholesale Population Trafficking Is the Crime That Exceeds the Ordinary 

Violence of Military Conquest — the Deliberate, Commercial, Population-Scale Transfer of 

Human Beings as Merchandise. 

The whole captivity is the most important phrase in the oracle: not some captives, not prisoners 

of war, but the entire population — the systematic, comprehensive deportation of a complete 

community for the purpose of sale to Edom. This is the ancient equivalent of what we would 

recognize as a crime against humanity: not merely the excesses of individual soldiers but the 

systematic, organized trafficking of human beings on a population scale for commercial profit. 

The divine indictment names this crime with the same forensic precision as the Damascus oracle: 

the specific form (whole people), the specific mechanism (delivery to Edom), and the specific 

perpetrator (Gaza). The horror of the crime is in the comprehensiveness: there is no one left 

because everyone has been sold. 

“The remnant of the Philistines shall perish”: This signifies The Comprehensive Character 

of the Punishment Matches the Comprehensive Character of the Crime — the Nation That 

Trafficked the Whole Captivity Will Itself Be Comprehensively Judged. 



The remnant of the Philistines shall perish is the most comprehensive statement of judgment in 

the oracle, and its comprehensiveness corresponds to the comprehensiveness of the crime: the 

nation that trafficked a whole people will itself be brought to nothing. This is the mirror logic of 

the covenant’s moral order applied to the international trafficking network: what you have done 

to others will be done to you in kind and in scale. The fire, the cutting off of the rulers, the 

turning of the divine hand against the cities, and the final perishing of the remnant together 

constitute a judgment that is as total as the crime that provoked it. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Read the Condemnation of the Whole-People Trafficking as the Most Direct Available 

Old Testament Indictment of Population-Scale Human Trafficking — the Crime That Is 

Both Ancient and Contemporary: The carrying away of the whole captivity to deliver to Edom 

is the ancient form of the contemporary crime of human trafficking on a population scale. The 

divine indictment of Gaza for this crime establishes the theological principle that the systematic 

trafficking of human beings — the treatment of entire communities as merchandise to be sold on 

the market — is among the most serious available violations of the covenant God’s order. The 

contemporary community of faith that reads this oracle against Gaza must read it against the 

contemporary equivalents: the trafficking networks that systematically transport human beings 

from their communities to the markets of the exploiters. 

2. Notice That Both the Supplier and the Buyer Are Indicted — Gaza for the Trafficking 

and Edom for Receiving the Trafficked: The oracle against Gaza and the oracle against Edom 

(verses 11–12) together indict both the supply side and the demand side of the trafficking 

network. The theological principle is that complicity in the crime extends to those who receive 

and benefit from what the crime produces. The buyer of trafficked persons is as morally 

implicated as the trafficker. The economy that creates the demand for the trafficked goods or 

services is as morally implicated as the network that supplies them. The prophetic tradition does 

not confine its indictment to the most visible perpetrators; it follows the moral responsibility 

through the network. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The oracle against Gaza is the most direct available Old Testament text for the theological 

assessment of modern human trafficking, which has been estimated by international 

organizations to be a multi-hundred-billion-dollar global industry involving tens of millions of 

people in conditions of forced labor and sexual exploitation. The for three… and for four, I will 

not revoke it speaks to the accumulated moral weight of an industry that has been running for 

decades, trafficking whole communities of vulnerable people to the markets of their exploiters. 

The remnant of the Philistines shall perish is the declaration that the divine account of this crime 

is running, the patience has its limit, and the judgment corresponding to the scale of the crime 

will eventually arrive. 

Key Lesson: *The Gaza oracle deepens the book’s theology of the divine justice by naming the 

wholesale trafficking of a whole people as the crime that exceeds the threshold of the divine 

forbearance — the for three… and for four applied to the commercial trafficking of human 



beings — with both the supplier (Gaza) and the buyer (Edom) receiving their own oracles, 

establishing that the divine indictment follows the moral responsibility through the entire 

network of complicity.* 

 

Amos 1:9–10 

Tyre: The Covenant of Brotherhood Violated and the Whole People Delivered to Edom 

 

(9) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of Tyre, 

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

because they delivered up the whole captivity to Edom, 

and remembered not the brotherly covenant: 

(10) But I will send a fire on the wall of Tyre, 

which shall devour the palaces thereof. 

 

The Context 

The oracle against Tyre is the shortest of the eight — only two verses — but it introduces the 

most distinctive element among the oracles of chapter 1: the charge that Tyre remembered not 

the brotherly covenant. While Gaza’s crime was the wholesale trafficking of captives, Tyre’s 

crime is the same trafficking compounded by the violation of a specific covenant relationship. 

The brotherly covenant — almost certainly the treaty between Hiram of Tyre and Solomon (1 

Kings 5:1, 9:11–13), which established a covenantal friendship between Israel and Tyre that was 

renewed and deepened by Ahab’s marriage to the Sidonian princess Jezebel — was a formal 

agreement of mutual obligation between peoples who called each other brothers. 

 

To traffic in the captives of a covenant partner is the violation of the most specific available 

covenantal obligation. The brotherly relationship that the covenant established created a duty of 

protection and solidarity toward the covenant partner that made the participation in the 

trafficking of the partner’s people the most direct possible betrayal of the covenant bond. Tyre 

has not merely committed a crime against humanity in the abstract; it has committed a crime 

against the specific people with whom it had entered a specific covenantal relationship of 

brotherhood. The betrayal of the covenant of brotherhood adds a dimension of personal, 

relational treachery to the crime of trafficking. 

 

The brevity of the punishment description in verse 10 — merely the fire on the wall and the 

consuming of the palaces, without the extended details of the Damascus and Gaza oracles — 

may reflect the fact that Tyre’s geographical position as a coastal city made the specific forms of 

its destruction different from the inland cities. The theological point is the same: the strongholds 

of the great commercial power of Tyre are not beyond the reach of the fire that the divine 

judgment sends. 



 

Plain American English 

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

them go unpunished. They sold whole villages of people to Edom as slaves and broke the treaty 

they had made with Israel. So I will send fire on the walls of Tyre, and it will burn down her 

fortresses. 

 

Key Observations 

“Because they delivered up the whole captivity to Edom, and remembered not the 

brotherly covenant”: This signifies The Covenant of Brotherhood Violated Is the Additional 

Dimension That Makes Tyre’s Crime More Severe Than Gaza’s — the Same Trafficking 

Compounded by the Betrayal of a Specific Relational Obligation. 

The remembered not the brotherly covenant adds the dimension of relational betrayal to the 

crime of trafficking that Gaza committed without this additional element. The treaty covenant 

between Tyre and Israel created a specific obligation of brotherhood — a formal, covenantal 

commitment to treat the partner’s people as one would treat brothers. The trafficking of the 

covenant partner’s people to Edom is not merely the generic crime of human trafficking but the 

betrayal of a specific relationship that made the same crime a specifically covenantal violation. 

The remembered not is the language of the forsaken relationship: Tyre did not merely transgress 

an abstract moral standard; it forgot the specific covenant that obligated it to the protection of 

Israel’s people. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Covenant of Brotherhood as the Theological Principle That the Relational 

Obligations Created by Covenant and Treaty Are Morally Binding in a Way That 

Compounds the Crime When They Are Violated: The brotherly covenant of Tyre and Israel is 

the model for every form of covenantal or formal relational commitment that creates specific 

obligations between parties who have formally designated themselves as brothers or partners. 

The violation of these specific obligations is not merely the generic transgression of an abstract 

moral standard; it is the betrayal of a specific relationship whose violation carries its own 

additional moral weight. Churches, nations, and individuals who have entered specific 

covenantal relationships of partnership and solidarity with other communities bear a specific 

obligation of protection and care toward those communities that compounds the crime when it is 

violated. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The remembered not the brotherly covenant is one of the most broadly applicable phrases in the 

chapter for the contemporary assessment of the violation of international agreements, alliance 

treaties, and formal commitments between nations and communities. The nation that has entered 

specific treaty obligations with a partner and then violates those obligations — not merely by 



failing to fulfill specific provisions but by actively harming the partner’s people — has 

committed the crime of Tyre: the trafficking compounded by the betrayal of the brotherhood that 

the covenant established. The theological principle is that formal covenantal relationships create 

specific moral obligations whose violation carries additional weight precisely because of the 

specificity of the commitment that has been betrayed. 

Key Lesson: *The Tyre oracle introduces the covenant-of-brotherhood dimension that 

distinguishes Tyre’s crime from Gaza’s: the same wholesale trafficking of captives to Edom is 

compounded by the violation of the specific covenant relationship that had designated Israel and 

Tyre as brothers, establishing the theological principle that the betrayal of covenantal 

brotherhood adds a specific, relational dimension to the generic crime of trafficking that makes 

it a more severe violation of the divine moral order.* 

 

Amos 1:11–12 

Edom: The Unrelenting Anger, the Perpetual Enmity, and the Corrupted Compassion 

 

(11) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of Edom, 

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

because he did pursue his brother with the sword, 

and did cast off all pity, 

and his anger did tear perpetually, 

and he kept his wrath for ever: 

(12) But I will send a fire upon Teman, 

which shall devour the palaces of Bozrah. 

 

The Context 

The oracle against Edom addresses the most ancient and the most bitter of the enmities that 

surrounded Israel — the enmity between Jacob and Esau that became the enmity between Israel 

and Edom. Edom is Esau’s people; Israel is Jacob’s people; and the conflict between them, 

which the Genesis narrative traces to the womb of Rebekah, persisted through the centuries as 

one of the most fraught and most emotionally charged of all the relationships in the ancient Near 

Eastern political landscape. The specific crime named in verse 11 is not the trafficking of 

captives (though Edom was the buyer in the oracles against Gaza and Tyre) but the character of 

the enmity itself: he pursued his brother with the sword, and cast off all pity, and his anger tore 

perpetually, and he kept his wrath forever. 

 

The he pursued his brother with the sword is the most theologically resonant phrase in the oracle, 

because it invokes the brother-language of the Jacob-Esau relationship. Edom is not pursuing a 

generic enemy; it is pursuing its brother — the covenantal and familial term that should have 

governed the relationship between the descendants of the twin sons of Isaac. The enmity that the 



oracle describes is the enmity of a family relationship corrupted into perpetual hostility: the 

anger that tears like a beast, the wrath kept forever, the pity cast off entirely. The crime is not 

merely military aggression but the specific violation of the family relationship that should have 

created the obligation of brotherhood. 

 

The he cast off all pity — more literally, he corrupted his compassion — is the most emotionally 

searching phrase in the oracle. The compassion (rachamim) that Edom has corrupted is the deep, 

visceral compassion of the family relationship: the word is related to rechem, the womb. The 

compassion that siblings should have for one another — the compassion rooted in the shared 

origin of the same womb — has been corrupted into the perpetual anger and the kept wrath of the 

irreconcilable enemy. Edom has not merely failed to feel compassion; it has actively corrupted 

the capacity for compassion that the family relationship should have sustained. 

 

Plain American English 

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

them go unpunished. They chased down their relatives, the Israelites, with swords, showing no 

mercy. Their anger raged without stopping, and they kept nursing their fury forever. So I will 

send fire on Teman, and it will burn down the fortresses of Bozrah. 

 

Key Observations 

“Because he did pursue his brother with the sword, and did cast off all pity, and his anger 

did tear perpetually, and he kept his wrath for ever”: This signifies The Crime of Edom Is 

the Corruption of the Familial Compassion into Perpetual Enmity — the Brother-

Relationship Perverted into the Kept Wrath That Has No End and the Torn Compassion 

That Has No Remainder. 

The four elements of Edom’s crime — pursuing the brother with the sword, casting off all pity, 

the perpetually tearing anger, the forever-kept wrath — together describe the most 

thoroughgoing corruption of the sibling relationship available. The anger that tears perpetually is 

the anger that has no natural end, no exhaustion, no moment of rest from its own hostility. The 

wrath kept forever is the wrath that is carefully maintained and preserved as a possession — not 

the passing anger of the wounded party but the deliberately sustained hostility of the one who has 

made the enmity a defining feature of their identity. And the corruption of the pity — the womb-

compassion that family relationship should have generated — is the most searching element of 

the indictment: Edom has not merely failed to feel compassion; it has actively worked against the 

capacity for compassion that the brother-relationship should have sustained. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Corruption of the Familial Compassion as the Most Searching Available 

Description of What the Kept Wrath Does to the One Who Keeps It: The cast off all pity and 

the anger tearing perpetually are not merely descriptions of Edom’s treatment of Israel; they are 



the description of what the permanently kept wrath does to the one who keeps it. The person who 

maintains the wrath forever — who carefully nurtures and preserves the hostility as a defining 

feature of their identity — has corrupted their own capacity for the compassion that the 

relationship should have generated. The keeping of the wrath is not merely an offense against the 

one who is hated; it is the self-inflicted corruption of the one who does the hating. The 

theological warning of the Edom oracle is addressed as much to the one who keeps the wrath as 

to those who observe it. 

2. Examine Whether the Wrath You Are Keeping Has Become the Perpetual Tearing 

Anger That the Edom Oracle Describes — the Anger That Defines the Relationship Rather 

Than Passing Through It: The anger that tears perpetually and the wrath kept forever are the 

diagnostic markers of the hostility that has moved from the natural response to genuine injury to 

the identity-defining enmity that no longer remembers what it is responding to. Every 

community and every individual relationship has the potential for this movement: the legitimate 

grievance that becomes the carefully maintained wrath, the natural anger at the genuine wrong 

that becomes the perpetual tearing anger that defines the relationship from the inside. The Edom 

oracle names this condition as a crime against the covenant order that the family relationship 

should have created. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The Edom oracle has the widest pastoral application of the five oracles in chapter 1 because the 

perpetual enmity between brothers — the siblings who are permanently at war, the communities 

that trace their origins to the same ancestor and have been in hostility ever since — is one of the 

most recognizable and most destructive patterns in human history. The specific character of the 

crime — the kept wrath, the perpetual tearing anger, the corrupted pity — is the description of 

what happens to communities and individuals who have allowed their legitimate grievances to 

become the defining feature of their relationship with the other. The LORD’s indictment of 

Edom is not the dismissal of the grievance but the naming of the corruption that the perpetual 

nursing of the grievance has produced in the one who nurses it. 

Key Lesson: *The Edom oracle is the most psychologically searching of the five oracles in 

chapter 1, naming as the specific crime not merely the military persecution of the brother but the 

corruption of the familial compassion into the perpetual tearing anger and the forever-kept 

wrath that have transformed the brother-relationship into the identity-defining enmity — a crime 

against the covenant order of the family relationship that is also the self-inflicted corruption of 

the one who maintains it.* 

 

Amos 1:13–15 

Ammon: The Ripping Open of Pregnant Women and the War Crime of Territorial Expansion 

 

(13) Thus saith the LORD; 

For three transgressions of the children of Ammon, 

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



because they have ripped up the women with child of Gilead, 

that they might enlarge their border: 

(14) But I will kindle a fire in the wall of Rabbah, 

and it shall devour the palaces thereof, 

with shouting in the day of battle, 

with a tempest in the day of the whirlwind: 

(15) And their king shall go into captivity, 

he and his princes together, saith the LORD. 

 

The Context 

The Ammonites, descendants of Lot through his younger daughter (Genesis 19:38), occupied the 

territory east of the Jordan and north of Moab. Their oracle names the most shocking of all the 

crimes in chapter 1: they ripped open the pregnant women of Gilead to expand their territory. 

This is not a crime of opportunity or passion but a deliberate military policy: the destruction of 

the next generation of the enemy population in order to secure territorial expansion. To kill the 

pregnant women and their unborn children is to kill not merely the present population but the 

future population — the children who would have grown up to defend the land, to reclaim the 

territory, to carry on the community’s life. It is genocide in its most targeted form: the 

elimination of the demographic future of the enemy. 

 

The that they might enlarge their border is the stated motive: this is calculated, strategic, military 

policy in service of territorial expansion. The Ammonites are not accused of the war crimes of 

passion that might accompany military conflict; they are accused of the deliberate, policy-driven 

atrocity that serves the specific political goal of making the claimed territory permanently their 

own by eliminating the population whose claims would otherwise threaten it. The theological 

indictment is that territorial ambition does not justify the means employed to achieve it: the 

expanding of the border is not a sufficient justification for the ripping open of pregnant women. 

 

The punishment of Ammon — fire on the walls of Rabbah, the king and princes going into 

captivity — follows the established pattern, but the addition of shouting in the day of battle and a 

tempest in the day of the whirlwind adds the dimension of the chaotic, overwhelming military 

defeat to the punishment. The Ammonites who used military violence as a calculated political 

tool will meet military violence as the instrument of the divine judgment. 

 

Plain American English 

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

let them go unpunished. When they attacked Gilead to expand their borders, they ripped open 

pregnant women. So I will send fire on the walls of Rabbah, and it will burn down her fortresses. 

The battle will come with war cries and the roar of a whirlwind. And the king of Ammon and his 

officials will go into exile together, says the LORD. 

 



Key Observations 

“Because they have ripped up the women with child of Gilead, that they might enlarge 

their border”: This signifies The Most Extreme Crime in Chapter 1 Is the Deliberate 

Elimination of the Enemy’s Demographic Future as a Calculated Policy of Territorial 

Expansion — the War Crime Whose Motive Is Named and Therefore the More Damning. 

The naming of the motive — that they might enlarge their border — is what makes the Ammon 

oracle the most damning in the chapter. The crime of Gaza was trafficking without a stated 

motive; the crime of Edom was perpetual enmity without a stated political goal. Ammon’s crime 

is named alongside its motive: the territorial expansion that required the elimination of the 

demographic future of the population whose land was being claimed. This is the most calculated 

of the crimes in the chapter: not the excess of military violence, not the opportunistic trafficking 

of captives, not the perpetual enmity of the sibling relationship, but the deliberate policy of 

destroying the pregnant women of the enemy people to ensure that there would be no next 

generation to reclaim what had been taken. The motive makes the crime the more damning 

because it reveals the crime as a choice rather than a passion. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Read the Ripping of Pregnant Women as the Theological Marker That the Deliberate 

Destruction of Civilian Populations and Their Demographic Future Is Among the Most 

Serious Available Crimes in the Divine Account: The crime of Ammon is the ancient 

equivalent of what contemporary international law calls genocide: the deliberate destruction of a 

people’s capacity for continuation, the elimination not merely of the present generation but of the 

future generations that would have been born to it. The for three… and for four formula applied 

to this crime establishes that the deliberate targeting of civilians — and especially the deliberate 

targeting of the unborn and the pregnant women who carry them — as a calculated strategy of 

territorial expansion is among the crimes that most fully exhaust the divine forbearance. 

2. Examine the Relationship Between Territorial and Political Ambition and the Means 

Employed to Achieve It — the Named Motive of the Ammon Oracle Is the Theological 

Warning That No Political Goal Justifies the War Crimes Committed in Its Service: The 

that they might enlarge their border is the political goal that did not justify the means employed 

to achieve it. The theological principle embedded in the Ammon oracle is that territorial 

ambition, political calculation, and strategic military policy do not provide the justification for 

the crimes committed in their service. The named motive is the damning feature of the oracle: 

the Ammonites knew what they were doing and why, and the calculation that produced the 

policy is what makes the crime a fully deliberate violation of the divine moral order rather than 

the excess of military passion. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The crime of Ammon — the deliberate targeting of pregnant women to eliminate the 

demographic future of a population — has echoes in the contemporary history of ethnic conflict, 

genocide, and the deliberate targeting of civilian populations in military campaigns. The for 

three… and for four formula applied to this crime in Amos 1:13 establishes the theological 



principle that these crimes are in the divine account and that the divine forbearance has a limit. 

The community of faith that reads this oracle must read it not merely as the historical 

condemnation of an ancient nation but as the theological framework for assessing the 

contemporary crimes of military powers that deliberately target civilian populations — including 

the most vulnerable — as a calculated strategy of political or territorial achievement. 

Key Lesson: *The Ammon oracle names the most extreme crime of the chapter — the deliberate 

elimination of the demographic future of the enemy people as a calculated policy of territorial 

expansion — and makes the named motive the most damning feature of the indictment, 

establishing the theological principle that no territorial or political ambition justifies the 

deliberate targeting of the most vulnerable as the means of achieving it.* 

 

Closing Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We close Amos chapter 1 having received the most systematic available Old Testament 

indictment of the crimes of nations against human beings made in Your image. We have heard 

the for three transgressions… and for four pronounced over Damascus for the iron threshing of 

Gilead, over Gaza and Tyre for the whole-people trafficking to Edom, over Edom for the 

perpetual enmity and the corrupted compassion of the kept wrath, and over Ammon for the 

deliberate elimination of the demographic future of Gilead in service of territorial ambition. We 

have heard the pattern of fire, exile, and the cutting off of the rulers applied to nation after 

nation. 

 



Lord, let the specificity of the crimes named in this chapter be received as the theological 

declaration that the divine account is forensically precise — that the specific instruments, the 

specific populations, and the specific perpetrators of the crimes against the vulnerable are in the 

record, and that the for three… and for four will eventually be pronounced. Let this declaration 

produce in us not the comfortable satisfaction of those who are watching the judgment of others 

but the sober awareness that the tightening spiral of the oracles is moving toward the covenant 

community itself. 

 

And let the roar from Zion that opened the chapter be received as the word that reaches even to 

Carmel — to the most prosperous and the most apparently secure. No abundance, no military 

strength, no covenant privilege places any community beyond the reach of the voice that the 

shepherd from Tekoa has been sent to deliver. Let us hear it before the four has been reached. 

Let us hear it while the yet even now of Joel is still available. 

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

Glory to God Alone 


