
Introduction to Amos Chapter 8

The Basket of Summer Fruit, the End Has Come, and the Famine of Hearing the Word of 

the LORD

Amos chapter 8 is the chapter of the summer fruit and the famine of the word, and both images deserve sustained theological attention. The chapter opens with the fourth of Amos’s five visions — the basket of summer fruit (qayits) — whose significance depends on a wordplay in Hebrew: the  word  for  summer  fruit  (qayits)  sounds  like  the  word  for  end  (qets),  and  the  LORD’s explanation  of  the  vision  deploys  the  wordplay  explicitly:  the  end  has  come  upon  my  people Israel.  The  summer  fruit  is  ripe;  Israel  is  ripe  for  judgment.  The  ripeness  that  should  be  the occasion of harvest celebration has become the occasion of the harvest of judgment.

The chapter then moves through a devastating expansion of the social indictment that the book has been building since chapter 2: the merchants who are waiting impatiently for the new moon and  the  Sabbath  to  be  over  so  they  can  return  to  the  business  of  cheating  the  poor,  who  are making the ephah small and the shekel great and dealing deceitfully with false balances, who are buying the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, and who are selling the refuse of the  wheat.  The  specificity  of  the  commercial  indictment  in  verses  4–6  is  the  most  detailed available description of the mechanisms  of economic exploitation  in  the book  —  each element naming a specific instrument of the commerce that has been grinding the poor into the dust.

The  chapter  reaches  its  theological  climax  in  the  famine  of  hearing  the  words  of  the  LORD (verses 11–12). This  is  the most severe judgment  in  the book  — more severe than the military defeat,  more severe than the exile, more severe than the earthquake  and  the darkened sun.  The days are coming, declares the Lord GOD, when I will send a famine on the land — not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD. The people shall wander from sea to sea and from north to east; they shall run to and fro to seek the word of the LORD, and  they  shall  not  find  it.  The  withdrawal  of  the  prophetic  word  is  the  most  comprehensive available judgment on the community that has been silencing the prophets: the community that commanded the prophets Prophesy not (chapter 2:12) will eventually receive the judgment of the not-prophesying as the permanent condition.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to Amos chapter 8 as people who have access to the word of the LORD in a fullness that no previous generation of the covenant community has possessed, and who are therefore most at risk of the complacency that fails to value what is available before the famine arrives. We have the Scripture in its full canonical form, the Spirit who illumines it, the history of the church’s engagement with it, the tools of the scholarship that clarifies it, and the community of the saints who interpret it together. We have what the wanderers of verses 11–12 will be desperately seeking and will not find.

Lord, let the famine of the word be received not merely as the judgment of an ancient community but as the warning of what the withdrawal of the prophetic word means — the most severe available judgment on the community that has been treating the word as inconvenient, that has been commanding the prophets to prophesy not, that has been at ease in Zion while the word has been trying to break through. Let the availability of the word in this season produce the urgency of the engagement rather than the complacency of the assumption that the word will always be available.

And let the basket of summer fruit be the image that produces the honest reckoning with the ripeness of the present moment: not the comfortable assumption that there is still much time before the harvest, but the honest acknowledgment that the summer fruit is ripe, that the end has come, and that the prophetic word is being delivered in this season because this is the season in which it must be heard.

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Amos 8:1–3

The Fourth Vision: The Basket of Summer Fruit and the Ripeness of the End

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

and behold a basket of summer fruit.

(2) And he said, Amos, what seest thou?

And I said, A basket of summer fruit.

Then said the LORD unto me,

The end is come upon my people of Israel;

I will not again pass by them any more.

(3) And the songs of the temple shall be howlings in that day,

saith the Lord GOD:

there shall be many dead bodies in every place;

they shall cast them forth with silence.

The Context

The fourth  vision follows the pattern of the third (the plumb line): the LORD asks  what  Amos sees,  Amos  names  the  object,  and  the  LORD  declares  its  significance.  The  basket  of  summer fruit (qayits) is the starting point of the vision, and the LORD’s declaration deploys the Hebrew wordplay that the vision is built on: the end (qets) has come upon my people Israel. The auditory similarity  between  qayits  (summer  fruit)  and  qets  (end)  is  the  rhetorical  hinge  of  the  entire vision:  the  basket  that  looks  like  the  celebration  of  the  harvest  season  is  actually  the announcement of the end. The ripeness of the summer fruit is the ripeness of the judgment.

The summer fruit was  the final harvest  of the season  —  the  figs and grapes  and pomegranates that ripened in the heat of summer, the last fruit before the long agricultural year ended. The ripe summer fruit was the image of completion, of the season’s full course having been run, of the work of the agricultural  year having  reached its  terminus.  The LORD applies this image to  the covenant  community  with  the  most  devastating  available  theological  precision:  the  end  has come. The time has run out. The season of the corrective discipline  — the fivefold yet you did not return, the plumb line held against the wall, the intercessory window of the first two visions that is now closed — has reached its terminus. The community is ripe. The harvest of judgment is coming.

The I will not again pass by them repeats the declaration of the plumb line vision (chapter 7:8) and confirms the closure of the intercessory window. The summer fruit vision does not introduce a  new  element  to  the  theological  argument;  it  confirms  with  a  new  image  what  the  plumb  line vision  has  already  established:  the  end  has  come,  the  relenting  is  over,  the  I  will  not  pass  by again is the theological constant from which the specific forms of the judgment in the rest of the chapter will flow.

The songs of the temple shall be howlings in that day of verse 3 is the most direct reversal of the worship culture in the chapter. The joyful songs of the temple — the songs that the community has been performing with  such enthusiasm  (chapter 5:23  named the noise of the songs  that the LORD refused to hear) — will become howlings, the sound of the mourning and the wailing that the judgment  produces.  The casting of the many dead bodies with  silence in  every place is  the most  concrete  and  most  horrifying  image  of  the  judgment’s  outcome:  the  silence  of  the overwhelmed,  the  absence  of  the  ceremonial  burial  rites  that  the  scale  of  the  deaths  makes impossible to perform.

 

Plain American English

This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: a basket of ripe summer fruit. “What do you see, Amos?” he asked. “A basket of ripe summer fruit,” I answered. Then the LORD said to me, “The time  is  ripe  for  my  people  Israel;  I  will  spare  them  no  longer.  In  that  day,”  declares  the Sovereign  LORD,  “the  songs  in  the  temple  will  turn  to  wailing.  Many,  many  bodies  —  flung everywhere! Silence!”

 

Key Observations

“A basket of summer fruit… The end is come upon my people of Israel”: This signifies The Hebrew Wordplay Between Qayits (Summer Fruit) and Qets (End) Is the Rhetorical Hinge of the Vision — the Ripeness That Should Signal the Harvest Celebration Signals Instead the Harvest of the Judgment.

The qayits/qets wordplay is the most elegant rhetorical device in the vision sequence. The basket of  summer  fruit  is  the  image  of  completion  and  ripeness  —  the  full  course  of  the  agricultural season having been run, the final harvest ready for the gathering. The LORD deploys the sound of  the  word  to  shift  the  image  from  the  celebration  of  agricultural  completion  to  the announcement of the judgment’s completion: the community is ripe. The season of the corrective opportunity  has  run  its  full  course.  The  basket  of  summer  fruit  that  should  have  been  the occasion of the harvest celebration is the announcement that the harvest of judgment has arrived. The ripeness is not the ripeness of the blessing but the ripeness of the end.

“The songs of the temple shall be howlings in that day”: This signifies The Reversal of the Temple Songs into Howlings Is the Direct Consequence of the Judgment on the Worship That Chapter 5:21–23 Has Already Declared to Be Noise — the Noise Becomes the Howling When the Judgment Arrives.

The songs of the temple becoming howlings is the most direct reversal of the worship culture in the vision section. The songs that the community has been performing with genuine enthusiasm — the songs that the LORD in chapter 5:23 declared to be noise, the noise of your songs I will not  hear — will become howlings when the judgment  arrives. The same  voices  that have been singing  the  joyful  songs  of  the  festival  will  be  making  the  sounds  of  the  bereaved  and  the destroyed.  The  songs  and  the  howlings  are  the  two  ends  of  the  spectrum  of  the  human  vocal response to the divine action: the songs of the community that believes itself to be in the divine favor, and the howlings of the community that has discovered it was wrong. The judgment turns the songs into howlings, the rejoicing into mourning, the feast days into the day of the dead.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Receive  the  Summer  Fruit  Ripeness  as  the  Most  Honest  Available  Assessment  of  the Present  Moment  —  and  Resist  the  Comfortable  Assumption  That  There  Is  Always  More Time Before the Harvest: The basket of summer fruit is the image of the completed season, the full  course  run,  the  ripeness  that  signals  the  end  of  the  agricultural  year.  The  community  that applies this image to its  own situation must ask:  is the  present moment the early growth of the first  crop,  with  much  season  still  remaining?  Or  is  the  present  moment  the  basket  of  summer fruit,  the  late  harvest  of  the  season’s  end,  the  ripeness  that  signals  the  imminence  of  the  final harvest? The comfortable assumption that there is  always  more time is  the assumption that the summer  fruit  vision  challenges:  the  end  has  come.  The  prophetic  word  that  has  been  running throughout the book has been running through a season that has reached its terminus. 2. Let the Songs Becoming Howlings Be the Warning That the Enthusiastic Worship of the Community  That  Has  Refused  the  Covenant  Justice  Will  Become  the  Mourning  of  the Community  That  Has  Received  the  Judgment  It  Has  Been  Performing  Around: The reversal  of  the  temple  songs  into  howlings  is  the  most  direct  available  warning  for  the contemporary  worship  culture  that  has  been  performing  the  enthusiastic,  sincere,  technically excellent  worship  of  the  community  that  has  simultaneously  refused  the  covenant  justice.  The songs  that  the  LORD  in  chapter  5:23  declared  to  be  noise  will  become  howlings  when  the judgment  that  the  noise  was  covering  arrives.  Let  the  warning  produce  the  integrity  of  the worship before the judgment arrives: the worship that expresses the covenant justice rather than the noise that covers its absence.

How This Relates to Today

The  qayits/qets  wordplay  is  one  of  the  most  theologically  productive  forms  of  the  prophetic rhetoric  for  the  contemporary  reading  of  the  prophetic  tradition,  because  it  establishes  the principle  that  the  image  of  completion  can  be  the  image  of  judgment  as  well  as  the  image  of celebration. The community that reads the signs of its own completion  — the full development of its institutional maturity, the peak of its cultural influence, the height of its material prosperity — as the occasion for celebration rather than as the occasion for the honest reckoning with the ripeness  that  the  summer  fruit  signals  has  missed  the  prophetic  reading  of  the  image.  The summer fruit is ripe. The end has come. The celebration of the ripeness may be the cover for the acknowledgment that the season has run its course.

Key Lesson: *The fourth vision deploys the Hebrew wordplay between summer fruit and end to establish that the community’s ripeness is the ripeness of the judgment rather than the ripeness of the celebration, confirms the closure of the intercessory window with the repeated I will not pass  by  them  again,  and  reverses  the  worship  culture’s  songs  into  howlings  as  the  direct consequence of the judgment on the worship that the LORD has already declared to be noise.*

 

Amos 8:4–6

Hear This, You Who Trample the Needy: The Commercial Mechanisms of the Exploitation

(4) Hear this, O ye that swallow up the needy,

even to make the poor of the land to fail,

(5) Saying, When will the new moon be gone,

that we may sell corn?

and the sabbath, that we may set forth wheat,

making the ephah small, and the shekel great,

and falsifying the balances by deceit?

(6) That we may buy the poor for silver,

and the needy for a pair of shoes;

yea, and sell the refuse of the wheat?

The Context

The hear this, you who trample on the needy and bring the poor of the land to an end is the most direct social indictment in the vision section, and it names the specific commercial mechanisms of  the  exploitation  with  the  detail  that  the  earlier  chapters  have  been  building  toward.  The merchants who are waiting impatiently for the new moon and the Sabbath to be over so they can return  to  the  business  of  cheating  the  poor  are  the  most  specific  portrait  of  the  religious-commercial compromise in the book: they observe the religious calendar — they close the shop on  the  new  moon  and  the  Sabbath  —  while  using  the  time  to  plan  the  next  iteration  of  the exploitation that the rest of their commercial week is devoted to.

The four commercial mechanisms of verse 5–6 are each a specific instrument of the exploitation. The small ephah is the measure used to sell: by making the measure smaller than the standard, the  seller  charges  the  full  price  for  a  smaller  quantity  of  grain.  The  large  shekel  is  the  weight used  to  receive  payment:  by  making  the  weight  heavier  than  the  standard,  the  seller  requires more silver for the smaller quantity of grain. The false balances are the physical instruments of the fraud: the scales that are rigged so that every transaction comes out in the merchant’s favor at the  expense  of  the  buyer.  And  the  selling  of  the  refuse  of  the  wheat  is  the  most  contemptuous form of the exploitation: the chaff and the dirt that should be separated from the grain before sale are sold as if they were grain, reducing the quality of what the poor person receives for the price they pay.

The  buying  of  the  poor  for  silver  and  the  needy  for  a  pair  of  sandals  echoes  the  selling  of  the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals of chapter 2:6 — the first specific social indictment  of  the  book.  The  echo  is  deliberate:  the  chapter  that  opened  the  social  critique  of Israel in chapter 2 is being recalled at the climactic chapter of the vision sequence, establishing the  continuity  and  the  persistence  of  the  exploitation  that  the  book  has  been  cataloguing.  The mechanisms  named  in  chapter  8  are  the  specific  commercial  implementations  of  the  general indictment of chapter 2: this is how the poor are sold for silver in the specific operations of the rigged marketplace.

 

Plain American English

Listen to this, you who trample on the needy and crush the poor! You can’t wait for the religious holy  days  to  be  over  so  you  can  get  back  to  selling  your  grain.  You  cheat  your  customers  by using  rigged  measures,  weighing  out  less  grain  than  you  should  and  charging  more.  You  use dishonest scales. You buy the poor with silver and the needy for the price of a pair of sandals. And you sell them the leftovers and trash mixed in with their grain!

 

Key Observations

“When will the new moon be gone, that we may sell corn? and the sabbath, that we may set forth wheat, making the ephah small, and the shekel great”: This signifies The Impatience with the Religious Calendar Is the Most Direct Available Statement of the Complete Divorce Between the Religious Observance and the Commercial Life — the Holy Days Are Endured While the Exploitation Is Planned. The  when  will  the  new  moon  be  gone?  and  the  Sabbath?  is  the  most  devastatingly  honest window  into  the  inner  life  of  the  commercial  class  that  the  book  provides.  The  merchants observe  the  religious  calendar  externally  —  they  close  the  shops  on  the  new  moon  and  the Sabbath  as  the  religious  law  requires.  But  their  inner  life  during  these  religious  observances  is occupied entirely with the planning of the exploitation that will resume when the observance is over. The religious observance has become the time of waiting — the frustrating interruption of the commercial week that is grudgingly observed before the real business of the exploitation can resume.  This  is  the  most  complete  available  description  of  the  religious-commercial compromise: the external forms of the religious observance maintained, the internal orientation entirely directed toward the commercial exploitation that the observance temporarily interrupts.

“Making the ephah small, and the shekel great, and falsifying the balances by deceit”: This signifies The Three Commercial Mechanisms of the Fraud Are the Specific Instruments by Which the Abstract Covenant Violation Becomes the Concrete Daily Practice of the Economic Exploitation — every Transaction Rigged Against the Poor. The small ephah, the large shekel, and the false balances are the three interlocking commercial mechanisms by which the exploitative economy operates in its most specific form. The ephah is the  measure  of  the  grain  sold  —  smaller  than  standard  means  less  grain  for  the  full  price.  The shekel is the weight of the silver received — larger than standard means more silver required for the  insufficient  grain.  And  the  false  balances  are  the  physical  instruments  of  both  frauds:  the scales that are rigged so that the ephah looks full when it is not and the shekel looks right when it is  heavy.  Each  mechanism  cheats  the  poor  in  a  different  way;  together  they  constitute  a commercial system that is rigged against the poor at every point of the transaction. The Leviticus 19:35–36 and Deuteronomy 25:13–16 prohibitions of false measures and weights are the specific covenant law that is being violated in each of these mechanisms.

“That we may buy the poor for silver, and the needy for a pair of shoes; yea, and sell the refuse of the wheat”: This signifies The Echo of Chapter 2:6 at the Climax of the Vision Sequence Establishes the Persistence and the Continuity of the Exploitation That the Book Has Been Cataloguing — the Vision Sequence Closes on the Same Crime with Which the Social Critique Opened.

The  buying  of  the  poor  for  silver  and  the  needy  for  a  pair  of  sandals  is  the  direct  echo  of  the selling  of  the  righteous  for  silver  and  the  needy  for  a  pair  of  sandals  that  opened  the  social critique of Israel in chapter 2:6. The echo at the climax of the vision sequence is the most direct statement  available  that  the  exploitation  has  not  merely  continued  but  intensified:  the mechanisms  of  verse  5  are  the  specific  commercial  instruments  by  which  the  general  crime  of chapter  2:6  is  implemented  in  the  daily  operations  of  the  rigged  marketplace.  The  vision sequence that began with the locust and the fire and has reached the basket of summer fruit and the famine of the word closes on the same crime that opened the social critique  — establishing the persistence of the exploitation as the constant against which the escalating visions have been announced.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Examine the Relationship Between the Religious Calendar and the Commercial Life  — Whether the Religious Observances Are Genuinely Orienting the Commercial Practice or Are  the  Grudgingly  Observed  Interruptions  of  the  Commercial  Week: The  when  will  the Sabbath  be  over  so  we  can  go  back  to  cheating  the  poor?  is  the  diagnostic  of  the  community whose  religious  observance  has  been  completely  divorced  from  its  commercial  practice.  The contemporary  equivalent  is  the  community  that  attends  the  Sunday  worship  with  genuine devotion  and  spends  the  rest  of  the  week  in  the  commercial  operations  whose  mechanisms systematically  disadvantage  the  poor  —  not  planning  the  exploitation  during  the  sermon,  but sustaining the commercial arrangements that the sermon should have challenged. The question is not whether the religious observance is sincere but whether it is orienting the commercial life. 2.  Apply  the  Three  Commercial  Mechanisms  as  the  Diagnostic  of  the  Contemporary Equivalents of the Small Ephah, the Large Shekel, and the False Balances in the Economic Arrangements of the Covenant Community: The small ephah, the large shekel, and the false balances  are  the  specific  ancient  commercial  instruments  of  the  exploitation,  and  the contemporary community of faith should be able to identify their contemporary equivalents: the specific  mechanisms  by  which  the  commercial  arrangements  of  the  covenant  community systematically disadvantage the poor and accumulate wealth for those who already have it. The abstract  indictment  of  economic  injustice  requires  the  specific  naming  of  the  specific mechanisms,  as  the  prophetic  tradition  consistently  models:  not  merely  the  general  claim  that injustice exists, but the naming of the specific instruments of the injustice.

How This Relates to Today

The commercial indictment of verses 4–6 is one of the most practically specific passages in the prophetic  literature  for  its  identification  of  the  specific  mechanisms  of  the  commercial exploitation. The small ephah and the large shekel and the false balances are the ancient world’s equivalents of the contemporary mechanisms of the extractive economy: the wage structures that underpay the workers who produce the goods, the pricing structures that overcharge the poor for the  necessities  they  cannot  afford  to  go  without,  the  financial  instruments  that  extract  wealth from  the  most  economically  vulnerable  through  the  fees  and  the  interest  rates  that  the economically stable are not required to pay. The prophetic tradition’s consistent naming of the specific mechanisms of the exploitation is the model for the contemporary community of faith’s engagement with the specific mechanisms of the contemporary economic injustice. Key Lesson: *The commercial indictment of  verses 4–6 names the four specific mechanisms of the  exploitation  —  the  small  ephah,  the  large  shekel,  the  false  balances,  and  the  selling  of  the refuse  of  the  wheat  —  within  the  frame  of  the  community  that  observes  the  religious  calendar externally  while  planning  the  exploitation  internally,  establishing  the  most  complete  available portrait of the religious-commercial compromise: the holy days endured while the exploitation is planned, the covenant law of honest weights and measures violated in every transaction with the poor.*

 

Amos 8:7–10

The LORD Has Sworn by the Pride of Jacob: The Earthquake, the Darkened Sun, and the Mourning Like an Only Son

(7) The LORD hath sworn by the excellency of Jacob,

Surely I will never forget any of their works.

(8) Shall not the land tremble for this,

and every one mourn that dwelleth therein?

and it shall rise up wholly as a flood;

and it shall be cast out and drowned,

as by the flood of Egypt.

(9) And it shall come to pass in that day,

saith the Lord GOD,

that I will cause the sun to go down at noon,

and I will darken the earth in the clear day:

(10) And I will turn your feasts into mourning,

and all your songs into lamentation;

and I will bring up sackcloth upon all loins,

and baldness upon every head;

and I will make it as the mourning of an only son,

and the end thereof as a bitter day.

The Context

The LORD has sworn by the pride of Jacob of verse 7 is the most surprising form of the divine oath  in  the  book.  In  chapter  4:2,  the  LORD  swore  by  His  holiness;  in  chapter  6:8,  the  LORD swore  by  Himself.  Here  He  swears  by  the  pride  of  Jacob  —  the  very  thing  that  chapter  6:8 declared He abhors. The swearing by the pride of Jacob is the most darkly ironic oath available: the LORD is using the community’s own pride as the guarantee of the judgment that the pride has  produced.  The  pride  of  Jacob,  which  the  community  has  been  claiming  as  the  basis  of  its confidence and which the LORD has sworn to abhor, becomes the instrument of the divine oath: as surely as Israel prides itself on being Jacob, the LORD will not forget their works.

The I will never forget any of their works is the most direct statement of the divine memory in the chapter. The community that the book has been diagnosing as the one that does not know that the LORD remembers all their wickedness (chapter 7:2 by echo) — the community that has been operating  under  the  assumption  that  the  divine  memory  is  short  —  hears  the  most  emphatic available statement of the divine memory: I will never forget. Every work named in the book — every  false  balance,  every  small  ephah,  every  bought-for-silver  poor  person,  every  howling turned from a song — is in the divine memory and will not be forgotten.

The earthquake of verse 8 and the darkened sun of verse 9 are the cosmic accompaniments of the judgment  that  the  book  has  been  building  toward.  The  land  trembling  and  rising  like  the  Nile flood  —  the  most  dramatic  available  image  of  the  geological  upheaval  —  and  the  sun  going down at noon, the earth darkening in the clear day, are the cosmic disruptions that the day of the LORD brings with it. The specific mention of the Nile (the flood of Egypt) is the reminder that the judgment takes the form of the reversal of the Exodus: the same Egypt from which Israel was delivered is now the source of the imagery of the judgment that is coming.

The  I  will  turn  your  feasts  into  mourning  and  your  songs  into  lamentation  of  verse  10  is  the direct  reversal  of the  worship culture that the book has  been challenging since chapter 4:4: the feasts that the community loves (this is what you love, chapter 4:5) will become mourning; the songs  that  the  LORD  has  declared  to  be  noise  will  become  lamentations.  The  mourning  of  an only son is the most extreme available image of the grief: the death of the only heir, the loss of the  sole  continuation  of  the  family  line,  the  grief  that  has  no  consolation  because  the  loss  is irreplaceable. The end thereof as a bitter day is the closing of the chapter’s first three sections with the image of the bitterness that the judgment produces in the community that has refused the covenant justice.

 

Plain American English

The LORD has sworn by his own name, the Pride of Jacob: “I will never forget the evil things you  have  done!  The  earth  will  tremble  because  of  your  deeds,  and  everyone  will  mourn.  The whole land will rise up like the Nile River at floodtime, toss about, and sink again. At that time,” says the Sovereign LORD, “I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth while it is still day. I will turn your celebrations into times of mourning and your songs of joy into weeping. You will wear funeral clothes and shave your heads to show your grief, as if your only son had died. How very bitter that day will be!”

 

Key Observations

“The LORD hath sworn by the excellency of Jacob, Surely I will never forget any of their works”: This signifies The Dark Irony of the Oath by the Pride of Jacob Is the Most Surprising Form of the Divine Oath — the LORD Uses the Community’s Own Pride as the Guarantee of the Judgment That the Pride Has Produced. The swearing by the pride of Jacob is the most darkly ironic oath in the book because it deploys the very thing the community most values about itself as the guarantee of the judgment that the overvaluing  has  produced.  The  pride  of  Jacob  that  chapter  6:8  declared  the  LORD  abhors becomes in chapter 8:7 the instrument of the divine oath: as surely as Israel is Jacob and has the pride of Jacob, the LORD will not forget their works. The irony is compressed and devastating: the  pride  that  the  community  claims  as  the  basis  of  its  confidence  is  the  oath-instrument  that seals  the judgment  the pride has  produced. The excellency of Jacob, which the community has treated as the guarantee of the divine favor, is used by the LORD as the guarantee of the divine judgment.

“I will cause the sun to go down at noon, and I will darken the earth in the clear day”: This signifies The Cosmic Disruption of the Darkened Sun Is the Day-of-the-LORD Language That the Book Has Been Building Toward — the Reversal of the Created Order That Accompanies the Reversal of the Covenant Order. The sun going down at noon and the darkening of the earth in clear day are the day-of-the-LORD cosmic  disruption  language  that  runs  through  the  prophetic  tradition  from  Amos  through  Joel through  Zephaniah  and  into  the  New  Testament  (Matthew  27:45  at  the  crucifixion;  Acts  2:20 quoting  Joel  2:31  at  Pentecost;  Revelation  6:12  at  the  sixth  seal).  The  reversal  of  the  natural order  —  the  sun  that  should  be  at  its  zenith  at  noon  going  dark  at  noon  —  is  the  cosmic accompaniment of the reversal of the covenant order: the community that should be flourishing in  the  divine  favor  is  being  stripped  of  the  blessing,  and  the  created  order  participates  in  the stripping.  The  same  cosmic  participation  that  Joel  1:20  described  (the  beasts  cry  out  to  the LORD) is present in Amos 8:9: the sun itself participates in the judgment of the community that has abused the created order’s gifts.

“I will make it as the mourning of an only son, and the end thereof as a bitter day”: This signifies The Mourning of the Only Son Is the Most Extreme Available Image of the Grief That the Judgment Produces — the Irreplaceable Loss Whose End Is the Bitter Day. The mourning of an only son is the Old Testament’s most extreme available image of grief: the death  of the sole heir, the loss of the only  continuation of the family  line, the grief that has  no consolation because the loss cannot be replaced. The mourning of an only son is the grief beyond which there is no greater grief available — and this is the grief that the judgment of the day that began with the summer fruit and the closing of the intercessory window will produce. Zechariah 12:10 uses the same image for the mourning at the end of the age: they shall look on him whom they  have  pierced,  and  they  shall  mourn  for  him  as  one  mourns  for  an  only  child.  The  same image of the most extreme grief available is used for the most extreme available eschatological mourning.  The  prophetic  tradition’s  deployment  of  the  mourning  of  the  only  son  across  the centuries establishes it as the canonical image of the grief that the most comprehensive judgment produces.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Receive the I  Will  Never Forget Any  of Their Works  as the Standing Corrective to the Comfortable  Assumption  That  the  Divine  Memory  Is  Short  or  That  the  Divine  Attention Has  Been  Elsewhere: The  I  will  never  forget  is  the  most  emphatic  available  statement  of  the divine  memory  that  the  book  has  been  invoking  since  chapter  7:2  (I  remember  all  their wickedness). The community that has been operating under the assumption that the small ephah and the large shekel  and the false balances and the bought-for-silver poor person are not in the divine  record  has  received  the  most  direct  available  correction:  I  will  never  forget.  The omniscient divine memory that tracks every specific instrument of the specific exploitation in the specific marketplace of the specific community is the theological principle that most effectively motivates the honest self-examination of the economic arrangements of the covenant community. 2.  Let  the  Mourning  of  the  Only  Son  Be  the  Calibration  of  the  Grief  That  the  Judgment Produces — Not the Manageable Sadness of the Inconvenient Season but the Devastating, Irreplaceable Loss of the One Who Has No Consolation: The mourning of an only son is the prophetic  tradition’s  most  extreme  available  image  of  the  grief,  deployed  to  calibrate  the community’s  understanding  of  what  the  judgment  produces:  not  the  manageable  sadness  of  a difficult  season,  not  the  temporary  setback  that  will  be  recovered  from,  but  the  devastating, irreplaceable loss of the inheritance and the future that the only son represented. The community that  receives  the  judgment  of  Amos  8  will  experience  the  mourning  of  the  only  son,  not  the discomfort  of  the  inconvenient  season.  Let  the  calibration  of  the  grief  produce  the  honest acknowledgment of the seriousness of the judgment.

How This Relates to Today

The sun going down at noon is the image that the New Testament deploys for the darkness that covered  the  land  at  the  crucifixion  (Matthew  27:45,  Luke  23:44),  establishing  the  cosmic participation  of  the  created  order  in  the  moment  of  the  most  comprehensive  judgment  and  the most  comprehensive  redemption.  The  Amos  8:9  cosmic  disruption  language  is  the  Old Testament  seed  of  the  New  Testament’s  description  of  what  happens  when  the  covenant judgment reaches its fullest expression in the death of the Son. The mourning of the only son that verse  10  describes  as  the  grief  of  the  day  of  the  LORD  is  the  grief  that  the  cross  produces  in those who look on him whom they have pierced (Zechariah 12:10) — the canonical connection between the prophetic image and the gospel event that the New Testament explicitly establishes. Key  Lesson: *The  divine  oath  by  the  pride  of  Jacob  —  the  darkest  irony  of  the  book  — guarantees  the  divine  memory  that  never  forgets  any  of  their  works;  the  earthquake  and  the darkened sun are the cosmic accompaniments of the covenant judgment that reverses the created order  as  the  covenant  order  is  reversed;  and  the  mourning  of  the  only  son  calibrates  the  grief that  the  judgment  produces  as  the  most  extreme  available,  the  irreplaceable  loss  whose  end  is the bitter day.*

 

Amos 8:11–14

The Famine of Hearing the Word of the LORD: The Most Severe Judgment in the Book

(11) Behold, the days come, saith the Lord GOD,

that I will send a famine in the land,

not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water,

but of hearing the words of the LORD:

(12) And they shall wander from sea to sea,

and from the north even to the east,

they shall run to and fro to seek the word of the LORD,

and shall not find it.

(13) In that day shall the fair virgins and young men faint for thirst.

(14) They that swear by the sin of Samaria,

and say, Thy god, O Dan, liveth;

and, The manner of Beer-sheba liveth;

even they shall fall, and never rise up again.

The Context

The famine of hearing the words of the LORD of verses 11–12 is the most theologically severe judgment in the book and one of the most severe in the entire Old Testament prophetic tradition. The  famine  that  the  LORD  will  send  is  not  the  agricultural  famine  of  chapter  4:6  (I  gave  you cleanness of teeth in all your cities) or the drought of chapter 4:7–8 — the natural disasters that the  covenant  discipline  has  employed.  This  famine  is  of  an  entirely  different  order:  the withdrawal of the prophetic word itself. The community that has been commanding the prophets Prophesy  not  will  discover  that  the  most  severe  available  form  of  the  covenant  judgment  is precisely the granting of the community’s wish: the prophets will no longer prophesy because the word of the LORD will no longer come.

The  they  shall  wander  from  sea  to  sea  and  from  north  to  east  of  verse  12  is  the  image  of  the desperate,  exhausting,  fruitless  search  for  the  thing  the  community  once  had  and  has  lost.  The directions  of  the  wandering  —  sea  to  sea,  north  to  east,  to  and  fro  —  are  the  directions  of  the comprehensive search that covers the entire geographical  range of the community’s world  and finds  nothing.  The  word  of  the  LORD  that  was  available,  that  was  being  delivered  by  the shepherd from Tekoa and silenced by the command of Amaziah and the king’s sanctuary, will no longer  be  available  when  the  community  has  finally  understood  its  value.  The  prophetic  word whose  presence  was  inconvenient  has  been  replaced  by  the  absence  whose  presence  is devastating.

The  beautiful  young  women  and  the  young  men  shall  faint  for  thirst  of  verse  13  is  the  most poignant  element  of  the  judgment:  not  the  guilty  and  the  complacent  who  have  been  named throughout the book, but the young and the beautiful — the next generation, the ones who have inherited the condition produced by the choices of the generation that silenced the prophets. The thirst of the young generation for the word of the LORD that the previous generation’s choices have made unavailable is the most moving image in the closing section: the consequence of the silenced prophets reaching into the future and producing the generation that thirsts for what has been taken away before they could drink it.

The  they  who  swear  by  the  sin  of  Samaria,  and  say  the  god  of  Dan  lives,  and  the  way  of Beersheba lives of verse 14 is the closing identification of the specific forms of the idolatry that have replaced the genuine seeking of the LORD: the golden calf of Samaria, the calf cult of Dan, the pilgrimage to Beersheba. The community that has been seeking these false gods will fall and never  rise  again  —  the  most  comprehensive  statement  of  the  finality  of  the  judgment  on  the idolatry that the book has been diagnosing from the first oracle against Israel in chapter 2.

 

Plain American English

“The time is coming,” says the Sovereign LORD, “when I will send a famine through the land — not  a  famine  of  food  or  a  shortage  of  water,  but  a  famine  of  hearing  the  words  of  the  LORD. People will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the LORD, but they will not find it. In that day the beautiful girls and the strong young men will faint from thirst for God’s word. And those who swear by the shame of Samaria — who take oaths in the name of the god of Dan and make pilgrimages to Beersheba — they will fall down and never get up again.”

 

Key Observations “I will send a famine in the land, not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD”: This signifies The Famine of the Word Is the Most Severe Judgment in the Book Because It Is the Judgment That Removes the Very Means by Which the Return Would Have Been Possible — the Community That Silenced the Prophets Receives the Silence as Its Judgment. The famine of hearing the words of the LORD is the most severe judgment in the book precisely because  it  is  the  withdrawal  of  the  very  means  by  which  the  covenant  discipline  has  been delivered and the return has been made possible. The agricultural famine of chapter 4:6 was the discipline  designed  to  produce  the  return;  the  famine  of  the  word  is  the  withdrawal  of  the prophetic  word  that  delivered  the  discipline  and  called  for  the  return.  The  community  that commanded  the  prophets  Prophesy  not  (chapter  2:12)  and  the  institutional  establishment  that attempted to silence Amos at Bethel (chapter 7:13) receive as their judgment the granting of their wish: the prophets no longer prophesy. But the silence that the community sought as relief from the  uncomfortable  word  becomes  the  silence  that  the  community  desperately  seeks  to  fill  with the word it can no longer find.

“They shall wander from sea to sea, and from the north even to the east; they shall run to and fro to seek the word of the LORD, and shall not find it”: This signifies The Desperate, Exhausting, Fruitless Search for the Word That Was Once Available and Has Been Withdrawn Is the Most Poignant Available Image of the Consequence of the Silenced Prophetic Word.

The  wandering  from  sea  to  sea  and  the  running  to  and  fro  is  the  image  of  the  comprehensive, exhausting, desperate search that covers the entire geographical range of the community’s world and finds nothing. The word that was once available — that was being delivered by the shepherd from  Tekoa,  that  was  roaring  from  Zion,  that  was  the  noise  of  the  songs  the  LORD  refused  to hear  —  has  been  withdrawn.  And  the  community  that  once  found  the  presence  of  the  word inconvenient now finds the absence of the word devastating. The running to and fro to seek the word of the LORD and not finding it is the most complete reversal of the chapter 5 scene where the seek me and live was the invitation that the community could have accepted but did not: now the seeking is desperate and the finding is impossible.

“The fair virgins and young men faint for thirst”: This signifies The Thirsting of the Young Generation Is the Most Poignant Image in the Closing Section — the Consequence of the Silenced Prophets Reaching into the Future and Producing the Generation That Thirsts for What Has Been Taken Away Before They Could Drink It. The beautiful young women and the young men fainting for thirst is the most moving image in the famine-of-the-word section because it shifts the focus from the guilty generation that silenced the  prophets  to  the  innocent  generation  that  has  inherited  the  silence.  The  young  people  who thirst  for  the  word  of  the  LORD  are  not  the  ones  who  commanded  the  prophets  Prophesy  not; they are the ones who have inherited the condition produced by that command. The consequence of the silenced prophetic word reaches into the future and produces the generation that thirsts for what has been removed before they could be nourished by it. The judgment on the silencing of the  prophets  is  not  merely  the  judgment  of  the  generation  that  silenced  them;  it  is  the generational judgment that deprives the future generation of the nourishment that the prophetic word provides.

“They that swear by the sin of Samaria, and say, Thy god, O Dan, liveth; and, The manner of Beer-sheba liveth; even they shall fall, and never rise up again”: This signifies The Never Rise Again Is the Most Comprehensive Available Statement of the Finality of the Judgment on the Specific Idolatries That Have Replaced the Genuine Seeking of the LORD. The they shall fall and never rise again is the most comprehensive statement of the finality of the judgment on the specific idolatries that the closing verse names: the golden calf of Samaria, the calf cult of Dan, and the pilgrimage to Beersheba. The chapter that opened with the summer fruit ripeness  and  the  end  has  come  upon  my  people  Israel  closes  with  the  never  rise  again  of  the community  that  has  been  seeking  the  false  gods  of  the  established  religious  culture  rather  than the  LORD  Himself.  The  never  rise  again  is  the  most  emphatic  available  statement  that  the sequence of the corrective opportunity  has been  definitively  closed for the community that has refused every opportunity: the first of the nations that has fallen will not rise.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Receive  the  Famine  of  the  Word  as  the  Most  Urgent  Available  Warning  That  the Prophetic Word Must Be Valued and Engaged While It Is Available Rather Than Treated as  the  Inconvenience  to  Be  Managed: The  famine  of  the  word  is  the  judgment  on  the community  that  treated  the  available  prophetic  word  as  the  inconvenient  interruption  of  the comfortable  life  rather  than  the  life-giving  nourishment  of  the  covenant  relationship.  The community that has been commanded the prophets Prophesy not and that has been managing the uncomfortable  word  by  finding  the  institutional  mechanisms  to  silence  it  has  been  creating  the conditions  for  the  famine  of  the  word.  The  availability  of  the  prophetic  word  in  the  present season  is  not  the  guarantee  that  it  will  always  be  available;  the  community  that  silences  the prophetic  word  is  in  the  process  of  producing  the  famine  of  the  word  that  will  leave  the  next generation searching from sea to sea.

2. Receive the Thirsting of the Young Generation as the Most Urgent Available Argument for  the  Faithful  Transmission  of  the  Prophetic  Word  to  the  Next  Generation  —  the Generation That Thirsts Is the Generation Deprived by the Previous Generation’s Silence: The  beautiful  young  women  and  the  young  men  fainting  for  thirst  are  the  judgment  on  the previous generation’s command the prophets Prophesy not, carried forward into the generation that has inherited the silence. The most urgent pastoral argument for the faithful transmission of the prophetic word to the next generation is the image of the young people thirsting for what has been removed before they could drink it. The community that silences the prophetic word in the present generation does not merely harm itself; it deprives the next generation of the nourishment that the word provides and produces the thirsting young generation of verse 13. 3.  Apply  the  Famine  of  the  Word  to  the  Contemporary  Equivalents  of  the  Commanded Prophets  Prophesy  Not  —  the  Institutional  Mechanisms  That  Silence  the  Uncomfortable Prophetic Word in the Present Season: The famine of the word is the judgment on the specific form  of  the  prophetic  silencing  that  Amaziah  modeled  at  Bethel  in  chapter  7:  the  institutional mechanism  that  expels  the  uncomfortable  prophetic  word  from  the  king’s  sanctuary.  The contemporary equivalents are the institutional mechanisms that silence the prophetic word in the contemporary  church:  the  leadership  culture  that  rewards  agreement  and  penalizes  the uncomfortable  challenge,  the  theological  culture  that  has  domesticated  the  prophetic  tradition into the confirmation of the existing comfortable arrangements, the financial structures that make the ministry’s financial survival dependent on not challenging the giving class. Each of these is a contemporary  version  of  the  commanded  the  prophets  Prophesy  not,  and  each  creates  the conditions for the famine of the word that the chapter announces.

How This Relates to Today

The famine of hearing the words of the LORD is one of the most urgently applicable passages in Amos to the contemporary church precisely because the contemporary church exists in the most word-saturated  environment  in  human  history  and  yet  faces  the  genuine  possibility  of  the functional  famine  of  the  word  that  Amos  describes.  The  internet,  the  podcast,  the  streaming sermon,  the  theological  social  media  —  the  quantity  of  religious  words  available  to  the contemporary community of faith is without historical precedent. And yet the functional famine of  the  word  —  the  absence  of  the  genuine  prophetic  word  that  names  the  specific  covenant violations of the specific community and calls for the specific return — is a genuine possibility in  the contemporary  church, not  because the word is  not  being  spoken somewhere  but  because the  institutional  mechanisms  for  silencing  the  uncomfortable  prophetic  word  and  replacing  it with  the  comfortable  religious  content  that  the  comfortable  community  prefers  are  as  well developed as they have ever been.

The  wandering  from  sea  to  sea  to  seek  the  word  of  the  LORD  and  not  finding  it  is  one  of  the most vivid available images for the spiritual condition of the generation that has been raised in the word-saturated environment of the contemporary religious media and has found, after years of  searching  the  available  content,  that  the  specific  word  it  needs  —  the  word  that  names  its specific  condition  and  calls  it  to  the  specific  return  —  is  absent  from  the  content  it  has  been consuming.  The  functional  famine  of  the  word  in  the  word-saturated  environment  is  the  most contemporary form of the judgment that Amos announces: not the absence of religious content, but  the  absence  of  the  genuine  prophetic  word  in  the  midst  of  the  abundance  of  the  religious content.

Key Lesson: *The famine of hearing the words of the LORD is the most severe judgment in the book: the withdrawal  of  the prophetic word from the community that commanded the prophets Prophesy not, producing the desperate search from sea to sea that finds nothing, the thirsting of the young generation deprived of the word by the previous generation’s silencing, and the never rise  again  of  the  community  that  has  sought  the  false  gods  of  the  established  religious  culture rather  than  the  LORD  Himself  through  the  genuine  seeking  that  the  book  has  been  calling  for from its first verse.*
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Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close Amos chapter 8 having received the basket of summer fruit and the famine of the word as the two governing images of a chapter that moves from the ripeness of the end to the most severe available form of the covenant judgment. We have received the summer fruit ripeness as the honest assessment of the completed season; the never forget of the divine oath as the most emphatic available correction of the comfortable assumption that the divine memory is short; the darkened sun at noon as the cosmic accompaniment of the covenant reversal; the mourning of the only son as the calibration of the grief that the judgment produces; and the famine of the word as the most severe judgment in the book — the withdrawal of the very means by which the return has been made possible.

Lord, let us value the prophetic word in the season of its availability. We have it. We have the full canonical Scripture and the long history of the prophetic tradition and the Spirit who illumines it and the community of the saints who interpret it together. We have what the wanderers of verses 11–12 will desperately seek and not find. Let the availability of the word in this season produce the urgency of the engagement and the integrity of the response rather than the complacency of the assumption that it will always be available.

Let us not be the community that commands the prophets Prophesy not and then discovers that the silence it sought has become the famine it dreads. Let the uncomfortable prophetic word that names our specific commercial mechanisms and our specific religious-commercial compromise and our specific impatience with the religious calendar that interrupts the exploitation be received rather than managed, engaged rather than silenced, responded to rather than replaced with the comfortable content that confirms the existing arrangements.

And let us not be the generation that produces the thirsting young generation of verse 13. Let us transmit the prophetic word faithfully to those who come after us, so that the beautiful young women and the young men find the word available rather than absent, the prophetic voice speaking rather than silenced, and the seek me and live of chapter 5 still the invitation of the God who has not yet said I will not pass by them again.

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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