
Introduction to Amos Chapter 4 

The Cows of Bashan, the Multiplied Offerings, and the Yet You Did Not Return: Five 

Disciplines Refused 

Amos chapter 4 is one of the most structurally distinctive chapters in the prophetic literature, and 

its structure is its argument. The chapter opens with the most blunt social indictment in the book 

— the cows of Bashan who oppress the poor and command their husbands to bring them wine. It 

moves through an ironic address to the worship culture of the northern kingdom, inviting Israel 

to come to Bethel and transgress and multiply the sin. And then it turns to the most theologically 

concentrated passage in the chapter: the fivefold recitation of the disciplines that the LORD has 

sent against Israel, each one ending with the same devastating refrain — yet you did not return to 

me, declares the LORD. Famine, drought, blight and mildew, pestilence, and overthrow — five 

forms of the covenant discipline, five opportunities for the return, five refusals to return. And 

then the chapter closes with the most ominous and the most open-ended warning in the book: 

therefore thus I will do to you, O Israel; because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God, 

O Israel. 

 

The theological argument of chapter 4 is the theology of the refused discipline. The covenant 

God who has been sending successive forms of discipline — each one designed to produce the 

return that chapter 2:12 showed Israel has been deliberately resisting — has been doing so in 

vain. Five times the discipline has come. Five times the refrain has repeated: yet you did not 

return to me. The repetition is not the monotony of the failed argument; it is the accumulation of 

the evidence that the return has been refused. And the prepare to meet your God that closes the 

chapter is not the invitation to the comfortable devotional encounter but the most solemn 

available warning: the God whose fivefold discipline has been refused is approaching in a form 

that will not be the discipline of the opportunity for return but the judgment of the covenant fully 

executed. 

 

The chapter sits in the middle of the three great discourses of chapters 3–5, between the 

privilege-accountability argument of chapter 3 and the woe-lament of chapter 5. Its function in 

the sequence is to provide the historical evidence for the argument: the covenant God has not 

been silent, has not been passive, has not been waiting without acting. He has been sending the 

disciplines that the covenant promised — and each one has been refused. The prepare to meet 

your God of verse 12 is the conclusion of the historical argument: five disciplines refused, and 

now the encounter that the disciplines were designed to prevent is approaching in the form that 

Israel should have avoided by returning. 

 

Opening Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 



We come to Amos chapter 4 as people who need to hear the fivefold yet you did not return to me 

in the context of our own seasons of discipline. We have experienced the forms of the covenant 

discipline — the losses, the failures, the stripped abundance, the seasons of drought and blight 

— and we confess that we have not always returned in the way the discipline was designed to 

produce. We have found ways to navigate the difficulty without the earnest seeking that the 

discipline was meant to generate. We have attributed the difficulty to natural causes rather than 

reading it through the theological framework that the chapter provides. 

 

Lord, let the fivefold yet you did not return be the diagnostic that produces the honest self-

examination: which of the disciplines have we received without returning? Where have we 

managed the famine without seeking Your face? Where have we weathered the drought without 

the acknowledgment that You withheld the rain? Where have we survived the pestilence without 

the return to You that the pestilence was designed to produce? Let the recitation produce the 

repentance that the discipline was always designed to make possible. 

 

And let the prepare to meet your God be received in all its solemnity and its urgency — not as 

the comfortable invitation to the devotional moment but as the warning that the disciplines have 

been refused and the encounter that approaches is the encounter of the fully executed covenant 

judgment. Let the warning produce the return that the disciplines did not. There is still time to 

return. Let us return. 

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Amos 4:1–3 

The Cows of Bashan: The Women of Samaria Who Oppress the Poor and Command Their 

Husbands 

 

(1) Hear this word, ye kine of Bashan, 

that are in the mountain of Samaria, 

which oppress the poor, 

which crush the needy, 

which say to their masters, Bring, and let us drink. 

(2) The Lord GOD hath sworn by his holiness 

that, lo, the days shall come upon you, 

that he will take you away with hooks, 

and your posterity with fishhooks. 

(3) And ye shall go out at the breaches, every cow at that which is before her; 

and ye shall cast them into the palace, 

saith the LORD. 

 



The Context 

The cows of Bashan is one of the most arresting opening images in the book. Bashan was the 

region east of the Sea of Galilee, renowned in the ancient world for its rich pasturelands and its 

well-fed, robust cattle — the beef cattle equivalent of Carmel’s agricultural abundance. To call 

the wealthy women of Samaria the cows of Bashan is not primarily an insult about their physical 

appearance; it is a precise social image: these are the well-fed, comfortably prosperous women of 

the elite class whose comfort is sustained by the oppression of the poor and the crushing of the 

needy. The image is of animals that are so well-fed and so removed from any experience of 

scarcity that they can issue commands to those who serve them — bring us something to drink 

— while those beneath them are being oppressed to sustain the comfort. 

 

The prophetic address to the women of the elite class rather than to the men is unusual and 

theologically significant. The prophetic tradition most often addresses the male leadership — the 

kings, the priests, the judges, the merchants. Amos’ address to the women establishes that the 

covenant accountability extends to the entire household of the prosperous class — that the 

women who benefit from and encourage the social arrangements that oppress the poor share in 

the accountability for those arrangements. The who say to their husbands, Bring us something to 

drink is not the indictment of the women for their domestic authority but for their participation in 

and encouragement of the economic exploitation that sustains the lifestyle that enables the 

comfort they are commanding. 

 

The Lord GOD has sworn by his holiness of verse 2 is the most solemn possible oath in the 

prophetic tradition. When the LORD swears, the oath is irrevocable; when He swears by His 

holiness — by the most fundamental attribute of His divine character — the irrevocability is 

underscored in the most emphatic available terms. The days are coming when they will take you 

away with hooks, and the last of you with fishhooks — the imagery of the fish being hauled from 

the water on a hook, or the animal being led by a ring through the nose, is the imagery of the 

complete loss of agency and dignity. The women who commanded their husbands to bring them 

drinks will be led away by hooks, going out through the breaches in the city wall, each one 

straight ahead, unable to choose direction or destination. 

 

Plain American English 

Listen to this message, you fat cows living in Samaria’s hills — you who oppress the helpless and 

crush the poor, who say to your husbands, “Bring us something to drink!” The Sovereign LORD 

has sworn this by his own holiness: “The time is coming when you will be led away with hooks, 

every last one of you with fishhooks. You will be dragged out through the broken walls and 

thrown on the garbage dump,” says the LORD. 

 

Key Observations 

“Hear this word, ye kine of Bashan, that are in the mountain of Samaria, which oppress the 

poor, which crush the needy, which say to their masters, Bring, and let us drink”: This 



signifies The Cows of Bashan Are the Image of the Well-Fed Comfort That Is Sustained by 

the Oppression of the Poor — the Precise Social Description of the Elite Class Whose 

Prosperity and the Injustice That Produces It Are Inseparable. 

The Bashan cattle image is one of the most precise and most biting social images in the prophetic 

literature. The cattle of Bashan were proverbially well-fed — the best-quality beef of the ancient 

Near Eastern world, grown on the rich pasturelands of the region. To describe the wealthy 

women of Samaria as these cattle is to describe their social condition with surgical precision: 

they are well-fed, comfortable, and sufficiently insulated from any experience of scarcity that 

they can command their servants and husbands to bring them drinks while the poor are being 

crushed to sustain the comfort that makes the commanding possible. The image does not separate 

the comfort from the oppression; it insists that the two are inseparable. The well-fed condition of 

the Bashan cattle is not an independent fact about those cattle; it is a consequence of the rich 

pasture that sustains it. The well-fed comfort of the elite women of Samaria is not an 

independent fact about their social condition; it is a consequence of the oppression of the poor 

that sustains it. 

“The Lord GOD hath sworn by his holiness that, lo, the days shall come upon you, that he 

will take you away with hooks”: This signifies The Oath by His Holiness Is the Most Solemn 

Available Form of the Divine Commitment — the Judgment Is as Certain as the Divine 

Holiness Itself, Which Cannot Be Compromised or Revoked. 

The sworn by his holiness is the divine self-oath — the oath in which the LORD swears by the 

most fundamental dimension of His own character because there is nothing greater by which He 

could swear. The holiness of the LORD — His absolute moral purity, His utter incompatibility 

with the injustice that the chapter is indicting — is itself the guarantee of the judgment. The God 

who is holy cannot overlook the crushing of the needy and the commanding of the husbands to 

bring more wine without compromising the holiness that is the foundation of His character. The 

oath by His holiness is therefore the most absolute possible statement of the judgment’s 

certainty: the judgment is as certain as the divine holiness, and the divine holiness cannot be 

compromised. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Cows of Bashan as the Image That Insists on the Connection Between 

Lifestyle Comfort and the Social Arrangements That Sustain It — the Comfort and the 

Oppression Are Not Separable: The cows of Bashan who oppress the poor and command their 

husbands to bring them drinks are not two separate things — the oppression and the 

commanding. They are the same social condition viewed from two angles: the lifestyle comfort 

that is sustained by the oppression of those who make it possible. The contemporary application 

is the honest examination of the connection between the specific forms of comfort that 

characterize the prosperous community and the specific social arrangements that sustain those 

forms. The comfort and the arrangements are not separable; the one is produced by the other. 

2. Recognize That the Covenant Accountability Extends to Those Who Benefit from and 

Encourage the Exploitative Arrangements Even When They Do Not Directly Administer 

Them: The prophetic address to the women who command their husbands rather than to the 

husbands who actually conduct the exploitation establishes the principle that the covenant 



accountability extends to those who benefit from and encourage the social arrangements that 

oppress the poor, not only to those who directly administer them. The contemporary application 

is the examination of the participation in and encouragement of the economic arrangements that 

systematically disadvantage the vulnerable by those whose comfort depends on those 

arrangements without their directly managing them. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The cows of Bashan image is one of the most enduringly useful social images in the prophetic 

literature precisely because it names the connection between the lifestyle comfort of the 

prosperous class and the social arrangements that sustain it. Every prosperous community has its 

version of the Bashan cattle — the well-fed comfort that is sustained by the economic 

arrangements that systematically disadvantage the poor, whose participants may not see 

themselves as oppressors because they do not directly administer the oppression but only benefit 

from and encourage the arrangements that produce it. The prophet’s address to the women rather 

than the men is the most direct available statement that the covenant accountability extends to 

every member of the class that benefits from the arrangements, not only to the specific 

individuals who manage them. 

Key Lesson: *The opening section establishes the social condition that the discipline section will 

address: the cows of Bashan who oppress the poor and crush the needy while commanding more 

wine, whose comfort is inseparable from the exploitation that sustains it, and against whom the 

LORD has sworn by His holiness — the most irrevocable available form of the divine 

commitment — that the hooks are coming.* 

 

Amos 4:4–5 

Come to Bethel and Transgress: The Ironic Invitation to the Worship That Multiplies the Sin 

 

(4) Come to Bethel, and transgress; 

at Gilgal multiply transgression; 

and bring your sacrifices every morning, 

and your tithes after three years: 

(5) And offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving with leaven, 

and proclaim and publish the free offerings: 

for this liketh you, O ye children of Israel, 

saith the Lord GOD. 

 

The Context 

The come to Bethel and transgress of verse 4 is one of the most startling sentences in the 

prophetic literature because it takes the form of the invitation to worship and inverts it. The priest 

at the sanctuary would have called the people to come and sacrifice, come and bring your tithes. 



Amos takes the same form — come to Bethel — and adds the most direct possible condemnation 

of what that coming amounts to: and transgress. The sanctuaries of Bethel and Gilgal — the two 

most prominent worship centers of the northern kingdom — are not the places of genuine 

covenant encounter; they are the places where the transgression is multiplied, where the religious 

activity has become the occasion and the instrument of the covenant violation rather than its 

address. 

 

The specific forms of the worship that Amos ironically invites are the forms of the most zealous, 

the most frequent, the most abundant religious observance: bring your sacrifices every morning, 

your tithes every three days. The every morning sacrifices and the three-day tithes are more 

frequent than the covenant required — the community is out-performing the covenant’s 

minimum requirements of religious observance. And the offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving with 

leaven is the specific violation of Leviticus 2:11 and 7:13, which prohibited leavened bread with 

the burnt offering while permitting it with the thank offering — the community is performing the 

religious forms incorrectly, out of either carelessness or ignorance. 

 

The this is what you love to do is the theological center of the ironic invitation: the worship that 

Amos is condemning is not the worship that the community finds burdensome but the worship 

that the community loves. The problem is not the reluctant, minimal, resentful performance of 

the covenant’s religious requirements; it is the enthusiastic, frequent, generous performance of 

the religious forms by a community that has completely severed those forms from the covenant 

justice requirements that give the forms their meaning. The cows of Bashan who oppress the 

poor bring abundant sacrifices with genuine religious enthusiasm, and it is precisely the 

combination of abundant sacrifice and social oppression that makes the condemnation the most 

devastating: the worship is not the cover for the injustice; the worship is the expression of the 

community’s genuine religious devotion, and the genuine religious devotion is compatible with 

the systematic oppression of the poor. 

 

Plain American English 

Go ahead and go to Bethel and sin! Go to Gilgal and sin even more! Bring your sacrifices every 

morning and your tithes every three days. Bring your thank offerings with bread that has yeast in 

it — and brag about your freewill offerings! Make sure everyone knows about them! You 

certainly love to do this, you Israelites! says the Sovereign LORD. 

 

Key Observations 

“Come to Bethel, and transgress; at Gilgal multiply transgression”: This signifies The 

Inversion of the Worship Invitation Is the Most Concentrated Available Statement That 

the Religious Observance Has Been Severed from the Covenant Justice That Gives It 

Meaning — the Worship That Multiplies the Sin Rather Than Addressing It. 

The come to Bethel and transgress is the most direct available statement of the prophetic 

tradition’s most consistent theological claim: the worship that is severed from the covenant 



justice requirements does not merely fail to address the transgression; it multiplies it. The 

coming to Bethel with the abundant sacrifices and the three-day tithes is itself the transgression, 

not merely the accompaniment of it, because the worship that performs the forms of the covenant 

relationship while maintaining the social arrangements that violate the covenant is a deeper and 

more comprehensive transgression than the mere absence of worship. The community that 

performs no worship has committed a lesser covenant violation than the community that 

performs abundant worship while simultaneously crushing the needy and oppressing the poor — 

because the abundant worship is the claim that the covenant relationship is intact, and the claim 

is itself the lie that compounds the transgression. 

“For this liketh you, O ye children of Israel, saith the Lord GOD”: This signifies The This 

Is What You Love Is the Most Searching Indictment in the Section — the Worship That 

Multiplies the Transgression Is Not the Reluctant Performance of an Unwanted Obligation 

but the Enthusiastic Expression of the Community’s Genuine Religious Devotion. 

The this is what you love is the most theologically devastating element of the ironic invitation, 

because it removes the possible defense that the community is performing the worship 

reluctantly or mechanically. The community loves this worship. The sacrifices, the tithes, the 

thank offerings, the proclamation of the freewill offerings — these are the activities that the 

community finds genuinely satisfying, genuinely expressive of their religious identity, genuinely 

pleasurable. The problem is not the hypocrisy of the community that performs worship it does 

not believe in; the problem is the sincere religious devotion of the community that has 

completely separated the worship from the covenant justice that the worship is meant to express. 

The sincerity of the worship does not redeem it; it compounds the indictment by establishing that 

the community genuinely believes that this worship — separated from the covenant justice — is 

acceptable to the God it claims to worship. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Examine Whether the Community’s Religious Enthusiasm Is Covering or Compounding 

the Covenant Justice Failure — the Abundant, Sincere Worship That Is Severed from the 

Covenant Justice Is the Worship That Multiplies the Transgression: The come to Bethel and 

transgress is the warning for every community of faith that measures its spiritual health by the 

quantity and the sincerity of its religious observance while remaining blind to the covenant 

justice failures that the observance is covering. The community that worships abundantly and 

sincerely while maintaining the social and economic arrangements that systematically 

disadvantage the poor has not achieved a higher level of spiritual health than the community that 

worships minimally; it has achieved a deeper level of the covenant transgression, because the 

abundant worship is the claim that the covenant relationship is intact when it is not. 

2. Apply the Ironic Invitation to Every Form of Religious Activity That Has Become the 

Expression of the Community’s Genuine Devotion Without Being Grounded in the 

Covenant Justice That Gives the Activity Its Meaning: The Bethel worship that Amos 

condemns is not fake worship; it is real worship that has been severed from its covenantal 

ground. The contemporary church can produce many equivalents: the abundant, sincere worship 

that is performed by communities whose economic and social arrangements systematically crush 

the needy, the enthusiastic mission activity that does not include the examination of the structural 



injustices that produce the need being addressed, the generous financial giving that is directed 

toward the institutional maintenance of the comfortable religious life rather than toward the 

vulnerable whom the covenant God explicitly identifies as the priority. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The come to Bethel and transgress is the prophetic tradition’s most concentrated response to the 

phenomenon of sincere religious devotion that coexists with systematic social injustice — a 

phenomenon that is as contemporary as it is ancient. The community that fills its sanctuaries 

every week, brings generous tithes, performs the liturgical forms with care and attention, and 

sings the songs of devotion with genuine emotional investment, while simultaneously 

maintaining the economic and social arrangements that oppress the vulnerable in its midst, has 

come to Bethel and multiplied transgression. The this is what you love is the word that cuts 

through every defense based on the sincerity of the religious devotion: sincerity does not sanctify 

the worship that is severed from the covenant justice that gives worship its meaning. 

Key Lesson: *The ironic invitation of verses 4–5 is the most concentrated available statement of 

the prophetic tradition’s most consistent claim: the sincere, abundant, enthusiastic worship that 

is severed from the covenant justice requirements of the God being worshipped does not merely 

fail to compensate for the covenant justice failure; it multiplies the transgression, because the 

worship is the claim that the covenant relationship is intact when it is not — and the claim that is 

simultaneously the lie is the deepest available form of the covenant violation.* 

 

Amos 4:6–11 

Yet You Did Not Return: The Fivefold Discipline and the Fivefold Refusal 

 

(6) And I also have given you cleanness of teeth in all your cities, 

and want of bread in all your places: 

yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. 

(7) And also I have withholden the rain from you, 

when there were yet three months to the harvest: 

and I caused it to rain upon one city, 

and caused it not to rain upon another city: 

one piece was rained upon, 

and the piece whereupon it rained not withered. 

(8) So two or three cities wandered unto one city, to drink water; 

but they were not satisfied: 

yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. 

(9) I have smitten you with blasting and mildew: 

when your gardens and your vineyards 

and your fig trees and your olive trees increased, 



the palmerworm devoured them: 

yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. 

(10) I have sent among you the pestilence after the manner of Egypt: 

your young men have I slain with the sword, 

and have taken away your horses; 

and I have made the stink of your camps to come up unto your nostrils: 

yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. 

(11) I have overthrown some of you, 

as God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah, 

and ye were as a firebrand plucked out of the burning: 

yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD. 

 

The Context 

The fivefold discipline of verses 6–11 is the most carefully structured passage in the chapter and 

one of the most theologically significant in the book. Each of the five disciplines follows the 

same pattern: the LORD names the specific form of the discipline He has sent (famine, drought, 

blight and locust, pestilence and sword, overthrow), names the specific experience of the people 

who received it (cleanness of teeth, wandering between cities for water, gardens devoured, 

stench of the camps, a firebrand plucked from the burning), and closes with the same refrain: yet 

you did not return to me, declares the LORD. The fivefold repetition of the refrain is the most 

powerful rhetorical device in the chapter: it accumulates the evidence of the refused discipline 

with each repetition, so that by the fifth iteration the weight of the accumulated refusals has 

created the frame within which the prepare to meet your God of verse 12 is the only available 

next step. 

 

The first discipline is famine: I gave you cleanness of teeth in all your cities, and lack of bread in 

all your places. The cleanness of teeth is the biblical idiom for the emptiness of the mouth that 

has had nothing to eat — the teeth are clean because there is no food to dirty them. The famine 

has been comprehensive: all your cities, all your places. There was no corner of the northern 

kingdom that the famine did not reach. And yet you did not return to me. 

 

The second discipline is drought, described with remarkable specificity in verses 7–8: I withheld 

rain from you when there were still three months to the harvest, and I would cause it to rain on 

one city and not another. One field would receive rain and the adjacent field would wither. Two 

or three cities would wander to one city to drink water but would not be satisfied. The selectivity 

of the drought — rain on one field but not the adjacent field, rain on one city but not its neighbor 

— is the most obvious possible evidence of the divine superintendence of the natural order. This 

is not a general meteorological condition affecting the region equally; this is the specific, 

targeted, discriminating withholding of rain that only the God who controls the weather could 

accomplish. And yet you did not return to me. 

 



The third discipline is blight, mildew, and the locust: I struck you with blight and mildew; your 

many gardens and vineyards, your fig trees and olive trees the locust devoured. The agricultural 

infrastructure — the gardens and vineyards and fig trees and olive trees that represented the 

long-term investment of agricultural labor and the source of the long-term abundance — has 

been destroyed. The locust of chapter 1 and Joel 1 has arrived in Israel’s own agricultural 

system. And yet you did not return to me. 

 

The fourth discipline is pestilence and sword: I sent among you pestilence after the manner of 

Egypt; I killed your young men with the sword, and took away your horses. The pestilence after 

the manner of Egypt is the most explicit available invocation of the Exodus context: the same 

Egypt from which the LORD brought Israel is the source of the pestilence that the LORD has 

now sent against Israel. The young men killed with the sword and the horses taken away 

represent the stripping of the military capacity that the prosperous north had been building. The 

stench of the camps rising to the nostrils is the sensory reality of the battlefield defeat. And yet 

you did not return to me. 

 

The fifth discipline is the overthrow like Sodom and Gomorrah: I overthrew some of you as 

when God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. The Sodom and Gomorrah reference is the most 

extreme available invocation of the divine judgment — the cities that became the canonical 

examples of total, comprehensive, irreversible divine destruction. Some of Israel’s cities have 

experienced a Sodom-and-Gomorrah-scale overthrow, and those who survived were like a brand 

plucked from the burning — barely rescued from a destruction that consumed everything around 

them. The survival is not the evidence of the community’s worthiness; it is the evidence of the 

mercy that pulled them from the fire that was consuming everything else. And yet you did not 

return to me. 

 

Plain American English 

“I brought famine to every city — you went hungry, with nothing to eat, in all your towns. But 

still you did not return to me,” says the LORD. “I kept the rain from falling on your land three 

months before the harvest. I sent rain on one city, but refused to send it on another. Rain fell on 

one field, while another field withered. People from two or three towns staggered to a single 

town to find water, but there still wasn’t enough. But still you did not return to me,” says the 

LORD. “I struck your crops with blight and mildew. I killed your gardens and vineyards with 

hail. Locusts consumed all your fig trees and olive trees. But still you did not return to me,” says 

the LORD. “I sent plagues against you like I did against Egypt. I killed your young men with the 

sword and let your horses be captured. I filled your nostrils with the stench of death from your 

camps. But still you did not return to me,” says the LORD. “I destroyed some of your cities as I 

destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. You were like a piece of wood snatched from a fire. But still 

you did not return to me,” says the LORD. 

 

Key Observations 



“And I also have given you cleanness of teeth in all your cities, and want of bread in all 

your places: yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD”: This signifies The First 

Discipline and the First Refrain Establish the Pattern That the Entire Section Will Repeat 

— the Discipline Is Sent with the Purpose of Producing the Return, and the Yet You Did 

Not Return Is the Evidence That the Purpose Has Been Refused. 

The yet you did not return to me is the most important phrase in the section and the most 

important structural element of the chapter. Its repetition five times is not the monotony of the 

rhetorical formula; it is the accumulation of the evidence. Each repetition adds a count to the 

record of the refused discipline: the first yet you did not return is the record of one refused 

opportunity; the fifth yet you did not return is the record of five refused opportunities. The 

accumulation is the argument: the God who has been sending these disciplines has been sending 

them with the specific purpose of producing the return, and the community has refused the 

purpose of each one. The pattern of the refusal is as clear as the pattern of the discipline: five 

disciplines sent, five returns refused, and the evidence is now complete. 

“And I caused it to rain upon one city, and caused it not to rain upon another city: one 

piece was rained upon, and the piece whereupon it rained not withered”: This signifies The 

Selectivity of the Drought Is the Most Obvious Available Evidence of the Divine 

Superintendence of the Natural Order — the Rain That Falls on One Field and Not the 

Adjacent Field Is Not a Meteorological Accident. 

The selectivity of the drought — rain on one city, not on another; rain on one field, the adjacent 

field withering — is the most diagnostically decisive element of the five disciplines. A general 

drought affecting the entire region could be attributed to meteorological conditions; a drought 

that discriminates between adjacent fields cannot. The community that has been receiving the 

rain on one field while watching the adjacent field wither has been receiving the most obvious 

available sign of the divine control over the rainfall: this is not weather; this is the word of the 

LORD, specifically targeted, discriminating, intentional. And the community has not read the 

sign. They have watched the adjacent field wither and not asked the theological question that the 

sign is designed to provoke: why is this one rained upon and that one not? The failure to read the 

sign is itself the evidence of the condition that Amos 3:10 named: they do not know how to do 

right. 

“I have overthrown some of you, as God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah, and ye were as 

a firebrand plucked out of the burning: yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the 

LORD”: This signifies The Fifth and Most Extreme Discipline Is the Sodom-and-Gomorrah 

Overthrow, and the Survival of the Firebrand Plucked from the Burning Is the Mercy That 

Should Have Produced the Return That the Survival Has Not Generated. 

The firebrand plucked from the burning is one of the most evocative images in the chapter for 

the nature of the mercy that survives the most extreme judgment. The firebrand is a stick that is 

burning at one end and has been pulled from the fire before it is completely consumed — not 

rescued intact, but rescued from the destruction that was consuming everything around it. The 

people of Israel who survived the Sodom-and-Gomorrah-scale overthrow of some of their cities 

were the firebrands: barely pulled from a fire that was consuming everything else, still smoking, 

still hot from the destruction that they barely escaped. And yet you did not return to me. The 

most extreme mercy — the rescue of the firebrand from the fire that consumed everything else 

— has not produced the return that the mercy was designed to make possible. The survival of the 



extreme judgment has been accepted without the theological reading of what the survival means: 

I was almost consumed. The God who preserved me pulled me from the fire. I must return to the 

God who preserved me. 

“Yet have ye not returned unto me, saith the LORD”: This signifies The Fivefold Repetition 

of the Refrain Is the Rhetorical Accumulation of the Evidence That the Discipline Has Been 

Systematically Refused — Each Repetition Adding a Count to the Record That Frames the 

Prepare to Meet Your God of Verse 12. 

The five repetitions of the yet you did not return to me is the most powerful rhetorical device in 

the chapter because it creates the cumulative weight of the evidence by the most economical 

available means: the same phrase, repeated five times, each time adding the record of one more 

refused discipline to the growing total. By the fifth iteration, the weight of the fivefold refusal is 

fully established, and the prepare to meet your God of verse 12 arrives not as an arbitrary threat 

but as the only available next step after the fivefold refusal of the fivefold discipline. The 

rhetoric has done its theological work: the community that has refused five disciplines has 

exhausted the sequence of the corrective opportunities that the covenant patience provides, and 

the encounter that approaches is not the corrective discipline but the confrontation that the 

refused corrections have made inevitable. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Develop the Habit of Reading the Disciplines of the Present Season Through the 

Theological Framework of the Covenant Discipline — Asking What Each Form of 

Difficulty Is Designed to Produce and Whether the Designed Response Is Being Generated: 

The fivefold yet you did not return to me is the diagnostic framework for the examination of 

every season of difficulty in the community’s life. The question that the chapter teaches is not 

merely what has happened (the famine, the drought, the blight, the pestilence, the overthrow) but 

what the happening is designed to produce (the return to the LORD), and whether the designed 

response is being generated. The community that navigates the difficulty without asking the 

theological question that the difficulty is designed to provoke has received the discipline without 

receiving its purpose. 

2. Read the Selectivity of the Drought as the Invitation to the Theological Reading of the 

Natural Events That Distinguishes Between the Meteorological Accident and the Divine 

Superintendence: The rain on one field and not the adjacent field is the invitation to the 

theological reading of the natural events that might otherwise be attributed to meteorological 

chance. The community of faith that reads every natural event exclusively through the lens of 

natural causation — that never asks the theological question of what the LORD is doing through 

the drought, the blight, the disease — has lost the theological framework that Amos deploys 

throughout the chapter. The prophetic tradition insists on the reading of natural events within the 

theological framework of the divine sovereignty over the created order. 

3. Receive the Firebrand Plucked from the Burning as the Invitation to the Honest 

Recognition of the Mercy That Has Preserved the Community Through the Extreme 

Difficulties It Has Survived: Every community and every individual has its version of the 

firebrand experience: the disaster that consumed everything around them and from which they 



barely emerged. The theological reading of the firebrand experience is the recognition that the 

survival of the extreme judgment is the mercy that was designed to produce the return. The 

community that accepts the survival without the theological reading of what the survival means 

has received the mercy of the firebrand without the return that the mercy was pulling the 

firebrand back from the fire to enable. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The fivefold yet you did not return to me has a particular urgency for every contemporary 

community of faith that has been through seasons of institutional difficulty, financial crisis, 

social disruption, or communal breakdown without reading those difficulties through the 

theological framework that Amos provides. The community that has experienced the equivalent 

of the famine and the drought and the blight and the pestilence and the overthrow — in the forms 

those things take in the twenty-first century — and has managed those difficulties with 

institutional strategy, financial planning, and organizational resilience without the earnest return 

to the LORD that the difficulties were designed to produce has accumulated the fivefold refusal. 

The prepare to meet your God is the word for the community that has refused five opportunities. 

 

The selectivity of the drought is also one of the most pastorally significant elements of the 

section for its model of the theological reading of apparently natural events. The community that 

watches one institutional form of the church thrive while an adjacent form withers, that 

experiences the financial abundance of one congregation and the financial difficulty of a 

neighboring one, that sees the mission flourish in one cultural context and fail in an adjacent one 

— and reads all of this as the result of institutional factors alone without asking the theological 

question of what the LORD is doing through the selective distribution of the blessing — has not 

yet read the rain on one field and the adjacent field withering as the theological sign it is. 

Key Lesson: *The fivefold discipline of verses 6–11 is the most theologically concentrated 

passage in the chapter: five forms of the covenant discipline — famine, drought, blight and 

locust, pestilence and sword, overthrow — each named with the specificity of the divine 

superintendence and each followed by the yet you did not return to me that accumulates the 

evidence of the refused discipline until the weight of the fivefold refusal frames the prepare to 

meet your God of verse 12 as the only available next step.* 

 

Amos 4:12–13 

Prepare to Meet Your God: The Warning Beyond the Disciplines and the Doxology of the 

Creator 

 

(12) Therefore thus will I do unto thee, O Israel: 

and because I will do this unto thee, 

prepare to meet thy God, O Israel. 

(13) For, lo, he that formeth the mountains, and createth the wind, 



and declareth unto man what is his thought, 

and maketh the morning darkness, 

and treadeth upon the high places of the earth, 

The LORD, The God of hosts, is his name. 

 

The Context 

The prepare to meet your God of verse 12 is the most ominous and the most open-ended warning 

in the book, and its open-endedness is itself the most striking feature. The therefore thus I will do 

to you is the announcement of the judgment; the prepare to meet your God is the description of 

what Israel must do in response. But neither the thus of the judgment nor the nature of the 

encounter that the preparing is meant to address is specified. The therefore thus I will do and 

then the silence about what the doing is creates the most terrifying form of the open-ended threat: 

the community knows the judgment is coming but does not know its specific form. It knows only 

that the God it is about to meet is the God whose fivefold discipline has been refused and whose 

patience has been exhausted. 

 

The because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God is the warning that the discipline is 

over and the direct encounter is beginning. The five disciplines of verses 6–11 were the forms of 

the divine communication designed to produce the return without the direct confrontation. The 

five refusals have closed off the discipline sequence. What comes next is not the sixth discipline 

in the series but the encounter with the God whose disciplines have been refused. The preparing 

is therefore not the preparation for a comfortable devotional moment; it is the preparation for the 

covenant lawsuit that the refused disciplines have made inevitable. 

 

Verse 13 is the first of three doxologies in the book (see also 5:8–9 and 9:5–6), and its placement 

immediately after the most ominous warning in the chapter establishes the character of the God 

whose encounter is being announced: not an idol, not a manageable deity, not the golden calves 

of Bethel that the community has been worshipping with such enthusiasm. The God who forms 

the mountains, creates the wind, declares to humanity what its thoughts are, turns dawn to 

darkness, and treads on the heights of the earth — this is the God whose encounter the prepare to 

meet your God announces. The doxology is simultaneously the most comprehensive available 

description of the divine power and the most searching available indictment of the idol worship 

that has replaced the worship of this God: the God who forms the mountains is the God whose 

golden calf substitutes are being worshipped with such enthusiasm at Bethel and Gilgal. 

 

Plain American English 

Therefore, this is what I will do to you, Israel, and because I am going to do this to you — get 

ready to meet your God, Israel! For the LORD is the One who made the mountains and creates 

the wind, who reveals his thoughts to mankind, who turns dawn to darkness and strides over the 

mountains of the earth. The LORD God of Armies is his name! 

 



Key Observations 

“Prepare to meet thy God, O Israel”: This signifies The Most Ominous and Most Open-

Ended Warning in the Book — the Unspecified Judgment Announced After the Fivefold 

Refusal Is the Most Terrifying Form of the Threat Because It Leaves the Community 

Knowing the Encounter Is Coming Without Knowing the Form It Will Take. 

The prepare to meet your God is the most compact available statement of the theological 

situation that the fivefold refusal has produced. Five disciplines have been sent. Five returns have 

been refused. The discipline sequence is over. What comes next is not the sixth discipline but the 

direct encounter with the God whose disciplines have been refused. And the not-specifying of 

what that encounter will look like is itself the most terrifying form of the announcement: the 

community knows the God is coming and does not know in what form. The therefore thus I will 

do and then the silence about the doing leaves the community in the most urgent possible 

position: they know the encounter is coming, they know what the God is like (the doxology will 

establish that), and they do not know what form the encounter will take. The only possible 

response to this combination is the preparation that the verse commands. Prepare. 

“For, lo, he that formeth the mountains, and createth the wind, and declareth unto man 

what is his thought, and maketh the morning darkness, and treadeth upon the high places 

of the earth”: This signifies The Doxology That Follows the Warning Establishes the 

Character of the God Whose Encounter Has Been Announced — the Creator of the 

Mountains and the Wind Who Treads on the Heights Is Not the Manageable Idol of Bethel. 

The doxology of verse 13 is the most important theological statement in the closing section 

because it establishes the character of the God whose encounter the prepare to meet your God 

announces. The God who forms the mountains and creates the wind is not the golden calf of 

Bethel; the golden calf does not form mountains and does not create wind. The God who 

declares to humanity what its thoughts are is not the manageable deity of the enthusiastic 

worship culture; the manageable deity does not know what the worshippers are thinking. The 

God who makes the dawn darkness and treads on the heights of the earth is not the god of the 

comfortable religious observance; the comfortable religious god does not tread on the heights of 

the earth. The doxology establishes with maximum force the absolute incompatibility between 

the God Israel is about to meet and the gods that Israel has been worshipping with such 

enthusiasm at Bethel and Gilgal. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Prepare to Meet Your God as the Most Urgent Available Warning That the 

Sequence of the Corrective Discipline Has a Limit and That the Community That Refuses 

the Discipline Exhausts the Corrective Sequence: The prepare to meet your God is the word 

for the community that has reached the end of the corrective sequence — that has received and 

refused the disciplines that the covenant patience has been providing, and is now facing the 

encounter that the refused disciplines were designed to prevent. The contemporary community of 

faith that has been receiving the forms of the discipline — in whatever forms they take in the 

present age — and has been navigating them without the return to the LORD that the disciplines 

were designed to produce needs to hear the prepare to meet your God as the most urgent 



available warning that the corrective sequence has a limit and that the community that exhausts it 

faces the direct encounter with the God whose patience it has been refusing. 

2. Let the Doxology of Verse 13 Be the Theological Correction of Every Reduced, 

Manageable, Comfortable Version of the God Who Is Being Worshipped — the God of the 

Mountains and the Wind Cannot Be Contained in the Golden Calves of the Community’s 

Preferred Religious Forms: The doxology that follows the warning is the permanent 

theological correction of the idol worship that the ironic invitation of verses 4–5 has identified as 

the community’s preferred form of religious expression. The God who forms the mountains and 

creates the wind and declares what the human heart thinks and treads on the heights of the earth 

is the God being substituted with the golden calves at Bethel. The doxology insists on the 

immeasurable incompatibility between the God who is and the gods who are being worshipped 

in His name. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The prepare to meet your God is one of the most enduringly challenging phrases in the prophetic 

literature because it resists every comfortable devotional interpretation. The phrase has been used 

in hymns and devotional literature to describe the personal spiritual readiness for death or the 

second coming, and those applications are not illegitimate. But in its original Amos context, the 

prepare to meet your God is the announcement that the corrective disciplines have been refused 

and the direct encounter is coming — the encounter that is not the comfortable devotional 

moment but the confrontation with the God of the mountains and the wind whose patience has 

been exhausted. Every contemporary generation of the covenant community needs to hear the 

phrase in its original force: the encounter with the God who is not manageable, not containable 

in the comfortable religious forms, not reducible to the golden calves of the preferred worship 

style. 

 

The doxology of verse 13 is also one of the most important passages in the book for its canonical 

connection to the theology of creation. The God who forms the mountains is the creator God of 

Genesis; the God who creates the wind is the God who breathes into humanity the breath of life; 

the God who declares to humanity what its thoughts are is the God of Psalm 139 whose 

knowledge of the human heart is exhaustive; the God who treads on the heights of the earth is the 

God of the Psalms and the prophets who is incomparable in power and in majesty. The doxology 

situates the prophetic indictment of Amos within the broadest available theological frame: the 

God who is being violated by the enthusiastic worship at Bethel is the creator of everything that 

exists. 

Key Lesson: *The closing verses of the chapter declare the end of the corrective sequence with 

the most ominous available warning — prepare to meet your God — whose open-endedness is 

itself the most terrifying form of the announcement, and establish the character of the God whose 

encounter is approaching with the doxology of verse 13: the one who forms the mountains and 

creates the wind and declares what the human heart thinks and treads on the heights of the earth 

is the God whose golden calf substitutes at Bethel are the most damning available expression of 

what the fivefold refusal of the fivefold discipline has produced in the community that loves to 

worship at the altar whose horns will be cut off.* 



 

Closing Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We close Amos chapter 4 having received the full arc of the chapter’s argument: the cows of 

Bashan who oppress the poor and command their husbands to bring more wine; the ironic 

invitation to Bethel and Gilgal where the transgression is multiplied by the enthusiastic worship 

that this is what you love; and then the fivefold discipline — the famine and the drought and the 

blight and the pestilence and the overthrow — each one closed with the yet you did not return to 

me that accumulates into the frame for the prepare to meet your God that the fivefold refusal has 

made inevitable. And we have received the doxology that establishes who this God is: the one 

who forms the mountains and creates the wind and declares what the human heart thinks and 

treads on the heights of the earth. 

 

Lord, we confess that we recognize the yet you did not return to me in our own histories. We 

have received forms of the discipline — the seasons of famine and drought and blight in the 

specific forms they take in our lives and in our communities — and we have not always returned 

in the way the discipline was designed to produce. We have managed the difficulty with our own 

resources, attributed the challenge to natural causes, and emerged from the experience without 

the earnest return to You that the experience was designed to generate. We have come to Bethel 

and multiplied transgression with our enthusiastic worship, and this is what we love. 

 

Let the prepare to meet your God produce in us now the preparation that the discipline was 

always designed to provoke. We want to be prepared for the encounter with the God of verse 13 



— the God who forms the mountains and creates the wind and declares what the human heart 

thinks. We do not want to meet this God after the fivefold refusal without the preparation that the 

preparing requires. We return. We return now. Before the sixth and final word that is not the 

sixth discipline but the direct confrontation with the God whose disciplines we have been 

refusing. We return to the God who is the LORD, the God of hosts, whose name is the name that 

no golden calf can bear. 

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

Glory to God Alone 


