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This commentary examines the book of Amos as it appears in the Hebrew Bible: a collection of messages from a prophet in the 8th century BCE who warned that the Kingdom of Israel would fall because of the wrongs of its wealthy elite. Despite this warning, the book ultimately offers hope for a restored future to the survivors in Judah and Israel. The analysis traces how Amos's original message – now only faintly visible – was reshaped by later scribes after Israels fall, leading to the final version likely completed during the Persian period.

 

Rainer Kessler war Professor für Evangelische Theologie mit dem Fachgebiet Altes Testament an der Universtät Marburg.





Editors’ Foreword

The International Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament (IECOT) offers a multi-perspectival interpretation of the books of the Old Testament to a broad, international audience of scholars, laypeople and pastors. Biblical commentaries too often reflect the fragmented character of contemporary biblical scholarship, where different geographical or methodological sub-groups of scholars pursue specific methodologies and/or theories with little engagement of alternative approaches. This series, published in English and German editions, brings together editors and authors from North America, Europe, and Israel with multiple exegetical perspectives.

From the outset the goal has been to publish a series that was “international, ecumenical and contemporary.” The international character is reflected in the composition of an editorial board with members from six countries and commentators representing a yet broader diversity of scholarly contexts.

The ecumenical dimension is reflected in at least two ways. First, both the editorial board and the list of authors includes scholars with a variety of religious perspectives, both Christian and Jewish. Second, the commentary series not only includes volumes on books in the Jewish Tanach/Protestant Old Testament, but also other books recognized as canonical parts of the Old Testament by diverse Christian confessions (thus including the deuterocanonical Old Testament books).

When it comes to “contemporary,” one central distinguishing feature of this series is its attempt to bring together two broad families of perspectives in analysis of biblical books, perspectives often described as “synchronic” and “diachronic” and all too often understood as incompatible with each other. Historically, diachronic studies arose in Europe, while some of the better known early synchronic studies originated in North America and Israel. Nevertheless, historical studies have continued to be pursued around the world, and focused synchronic work has been done in an ever greater variety of settings. Building on these developments, we aim in this series to bring synchronic and diachronic methods into closer alignment, allowing these approaches to work in a complementary and mutually-informative rather than antagonistic manner.

Since these terms are used in varying ways within biblical studies, it makes sense to specify how they are understood in this series. Within IECOT we understand “synchronic” to embrace a variety of types of study of a biblical text in one given stage of its development, particularly its final stage(s) of development in existing manuscripts. “Synchronic” studies embrace non-historical narratological, reader-response and other approaches along with historically-informed exegesis of a particular stage of a biblical text. In contrast, we understand “diachronic” to embrace the full variety of modes of study of a biblical text over time.

This diachronic analysis may include use of manuscript evidence (where available) to identify documented pre-stages of a biblical text, judicious use of clues within the biblical text to reconstruct its formation over time, and also an examination of the ways in which a biblical text may be in dialogue with earlier biblical (and non-biblical) motifs, traditions, themes, etc. In other words, diachronic study focuses on what might be termed a “depth dimension” of a given text—how a text (and its parts) has journeyed over time up to its present form, making the text part of a broader history of traditions, motifs and/or prior compositions. Synchronic analysis focuses on a particular moment (or moments) of that journey, with a particular focus on the final, canonized form (or forms) of the text. Together they represent, in our view, complementary ways of building a textual interpretation.

Of course, each biblical book is different, and each author or team of authors has different ideas of how to incorporate these perspectives into the commentary. The authors will present their ideas in the introduction to each volume. In addition, each author or team of authors will highlight specific contemporary methodological and hermeneutical perspectives—e.g. gender-critical, liberation-theological, reception-historical, social-historical—appropriate to their own strengths and to the biblical book being interpreted. The result, we hope and expect, will be a series of volumes that display a range of ways that various methodologies and discourses can be integrated into the interpretation of the diverse books of the Old Testament.

 

Fall 2012 The Editors





Author’s Preface

The exposition of Joel and Amos in the Biblischer Kommentar series came from the pen of Hans Walter Wolff in 1969. From the summer semester of 1967 I was privileged to be his student assistant in Heidelberg. In the winter semester of 1967/68 I attended Wolff’s seminar on Tradition and Inspiration in Amos. In 1969 Wolff became my dissertation supervisor. His commentary on Amos was, as it were, my exegetical nourishment.

A quarter of a century later, in 1993, I assumed the position of professor of Old Testament in Marburg. My colleague there was Jörg Jeremias. Very soon after his arrival in Marburg, in 1995, his commentary on Amos in the Altes Testament Deutsch series appeared.

A further quarter century later, my own exposition of the book of Amos is about to appear in the International Exegetical Commentary of the Old Testament. In view of my background biography, just sketched, it will be evident that the two editors Walter Dietrich and Helmut Utzschneider needed to work very hard to persuade me to take on this task. In retrospect, I am very grateful for their efforts.

There are many metaphors: You follow in the footsteps of the great, stand on the shoulders of giants or even in their shadow. Whatever the metaphor, I think that a new interpretation of Amos in a new series is entirely justified. After all, scholarship has not come to a stop in the past half century. This is particularly clear in the way the Amos visions are seen. For Wolff and Jeremias they are part of the original material in the Amos tradition and are key texts for the overall understanding of the book of Amos, whereas, in step with several recent studies, I take them to be later reflective texts. In addition, the approach with regard to the book as a whole, prepared by Wolff and brought to fruition by Jeremias, is followed even more consistently. The format of the IECOT, which prioritizes the synchronic approach, facilitates this.

But a new commentary does not have to be fully original. Anyone who knows the commentaries and other works of Wolff and Jeremias will quickly discern what I owe to them—and of course to the many others who have dealt with this stirring prophetic book.

I would like to thank the two aforementioned editors Walter Dietrich and Helmut Utzschneider for their encouragement and support, the editorial staff for the careful examination of the manuscript and Mr. Specker of Kohlhammer Verlag for his helpful, competent, and patient care in the development of the manuscript. As a retiree, one no longer has assistants available for proofreading. So I am especially grateful to my wife Christiane for giving me the beginning of her own retirement for a careful review of the proofs.

 

Marburg and Frankfurt am Main, December 2020





Introduction

In the Hebrew canon, the nine-chapter book of Amos is third in the Book of the Twelve Prophets; in the Greek translation, it is in second place. Thus, at the head of the collection of the Twelve, in Hosea and Amos we have two prophets who, according to the superscriptions, were active at the time of the Israelite king Jeroboam, son of Joash—whom historians call Jeroboam II—who ruled from 786 to 746 BCE. These two prophets are the only ones whose words are almost exclusively addressed to the northern state of Israel, which came to an end with the Assyrian conquest of Samaria in 722 BCE. With Hosea and Amos, the Book of the Twelve, arranged in principle in chronological order, marks the end of a historical epoch. After this, further prophecy is restricted to Judah.

The Judean perspective is already evident in the superscriptions to Hosea and Amos, which synchronize their work with the reigns of Judean kings. In Amos, this is Uzziah (786–736), while in Hosea, Uzziah is followed by Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah. Since Hezekiah ruled until 697 BCE, it turns out that Hosea is more recent than Amos, which is confirmed by the historical background of the two writings. At the same time, according to the superscription, Hosea’s ministry coincides with those of both Amos and Micah (cf. the mention of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah in Mic 1:1).1


Why the more recent Hosea precedes the older Amos, contradicting the assumed chronological order, can only be surmised. Probably, the basic text of Hosea was composed earlier than that of Amos.2 The two books may even have already existed on a scroll of the two prophets, constituting a collection of prophetic critiques of the Northern Kingdom of Israel.3 In addition, there may be indications in the text itself that show why Hosea’s message was interpreted as the more comprehensive of the two.4 It will be difficult to go beyond Franz Xaver Sedlmeier’s comment: “The question why the book of Hosea opens the Book of the Twelve Prophets is a quaestio disputata and will remain so.”5



Synchronic View


1.  The Nature of the Book of Amos as a Whole

The superscription of the book of Amos presents the prophet, his origin, and the location and time of his ministry. No author is mentioned, either in the superscription or the rest of the text. The superscription does not claim that Amos himself wrote the text. What it does claim is simply that what follow are “the words of Amos.” So this is an anonymous writing presenting itself as a collection of words of Amos.6

The book named after Amos is indeed a collection of prophetic sayings—with few exceptions. These exceptions, however, are of considerable importance. In fact, the very first verse following the superscription begins with a narrative: “He said: …” (1:2). This is the anonymous author’s way of letting the prophet himself do the talking. He keeps it up until 7:9; we shall come back in a moment to the fact that he often hides behind the authority of his God by introducing his words with the formula “Thus says Yhwh.”

It is not until 7:10 that the narrator speaks again by presenting a narrative (7:10–17) within which the words of Amos’s adversary Amaziah as well as his own are separately introduced (for Amos in 7:14). After this, the prophet continues to speak, until the end of the book.

A text in which one or more characters generally speak is customarily called a drama. Thus the book of Amos can indeed be described as “a kind of drama.”7 Since the speech of the characters Amos (and Amaziah) is introduced narratively—and not as a paratext that is not read or spoken, as in modern drama—it is more accurate to speak of an “epic narrative in dramatic mode”;8 the speech of the characters dominates (“the words of Amos”), but this is set within a narrative framework.


Taking exegesis of Deutero-Isaiah as his starting point, Klaus Baltzer has presented the theory that dramatic texts like this one may also have been performed. Helmut Utzschneider and Stefan Ark Nitsche have taken this line further, considering the possibility that when reading (or reciting) a prophetic text aloud, the presenter used elements of performance.9 This is an important argument against the notion that books of prophets are “a kind of literature for closed circles,”10 perhaps “created from the start for study of the Scriptures in learned and pious circles.”11 Another question is the extent to which references to the “performance” can be found in the texts themselves. But even if this produces meager results and one has to depend on one’s creative imagination, it goes without saying that any good reading contains performative elements (voice modulation, volume variation, facial expressions, gesticulations).12





2.  The Structure of the Book

The book of Amos can be set out in four parts.13 Amos 1–2 contains oracles against the nations in the form of an evenly structured poem in eight strophes. The first six strophes address foreign nations. These are followed by a strophe about Judah, which is about the same length as the six strophes about foreign nations. The goal of the composition is the eighth strophe, the Israel strophe. It is much longer and also differs in form from the preceding strophes.

Chapters 3–6, a collection of sayings of varying length, form the second part of the book of Amos. These sayings are addressed almost exclusively to the Northern Kingdom of Israel and its inhabitants, whom they threaten with destruction, banishment, and foreign rule. The introductions to the discourses, with “Hear this word that Yhwh has spoken concerning you” (3:1) and “Hear this word that I raise concerning you” (5:1), divide the collection into two parts.

In the third part, 7:1–9:6, the character of the texts changes, although to begin with it is still Amos who speaks. We are given a first-person account by the prophet of five visions that he has received. Included is a further account of how Amos is expelled from the Northern Kingdom and sent to Judah (7:10–17), in which the narrator speaks again for the first time since 1:2. After the brief narrative, as in chs. 3–6, we again find words of Amos (8:4–14).

The book of Amos concludes with the passage 9:7–15. While most of what we have read up to this point relates to the fall of Israel, the closing verses look forward to a future full of hope. The intention of these verses is not, as is often suggested by interpreters, to correct Amos’s message, but to take it on to its conclusion. Questions arising during the reading of Amos are answered here in the conclusion.14

The four sections of the book of Amos describe a dramatic movement. It comes from Yhwh, who raises his voice from Jerusalem (1:2). In the oracles against the nations he documents his universal claim, but it is immediately clear that the real targets of the accusations and threats are Judah and, especially, Israel. Israel, almost exclusively, is the focus of interest in the words of chs. 3–6 and 7:1–9:6. The threat of banishment (5:27; 6:7) and foreign rule (6:14) and the announcement of the end that will come “to my people Israel” (8:2) mark the point to which the oracles lead. But the movement that started with 1:2 has not yet reached its goal. Expecting that the words of Amos will continue to work in Judah, where the chief priest of Beth-El has sent him, there is a hope that comes from the restored tabernacle of David (9:11) and will include both the survivors of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, who are to be freed from their oppressive structures, and the remnant of the nations. It is only at this point that the book of Amos reaches its goal.




3.  The Prophet Speaks on the Authority of Yhwh.

Almost everything Amos says he ascribes to the authority of God, in whose name he speaks. The book is permeated with phrases that indicate this: “Thus says Yhwh” (1:3, 6, 9, etc., in total fourteen times), “says (the Lord) Yhwh” (1:5, 8, 15, etc., in total nine times), “saying of Yhwh” (with expansions of the divine name) (2:16; 3:10, 13, etc., in total eighteen times), and “Yhwh has sworn” (4:2; 6:8; 8:7). And the actual words of God are usually recognizable by the fact that Yhwh speaks in the first person.

In a communication diagram focusing purely on form, divine speech has to be assigned to a separate communication level below the level of prophetic speech. This may be illustrated on the basis of Amos 1:1–3 (C = communication level):


C1 the real author (unknown)


C2 the implicit narrator (v. 1 + “He said” from v. 2)


C3 the prophet (v. 2)


C4 God (v. 3 after “Thus says Yhwh”)





In individual cases, the distinction between prophetic and divine speech is generally possible and meaningful. Within the visions narrated by the prophet in first-person form, it has to be said that when letting Yhwh speak, the prophetic narrator quotes him verbatim: “It should not be, said Yhwh” (7:3; cf. v. 6); “Then Yhwh said to me, ‘What do you see, Amos?’” (7:8; cf. 8:2).

But some passages are striking. Either the prophetic speech transitions imperceptibly into divine speech; in 3:1 the prophet begins: “Hear this word that Yhwh has spoken concerning you, you children of Israel,” and then continues, without a transition, with divine speech: “concerning the whole tribe of people that I brought up out of the land of Egypt.” Or else it is difficult to decide at any point whether it is God himself or the prophet that is speaking (e.g., 5:1–2). This is an indication that it would be too easy to interpret the transition from C3 to C4 in principle in such a way that the prophet is now quoting Yhwh.

Interpreters long regarded it as a matter of course to call the “Thus says Yhwh” formula a “messenger formula.” Against the background of a divine-word theology, the prophet was understood as a messenger conveying the divine message to people, stepping entirely behind the one who sent him. Essentially, the prophet would be quoting what God has told him to say.

If, on the other hand, one tries to see the formula in its context as a speech act, as Andreas Wagner does in his important study of the kōh ʾāmar-Yhwh formula, this picture crumbles. Wagner shows that the formula is not a quotation of a word of Yhwh, to be translated as a preterit, but is a declarative speech act, to be rendered in the present tense: As he speaks, the prophet is placing himself under the absolute authority of the God in whose name he speaks. The formula indicates—in Wagner’s words—“that the speaker is converting what is said after the formula into a speech by the sender (so that N.N. speaks via the speaker).”15 Amos is not an oral “mailman” who passes on something in a prepared format but behaves like an ambassador, a diplomat speaking on the authority of his government.

As the prophet “is converting what is said after the formula into a speech by the sender,” it is appropriate to differentiate between levels C3 and C4. But it must be seen that they mean something different in content than if the prophet were to quote a divine saying; the prophet himself is claiming to speak on the authority of God.




4.  The Self-Declared Setting of the Book

The book of Amos is situated clearly in time and space. The superscription cites the reigns of kings Jeroboam II of Israel (786–746 BCE) and Uzziah of Judah (786–736) as the time of Amos’s ministry. Jeroboam is then mentioned in 7:10, and the house of Jeroboam in 7:9.16 Other references to historical events in the book can be situated in this period, such as the incursions of the Aramaeans of Damascus into Gilead (1:3) or the references to the (probably Assyrian) conquests of Calneh, Hamath-Rabbah, and Gath (6:2) or their own conquests of Lo-debar and Karnaim (6:13). However, without the time frame of reference in the superscription, none of these events would be securely datable. This specification by the information given in the superscription is all the stronger for the striking fact that the great power that held sway from the middle of the eighth century onward is not mentioned in the book of Amos. This fits the first half of the eighth century, but without the indication given in the superscription it would tell us nothing.17

The closer dating in 1:1, “two years before the earthquake,” indicates a precise point in time. However, since the time of this earthquake is never fixed within the text, this point in time is strangely left up in the air.

From the perspective of the time of the reign of Jeroboam II and Uzziah, the text is looking back into the past. The statements about Yhwh as Creator in the hymnic sections (4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6), however, are not historically relevant. They are expressed almost exclusively in participial form and do not have a creatio prima in mind but speak of the divine creatio continua. Thus the furthest back the perspective extends is when the text speaks of Israel’s being brought up out of Egypt (2:10; 3:1; 9:7); in 9:7 this repatriation is set alongside those of the Philistines from Caphtor and the Aramaeans from Kir, which we know nothing further about. Also mentioned in the now canonical picture of history are the forty-year time in the wilderness that follows the repatriation and the settlement (2:10; 5:25). The attacks on consecrated persons and prophets mentioned in 2:12 are presumably understood to take place after the settlement. Then we come to the time of the kings, which is evoked by the two mentions of David (6:5; 9:11); in 9:11 the epoch of David is called “the days of old.” The accusations made against the neighboring peoples in the poem of the nations come closest to the present, but the text does not fix the time any more precisely. The same applies to the blows that Yhwh inflicted upon Israel in the past according to the refrain in 4:6–11. The historical events to which 6:2, 13 allude clearly also lie in the recent past, although no more precise dating is given.

From the (fictional) present point of view, the perspective then turns to the future. In most of the prophetic threats, there is no determination of the time. This does not change even when there is talk of a Day (3:14; 8:9, 13) or coming Days (4:2; 8:11). And although the “day of Yhwh” lies in the future, it is not fixed in time (5:18–20). From indications in the content, however, it may be assumed that the days of salvation in the concluding verses (9:11, 13) are even further away than the previously announced days of disaster.

The focus on Israel’s history between the exodus from Egypt and the future erection of David’s tabernacle is reflected in the geographical situation of the book. According to the superscription, the addressee of the words of Amos, who himself comes from Judean Tekoa, is Israel; because immediately afterward the king of Judah and the king of Israel are distinguished, here Israel must mean the Northern Kingdom. The vast majority of Amos’s words from 1:3 to 9:6 speak of the Northern Kingdom. This is quite clear when Samaria (3:9, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 8:14), Beth-El (3:14; 4:4; 5:5f.; 7:10–17), Gilgal (4:4; 5:5), and Dan (8:14) are mentioned, places in the north.

Two exceptions stand out. One is the occasional mention of Judah, as in the Judah strophe of the poem of the nations (2:4–5) and in the indication of the addressees in 6:1 (Zion). In view of the dominant focus on the north, it is clearly worth bearing in mind what the motto in 1:2 already says, namely that the word of Yhwh originates from Zion and Jerusalem and therefore Judah is at least affected. After the prophet is expelled to Judah (7:10–17), the south always remains in view, even if it is only explicitly mentioned in the concluding verses (9:11) in the “tabernacle of David.”18

The second exception to the concentration on the Northern Kingdom of Israel are the passages where “Israel” has a further meaning. According to the biblical view of history, it was not only the northern tribes that were involved in exodus, wilderness wanderings, and settlement. Even though, as far as the announcement of the end for “my people Israel” (8:2), the book of Amos can be read against the background of the dualism of Israel and Judah that is already set out in the superscription, it must always be borne in mind that “Israel” also has a broader meaning than simply the name of the state to the north. The conclusion is that although the state structures of the Northern Kingdom are being destroyed, the “House of Jacob,” that is, the population of the north, survives (9:8) and has a future under the protection of David’s tabernacle (9:11).

Geographically, the book of Amos is focused on Israel in both the narrower and the broader sense. But it is so against the background of an image of a God whose influence is universal. In the poem of the nations he holds six of Israel’s and Judah’s neighboring peoples to account. And in the final verses he reminds us that he has his own history with the Cushites, Philistines, and Aramaeans (9:7) and wants to place the survivors of the coming catastrophe from the nations under the protection of David’s tabernacle, proclaiming his name over them (9:12).




5.  Theme and Theology of the Book

The fact that the book of Amos is characterized by sharp criticism of all sorts of evils is already evident from a cursory reading. Right at the beginning, the poem of the nations accuses the neighboring states of war crimes. The social criticism that dominates the book begins in the Israel strophe.19 The oppression and exploitation of the poor and the opulence of the rich are the focus of the accusations. Often religious misconduct is also included in the criticism. Such criticism is partisan. It does not contain any objective description of social and religious conditions but sees itself as committed to those it identifies as victims of the development.20

The dark announcements of the future are derived from the criticism. Their first focus is on the fate of the perpetrators (e.g., 4:1–3). But it is clear from the outset that the judgment will not distinguish with surgical precision between perpetrators and victims but will affect everyone in the form of earthquakes and military defeat, banishment, and foreign rule. The goal of this line is to announce the fourth vision: “The end has come upon my people Israel” (8:2).

Herald of the end or preacher of repentance? What is the purpose of such criticism and announcement of judgment? What theology does it display?


A long-standing view, dominant especially in German-speaking research, sees the announcement of the end in 8:2 as the hermeneutical key to the understanding of Amos. According to this interpretation, this is to be understood first of all in the sense that “all that is said by Amos about Israel’s future … interprets this hardest sentence.”21 The “No of Amos”—according to Rudolf Smend’s widely adopted title—is therefore not only “the No to the social behavior of the people, to their understanding of history and to the cult” but “ultimately, as a consequence, the No to the very existence of Israel.”22 Werner H. Schmidt goes even further. The (alleged) No to the existence of Israel is not a “consequence” of the other No, but conversely, the “anticipation of the inevitable threat of disaster to Israel” is the only knowledge revealed to the prophet, while the “demonstration of guilt is—unavoidably—the task of the prophet himself.” The aim of all this is, “by revealing the guilt, to make the announcement of disaster … ‘affirmable.’”23

This interpretation reminds Marvin Sweeney of the caricature of a long-haired man in sandals standing on a street corner with a cardboard sign reading, “The end has come.”24 What are passersby to do with this information? When the man points to their guilt, are they supposed to be enabled to affirm the “inevitable threat of disaster”? To ask the question is to point out the problems with the assumed answer.


Criticism of the positions that see Amos as the announcer of the inevitable impending end for Israel runs in two directions. First of all, Erich Zenger has noted that the judgment Amos announces is not a judgment upon each and every person but judgment “upon those who in clear conscience accept, and indeed perpetrate, the increasing impoverishment of small farmers and the structural impediment to humanity,” but that such a message of judgment can also “create hope”—“in the first place for the exploited and disadvantaged.”25 Haroldo Reimer has made an exegetical attempt to provide a broad basis for this; he concludes, “Amos’s predictions of disaster are addressed to particular social groups and classes; they do not affect the whole population.”26

If the attempt made here is to “highlight the real message of the (historical) Amos”—compare the title of Zenger’s article—and to nuance it socially, a further criticism asks about the rhetorical and theological function of such announcements of disaster as are found in Amos. If that were to consist in an affirmation of the announcement of inevitable imminent disaster, it would necessarily lead to paralysis and apathy. So what was the point of all this rhetorical effort? It shows that there is more at stake for the prophet and those who pass on his words. Christof Hardmeier uses the well-judged phrase, “ultimate warning.”27 The justification for the coming of the end is not intended to make the latter “affirmable.” Rather, the end is paraded as a consequence, which is inevitable if the behavior does not change.

This does not make Amos a preacher of repentance of the sort given rather more prominence in Deuteronomistic theology (2 Kgs 17:13; Neh 9:26, 30; Dan 9:6). The admonitions of Amos 5:4–6, 14–15 are no more used as a hermeneutical key to the book of Amos than 8:2 is with its announcement of the end. The two belong together. The God whom the book of Amos preaches does not accept the injustice of the world. He threatens the end for the perpetrators; he threatens the end for Israel. At the same time, he issues a call to life (“Seek me, and you will live,” 5:4). If the ultimate warning is not heeded, the end will be inevitable. The self-revelation of God in the visions is directed toward the intercession of the prophet and God’s regret for the disaster;28 it is only when the prophet is expelled from the kingdom of Israel (7:10–17) that the fall is inevitable. But that is not what God wants. Hence his story is not yet over. The elimination of those responsible for the wrongdoing (9:8–10) makes a new future possible.

There is something else. Even before any diachronic investigation of the book of Amos, it may be observed that it presents the prophet’s message in retrospect. The superscription itself, with its situation in Israel’s history, signals this. Ancient readers already know that the Northern Kingdom has fallen, as Amos predicted.29 From the prophet’s accusations they understand that this end was justified. To this extent, the book justifies God, who did not fail at the fall of the state of Israel but rather did everything to save his people.30


The fact that attempts to grasp the message of Amos vary so widely is also due to the fact that the respective authors relate to different literary levels. The basis for the last image sketched is the text of Amos as a whole. However much their description differs, however, authors like Wolff and Zenger are referring to the historical Amos, as reconstructed by them from the texts. This brings us to the task of looking at the book from a diachronic point of view.







Diachronic View

Starting with the superscription, there are various indications in the text that the coming into being of the book of Amos has a lengthy history. In the book as a whole, major units can be discerned that display a relatively clear unity: the oracles against the nations in 1:3–2:16, the collection of oracles in chs. 3–6, and the final part 7:1–9:4 (6), which is held together by five visions. Within the chs. 3–6 collection, thematically or structurally linked partial collections can be distinguished (3:9–4:5 with its concentration on locations in the Northern Kingdom, 5:1–17 as a ring composition). Larger poems (3:3–8 and 4:6–13) stand out from shorter sayings. This literary diversity can be understood as an indication of a shorter or longer history of development. A few historical references point to different epochs. In addition, there are theological peculiarities of some texts—for example, a deuteronomically/deuteronomistically influenced world of language and thought—which point to different times of origin. All this will be dealt with in the detailed interpretation.


1.  Textual Archaeology and Its Limits

In Amos exegesis, if it is done diachronically at all, positions at two extremes can be identified.


According to Reinhard Gregor Kratz, only a few words go back to the historical Amos: “The imagery in 3:12abα; 5:2, 3, 19, and the participles (woes) in 3:12bβ; 4:1aα2b; 5:7; 5:18a, 20 (or 5:18aßb, 13b), perhaps some elements from 6:1a, 3–6a, 20.” They are preserved only in fragments, and their meaning is often difficult to discern.31 Nevertheless, Kratz sees the possibility (and necessity) of “advancing to the historical Amos” by “gently removing the individual layers” in a quasi-archaeological process; to use a mathematical metaphor, one might also speak of “a literary-critical subtraction process.”32 The prerequisite for this procedure is the development of criteria that allow the distinction between the different layers of text.

Georg Steins sets out the opposite position with an image from the study of caves. He, too, assumes that there are older texts, possibly dating back to Amos himself, as well as more recent updates based on these texts. He compares this scenario to a cave at the entrance of which we stand. Steins does not doubt the depth of this cave but the “luminosity of our torches.”33 He accuses the textual archaeological approach of “the highly problematic assumption” that “the text was only ever supplemented, but not ‘rewritten.’”34 However, if the older collections are “rewritten,” that is, also altered, as they are transmitted, then consequently this—an image from biology or pathology is then given—“does not permit the literary-critical dissection of the wording of an older text stage”35—I would add: as attempted by Kratz.


Both positions, despite their polar opposition, present important points for dia­chronic analysis. These are, first, the question of criteria for distinguishing between older and more recent material, and second, the recognition that changes will have occurred in the transmission process that will lead any attempt to get behind the current text into the realms of approximation, so that precise wording will no longer be ascertainable.

Any formulation of criteria for distinguishing between older and more recent material is at risk of circular argumentation: The assumption of a particular image of the prophet means eliminating all texts that do not correspond to it, which then confirms the starting point in the circle. Non-Israelite contexts have rightly, therefore, been pointed to as anchors by which the chronological classification can be determined.36 However, this procedure, too, helps only to a limited extent. First of all, the image of extra-Israelite prophecy is also subject to historical interpretation, and second, it cannot be ruled out that Israelite prophets might have ventured beyond the general developments of the time.

All due caution being applied, the picture emerges of a prophet Amos who criticizes social abuses in the social and cultic sphere. The image emerges of an upper class living in prosperity and opulence. Their homes are described as “palaces” (3:10–11; 6:8). They are constructed not of clay but with hewn stones (5:11). The winter house with a summer house that is mentioned once (3:15) is probably the royal residence. The finishing of these buildings is opulent; attention is drawn to their ornamentation with ivory (3:15; 6:4). Sumptuous feasts are celebrated in them (3:12; 4:1; 6:4–6). In his criticism, the prophet mentions that such opulence is also a feature of religious festivals (5:21–23).

Criticism of the rulers’ opulence is based on the recognition that the affluence of the rich is at the cost of impoverishment of the poor. In condensed language, this connection is expressed by castigating the rich inhabitants of Samaria as those “who heap up violence and oppression in their palaces” (3:10), that is, what was extorted from the little people with “violence and oppression.” The economic processes behind this are only hinted at. For general reasons, this is a reminder of the credit system that oppressed peasants throughout antiquity. Talk of “pledged clothes” (2:8) takes us straight to this area, and if the sale of the righteous “for money” (2:6) means money owed, there is another allusion to it here. The economic means of the wealthy are accompanied by the power of their social standing, which allows them to assert their interests “in the gate,” that is, where community matters are administered, in the assessment of taxes (5:11; cf. 2:8) and the settlement of disputes (5:7, 10, 12). The semantic field of terror (3:9) and oppression (3:9; 4:1), violence, and repression (3:10; 6:3; cf. 5:12) describes the relationship between the powerful and the broad mass of the population.

The victims of this development are identified by a number of terms, all of which stand for social types: poor (2:6; 4:1; 5:12; cf. 8:4, 6) and needy (2:7; cf. 8:4), humble (2:7; 4:1; 5:11; cf. 8:6) and righteous (2:6; 5:12). The classical personae miserae of ancient Near Eastern texts, widows and orphans, are not mentioned. Nor is there any mention of the strangers who are often mentioned alongside them in biblical texts as people with a precarious status. Klaus Koch rightly concluded from this that the texts do not speak of people who are completely impoverished and deprived but of a “stratum of small farmers” that “does not represent a possessionless class,” as there is evidently still something to be gained from them.37 Nevertheless, their independent existence is under threat.


In any reconstruction of an image of Israel’s society in the eighth century there is always a danger of circular reasoning, since we have very few sources besides the biblical texts themselves.38 In addition, observation of the social history of Israel throughout the epochs reveals continuities that make it possible for subsequent generations to see themselves in older texts and develop them further. However, to do as Christoph Levin suggests and take the whole of Amos’s social criticism to be a product of postexilic development would be to throw out the baby with the bathwater.39 This is evident from a comparative look at the account of the debt crisis in Neh 5:1–13, which, Levin believes, is the first clear indication that “social stability … has been lost.”40 Certainly, the basic structures of debt transactions are constant. But the king’s tax (v. 4) has no relevance in Amos. And the group of seganîm as members of the upper class (v. 7) are attested epigraphically for the Persian period as well but do not occur in the days of the monarchy, and so not in Amos.41 Matters are not as clear-cut as Levin thinks. And conversely, one wonders how fifth–third century authors could have known that ivory was one of the most important luxury items in eighth-century Samaria (3:15; 6:4).


It is obvious that the prophet is threatening consequences for those responsible for dividing society. It is more difficult to say whether he has already set out such consequences for the nation as a whole. Within the text this takes us to another level of reflection. It is not clear why such continuing reflection should be thought inappropriate for a prophet of the mid-eighth century. After all, the roughly contemporary text from Tell Deir ʿAlla shows that such prophecies of doom could be formulated in literary texts in Israel’s immediate vicinity.42

However, the warning by Georg Steins quoted at the beginning of the section should be heeded at this point. When attempting to tease out the original voice of the prophet in the text, our instruments prove inadequate. There is no way back past Jörg Jeremias’s insight that any “reconstruction of Amos’s actual words is possible only rarely” and, moreover, is subject to a “not inconsiderable degree of uncertainty.”43

So we are faced with the question of how we think the book of Amos came into being.




2.  Text Blocks and Developments

We shall proceed on the basis of the above considerations, according to which, (a) larger blocks can be distinguished in the final text, and (b) a dimension of historical depth must be assumed. On these assumptions, it is not difficult to imagine the emergence of the book of Amos in text blocks that were subject to further development in stages. Here I shall deliberately refrain from ascribing each verse to an individual stage, on the assumption that in the course of this development older texts may also have been rewritten, so that a reconstruction of earlier stages from the later text can be carried out only with a degree of controlled imprecision. The individual stages of the emergence of the book of Amos are to be seen against the background of historical developments and are oriented toward key points in Israel’s history. We certainly need to bear in mind the possibility that a number of editorial interventions may have occurred at any particular stage.44

Stage oneIn stage one we surmise the appearance of a prophet Amos, who, around the middle of the eighth century BCE, criticizes developments in the Northern Kingdom and connects them with predictions of disaster. The basic stock of the words that go back to Amos will need to be sought, according to the broad consensus, in chs. 3–6*. Since the superscription in 1:1 in its original form dates back to the appearance of Amos after an earthquake with which readers were familiar—and not after the fall of Samaria—it was probably written before the destruction of Samaria. In this form (“The words of Amos … of Tekoa, which he saw concerning Israel … two years before the earthquake”) it is the title of a first collection of Amos’s words, which will have been written before 722 BCE. The mention of Samarian ivory (Amos 3:15; 6:4) and the lack of any mention of Assyria in the announcements of doom point to this last heyday of the state of Israel.45 At this level of the text there is already talk of looming deportations, which were part of the usual war practice of the era; as yet, however, there is no firm concept of exile.46


Göran Eidevall has raised the question whether the prophet (or group of prophets) behind the earliest layer of the book of Amos worked in Israel at all and might rather have spoken from Judah.47 It is indeed possible for prophetic sayings to be spoken from afar (Isa 28:1–4). As for the historical Amos, here we find ourselves in the realms of speculation. The Amos of the book, at any rate, has his ministry in the north.


Revisions are, however, likely in Amos 3–6. The larger additions include the opening in 3:1–2, the two longer poems in 3:3–8 and 4:6–12 that frame the small collection in 3:9–4:5, and the hymnic passages in 4:13 and 5:8–9. The older collections, however, are not simply verbal records of the utterances of the historical Amos but already literary compositions; we shall return to this in our exegesis. It is difficult to decide whether these go back to the prophet himself or to followers of his who had writing skills and wanted to pass on the prophet’s words to posterity. Taking certain time intervals into account, it is perhaps more likely to have been the work of literate tradents than of Amos himself.


Use of the German word schriftgelehrt (“scribal”) in relation to these tradents is an unfortunate choice.48 In Luther’s translation, scribes (Schriftgelehrte) are the γραμματεῖς (grammateis) of the New Testament (Matt 2:4; 5:20; 7:29 etc.). They had a sacred Scripture in which they had been taught. This does not apply to transmitters of the Amos tradition. They were writers or copyists. The English word “scribe,” which does not make a distinction between “literate” in the technical-intellectual sense and “scribal” in the theological sense, is less problematic.


Stage twoThe first collection of Amos’s words is surrounded by two blocks. They were given their shape only after the fall of the Northern Kingdom (stage two).49 Placed at the beginning is a collection of oracles against the nations that show Yhwh as the God who intervenes in the fate of the nations beyond Israel but whose focus is upon Israel (1:3–2:16). This version of the book concludes with an account of visions that seeks to make sense of the severity of the judgment on the North while at the same time pointing to a possible Judean future (7:1–9:6).

How do these blocks relate to the collection of sayings in chs. 3–6*, and how do they relate to each other? The starting point will be the observation that both blocks are linked to the collection of sayings in central position. With the divine “I will not revoke” repeated in each verse, the poem of the nations presupposes the announcements of doom of the later text and, beyond this, those of the vision cycle.50 At the same time, it is connected with the collection of sayings in chs. 3–6*, in that the threat against the palaces, which, unlike all the other strophes, is absent from the Israel strophe, is carried out.51 The vision cycle, for its part, presupposes guilt on Israel’s part, which is explained in the preceding chapters but not developed in the cycle itself.

It follows from these observations that the blocks framing the middle section will scarcely have existed as separate sources next to the sayings collection in chs. 3–6*.52 They may well have a prehistory, a shorter poem of the nations (as yet without the Edom, Tyre, and Judah strophes), the body of which points back to the time of Amos, and a vision report without the narrative in 7:10–17. But the book of Amos was not created by the combining of originally stand-alone blocks but as an extension of the sayings collection that forms the middle of the book. This expansion already presupposes the fall of the Northern Kingdom.53 It gives reasons for it, and in the vision cycle it already draws conclusions for the future, which after the end for Israel (8:2) can be possible only in Judah (7:10–17).

However, the expansion also intrudes into the sayings collection of chs. 3–6*. A reference to Jerusalem is adopted into it (6:1), combined with contemporary allusions (6:2) that probably already presuppose the conquests by Tiglath-Pileser III in the 730s. This is probably also the stage at which the reflection on the effectiveness of the prophetic word and the refusal to repent, which in 3:3–8* and 4:6–12 frames the collection of Amos’s sayings in 3:9–4:5, came in.


Whatever the detailed ascription of particular sections, however, in this view a considerable part of the Amos tradition dates from the preexilic period. Tchavdar Hadjiev, who himself, like Jeremias, supports the emergence of the book of Amos out of two originally independent compositions, Amos 1–2* + 7–9* and Amos 3–6*, has compiled all the arguments that counter the notion that the entire book of Amos is merely a product of postexilic scribal activity. They may be briefly listed here: (1) The announced punishments do not reflect the problems of the postexilic period. Neither Assyria nor Babylon is mentioned, nor do the political weakness and economically precarious situation of the Persian period play any part. (2) Foreign nations oracles that begin with Damascus and end with the Northern Kingdom make no sense following the liquidation of both powers by the Assyrians at the end of the eighth century. (3) The one-sided focus on Israel’s sin contradicts the postexilic texts that are primarily concerned with the question of fresh hope for the future. (4) Details in the book of Amos, such as the fact that the possible conqueror is not named, are more likely to suggest an origin during the monarchy. (5) The existence of expansions and corrections requires the existence of an older text. (6) The superscription points to an earlier book of Amos. (7) In addition, there is the general consideration that it is very unlikely that much of the biblical literature was written precisely in the small and economically weak Judah of the Persian period.54


Stage threeFurther expansions are not limited to the individual parts of the book but extend beyond them. At this point we reach stage three of the formation of the book of Amos, which presupposes the end of the Southern Kingdom of Judah in 586 BCE.


Against customary usage, I shall not speak of the period of the exile. In general, this term is problematic because there was not one exile but waves of exiles. More importantly, however, there is no indication at all that the book of Amos might have been in an exile situation at any stage of its creation. Even in its supplementary additions, its perspective is always internal, toward the homeland.


Three intersecting themes may be mentioned. The first is the role of prophecy in general. The theme is anchored in the poem that introduces the words of Amos in 3:3–6,8 and in the narrative of 7:10–17, both of which were written before the end of the kingdom of Judah: Acting on the authority of Yhwh, the prophet is forbidden to speak in the north, and he is sent to Judah. Starting from there, the theme is taken up and generalized in the historical retrospect in 2:12, in the added v. 7 of the poem (3:3–8) that opens the collection of sayings (chs. 3–6), and in the oracle of 8:11–12.

A second theme that holds the book together text block by text block is the prophecy’s situation within the overview of Israel’s (salvation) history. This begins in the Israel strophe in the poem of the nations, where there is talk of exodus, wilderness wanderings, and settlement (2:9–12), and continues through to the opening call to hear in 3:1–2 with its exodus reference to the forty-year wilderness period in 5:25–26. The conclusion, too, which will be discussed below, takes up the exodus theme once again (9:7). Above all, the same phrase “I have brought up from the land of Egypt” (העליתי מארץ מצרים—hæʿælêtî mēʾæræṣ miṣrayim) in 2:10, 3:1, and 9:7 points to the intent to tie the text together. At this level of the tradition, “Israel” no longer means exclusively the state that fell in 722 BCE but also the people to which, according to this salvation-historical construct, Judah always belonged.

Finally, it is hymnic passages inserted into the text that give it shape as a unity. In substance, the motto verse 1:2 is one of these, even though it is not formulated in the typical participial style used in other passages and lacks the element “Yhwh is his name.” But both aspects are found in 4:13, 5:7–8, and 9:5–6, which lie over the text like a net, holding it together. They form a book of Amos extending from 1:1 to 9:6, which interprets the fall of both states, absolves God of any reproach of failure, and with the praise of this creation- and history-ruling God lays the basis for new hope.55

Stage fourThe conclusion of Amos in 9:7–15 forms stage four, which can be dated to the time of the reconstitution of an organized community in the Persian period. Beyond the visions cycle, it takes up questions that arise from reading the text and demand a solution.56 The visions cycle itself deals with the two questions, why the little people have to suffer under a catastrophe for which they are in no way responsible—because the expulsion of the prophet silences God’s readiness to forgive—and how it might continue, namely in Judah, where the prophet is sent. This is taken up by the conclusion in the idea of reconstructing the tabernacle of David (9:11). At the same time, it takes up the theme of the nations of the beginning of the book and declares that Yhwh has his own history with the nations (9:7) and that these will also be under his protection in the future Davidic kingdom (9:12). The survivors of the house of Jacob, that is, of the Northern Kingdom, are also promised a future under Davidic rule, for which the destruction of the old oppressive structures is a precondition (9:8–10). The concluding verses (9:13–15) place the working peasant population in the center, which was also the focus in the social criticism of the earliest texts.

Unlike other biblical texts, the conclusion of Amos does not offer any hope for returnees from exile; in fact it expressly rejects any restitution of the old elites (9:8–10). Unlike other texts, it also does not expect a restoration of the old Davidic empire—for example, a ruler who will be “great to the ends of the earth” (Mic 5:3)—but rather a Davidic rule, providing protection and security to survivors, to include the remnant of the neighboring nations.


When describing such stages of the emergence of a text, it has to be noted that the earlier texts are retained in the expansion and recasting. This is not necessarily achieved by unchanged wording or completeness; it would be next to impossible to reconstruct what has been changed and what has been dropped. But in its basic features, the older material remains and continues to apply. The Judean and pan-Israelite perspective after the end of the state of Israel does not override criticism of conditions in Samaria; this now applies to Judah too. And the perspective of hope of the Persian period does not render social and cult criticism obsolete. It will remain in force for the failings of this period too.


It is the diversity of these aspects across the completed book of Amos that influences its reception to this day.




3.  Crossbook Redactions?

The book of Amos is recognizably a self-contained entity. A history of its composition can also be written.57 However, the book has been handed down within the framework of the Book of the Twelve. Research in recent decades has increasingly focused on elements that can be seen as part of redactional work that extends beyond the individual writings of the Twelve. For the book of Amos, the study by Aaron Schart on “revisions of Amos in the context of cross-scriptural redactional processes”—in the words of the subtitle—is groundbreaking.58

SuperscriptionsThe most striking feature of efforts toward a summary are the superscriptions. Hosea, Micah, and Zephaniah are particularly close, as they all begin with “the word of Yhwh that came to [name of prophet],” followed by a dating according to the reign of Judean (and Israelite) kings. The superscription to Amos also gives the name of the prophet as well as the names of kings but still shows an older form, because the subject is not “the word of Yhwh” but “the words of Amos,” and a further date after an earthquake is given. Despite their individual features, the superscriptions suggest that as a preliminary stage in the collection of the Twelve, there was once a Book of the Four Prophets consisting of Hosea, Amos, Micah, and Zephaniah.


The thesis of a Book of Four Prophets is as old as attention to the Book of the Twelve as a whole, since the 1990s. James Nogalski and Aaron Schart see the Deuteronomistic character of this collection as a dominant feature.59 Rainer Albertz has provided a detailed description of the collection.60 Further nuancing and fine-tuning have been carried out by Jakob Wöhrle, Jason Radine, and Nicholas Werse, in particular with regard to the Deuteronomistic character of the collection.61 Strong objections, however, have also been expressed. Whether, with Christopher Levin, an exegetical obituary is already called for, is open to question.62 But this objection is certainly needed as a warning against confident theorizing.


MotifsIn addition to the superscriptions, there are some motifs that link the four separate books. Above, the exodus motif was mentioned as one that ties the Amos texts together (Amos 2:10; 3:1; 9:7). This may have been adopted from Hos 12:10, 14; 13:4 and can also be found in wording comparable to the Amos passages in Mic 6:4.63 The theme of repentance, which is the focus of the refrain poem Amos 4:6–12, is a kind of “key theme” of the Book of the Twelve.64 The relationships are particularly close in the book of Hosea, which from Hos 1–3 via ch. 11 to the call to repentance in 14:2–9 is permeated by the theme. The theophany text Amos 4:13 has a verbatim parallel in Mic 1:3. The so-called futility curse, which declares a desirable action to be futile, links Hos 4:10, Amos 5:11, Mic 6:14–15, and Zeph 1:13;65 however, caution is advised given that only Amos 5:11 and Zeph 1:13 are linguistically close, while the passages in Hosea and Micah are worded quite differently. In social criticism, each of the four books has its own profile. Alignments already operate on a more general level—for example, both Amos 5:14f. and Mic 3:1f. speak of good and evil as ethical categories and relate them to justice. Also worth mentioning is the criticism of the falsification of measures and weights, which links Amos 8:5 with Mic 6:10f.66

Remarkable as the similarities of motif and language between prophetic books are, the impact of their argumentation is limited by the fact that they are not generally exclusive but can also be found in prophetic books outside the Four or the Twelve, as well as in other biblical texts.67

Links with Joel and ObadiahIf the hypothetical Book of the Four is disregarded, redactional links with the neighboring books become noticeable. Thus we find the sentence “Yhwh—from Zion he roars and  raises his voice from Jerusalem” (Amos 1:2) verbatim already in Joel 4:16, and the theme of repentance connects Amos 4:6–12 with Joel 2:12–13. The conclusion to Amos (9:13) contains a sentence that is identical to Joel 4:18 except for the tense of the verb (“The mountains dripped with wine”).68 The little book of Obadiah that follows Amos widens up the Edom theme, which echoes in the conclusion to Amos (Amos 9:12).69 It should be noted, however, that this applies only to the Masoretic order of the books, while in the Septuagintal tradition Amos is framed by Hosea and Micah. Furthermore, it needs to be clarified in each individual case whether Amos is at the giving or receiving end of the redactional activity.70

The extent of deliberate redactional work in the formation of a Book of the Twelve remains controversial. The sequence of the Twelve makes good sense, and individual redactional links cannot be denied. But even if not too much redactional activity can be discerned, the possibility remains that the Twelve were read as a unity, as John Barton notes: “To be sure, it is possible that the Twelve were read as a unity, in such a way that people saw coherence and order in them, even if they were not redacted in relation to each other.”71




4.  Receptions of Amos


In the following interpretation of the text, at the end of each section reference is made to the inclusion of Amos in the further history of tradition. At this point it will therefore suffice to set out some basic principles.72


The reception of Amos begins early, already at the formation of preliminary stages for the Book of the Twelve. This has already been mentioned above in connection with the theory of a Book of the Four. But the writings of the so-called great prophets also show that their authors already knew parts, at least, of the Amos material. Thus the Isaiah tradition has a number of connections with Amos that point to familiarity with the Amos tradition (the earthquake motif, cf. Isa 5:25 with Amos 1:1; 2:13; 8:8 [the same word as in Isa 5:25] and 9:1; the seeking of Yhwh, which Amos 5:4–6 calls for and which Isa 9:12 says did not take place; criticism of the cult in Amos 5:24–27 and Isa 1:10–17 and the form of a refrain poem in Amos 4:6–12 and Isa 9:7–10:4).73 For the book of Jeremiah, reference should be made to the vision accounts it contains (1:11–12, 1:13–19, and 24:1–10), which are clearly based on those in the book of Amos. In Ezekiel, in addition to the vision descriptions (Ezek 1–3; 8–11; 37:1–14; 40–48), the message of the coming end clearly refers back to Amos; Ezek 7 can even be read as a sequel to Amos 8:2 (Ezek 7:2, 6, “the end has come”). The prophetic tradition, on the other hand, feeds into fundamental texts of the Torah, such as the flood narrative, which also speaks of the end that has come (Gen 6:13), or the corpus of Exod 32–34, which, like Amos 7–9, deals with the possibility of intercession and divine regret. In all these receptions, Amos is understood primarily as a prophet of disaster announcing the imminent end.

Qumran and New TestamentAround the turn of the first millennium, there is an adoption of Amos in various texts, where the emphasis is placed much more on the salutary aspects of the proclamation of the future. The Damascus Document of the Qumran community interprets the threat of banishment in Amos 5:26–27 in such a way that the judgment becomes an “exile of salvation.”74 In the Acts of the Apostles, Luke understands from the Greek translation of Amos 9:11–12 that in the future announced by Amos, which has now become present, alongside the remnant of Israel, the gentiles are to be accepted into the people of God (Acts 15:13–21).

Middle AgesThe art of the Christian Middle Ages manifests a wealth of pictorial and sculptural representations of Old Testament prophets. They are usually holding a scroll or a book. They are understood as witnesses of Jesus Christ. Thus apostles often stand opposite or above them, while in larger compositions, prophets and apostles are generally connected to central figures such as Christ or Mary. Rarely do the prophets display individual traits to facilitate distinguishing them from each other; where this is done by the addition of their names, it does not change the typical way they are presented. Amos is very occasionally identified as a shepherd (cf. Amos 1:1; 7:14–15). Where the text of Amos is quoted, the prophet appears as a preacher of repentance, which of course is still necessary for Christian communities—as shown in the depiction in Ulm Cathedral—or as one who emphasizes the firmness of divine rule; compare the illustration from Cluny in the interpretation of Amos 9:5–6.

This short walk-through alone shows how much the perception of the ancient prophet is influenced by the issues of the present. This refers to the hermeneutical circle in which all interpretation moves. But it also shows how the existing text is constantly being enriched in its reception, revealing facets that were hidden from or at least unimportant to previous readers.

Contemporary readingsSince the social upheavals of the 1960s, Amos has been rediscovered anew as a social critic and champion of law and justice.75 In his famous speech of 1963 with its vision of an American society free of racial discrimination, Martin Luther King quotes Amos 5:24 in this vein: “until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.”76 In the Ruhr area, 1968 Kritische Blätter, “critical papers” were founded, which have since been actively committed to social justice and have given themselves the programmatic name Amos; the journal is now also available online (www.amos-zeitschrift.eu). When, in 2006, the social institute Kommende Dortmund published a journal that bears the subtitle Gesellschaft ge­recht gestalten (shaping society justly), it also took the prophet Amos as its title: “The magazine’s name comes from the Old Testament prophet ‘Amos’, whose passionate commitment to social justice still fascinates today. His vision: ‘Justice flows like water, righteousness like a never-failing stream’ (Amos 5:24).”77

So have all the treasures of Amos been recovered? Probably not. A reading of Amos in a globalized postcolonial context is still in its infancy.78 In the twenty-first century humanity is increasingly recognizing that in the last two centuries, the economy of industrialized countries has led to irreversible ecological consequences, from species extinction to global warming. Twice in the hymnic passages of Amos it is said that Yhwh is capable of calling the waters of the sea and pouring them over the earth (5:8; 9:6). Today we know that, in the foreseeable future, the waters of the sea will indeed flood many areas of the earth if we fail to limit global warming. These days we do not attribute this to the action of a heavenly God enthroned above the earth. But the book of Amos tells us in the language and conceptions of his time that social injustice and ecological disasters are directly related. And that is still true today.79

There is still much to discover in the book of Amos.


[image: Wooden carved person in Gothic style.]
Fig. 1:  Jörg Syrlin (the Elder) (c. 1425–1491), Amos on the pews in Notre Dame cathedral in Ulm (1469–1471). Inscription from Amos 5:4, 6 (Quaerite Dominum et vivetis—Seek the Lord, and you will live); the basket as a reference to the vision of the basket of summer fruits (Amos 8:1–3).











Superscription and Motto (Amos 1:1–2)


1 The wordsa of Amos,

who was among the sheep breeders of Tekoa, 

whichb he saw concerning Israelc 

in the days of Uzziah, king of Judah, 

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

two years before the earthquake.

2 He said,

Yhwha—from Zion he roars 

and from Jerusalem he raises his voice,

b the pasturesc of the shepherds wither, 

and the summit of Carmel dries up.



Notes on Text and Translation


1a “The words of Amos”: The proper name also determines the preceding noun in the status constructus, i.e., “the words” and not “words of Amos.”

1b The twofold אשׁר (ʾašær) in the first case clearly refers to the name “Amos” (“who was among the sheep breeders”). The second use, on the other hand, is not as clear from the point of view of form. Here, too, one might see “Amos” in: “who saw concerning Israel / who had visions concerning Israel.”1 But then one would have to take the verb “see” without a direct object, which is quite unusual (Ps 11:4 would be the only possible analogy—with Yhwh as the subject—otherwise “see” as a verb always has a direct object; cf. Exod 24:11; Num 24:4, 16 etc.). Various superscriptions above or within prophetic books are particularly clear. Attested here, too, is the notion that in addition to the “vision” or “seeing” (Isa 1:1; Ezek 12:27), the “word” (Isa 2:1; Mic 1:1) or the “saying” (Isa 13:1; Hab 1:1) can also be the object of the seeing. Consequently, the second relative clause in Amos 1:1 does not, like the first one, refer to “Amos” but to “the words of Amos.”

1c “concerning Israel”: The preposition על (ʿal) can also be translated as “against” or “upon.” In view of the subsequent synchronous dating according to the reigns of the kings of Judah and Israel, the Northern Kingdom must be meant here. The Septuagint reads “Jerusalem” instead of “Israel,” thus giving a new direction to its whole translation of Amos. The focus is no longer on the Northern Kingdom, which at the time of the translation had long since disappeared, but on the present people of God, with Jerusalem as its center.2

2a V. 2a (after wayyōmar) forms a compound nominal sentence.3 For this reason, in the translation I have moved the subject—so-called in the terminology of traditional grammar—to the beginning: “Yhwh (it is, of whom it is true): From Zion he roars.” Yhwh is the known entity, of whom new things are now said in the “predicate” of the nominal sentence. The divine name is in an emphatic position at the beginning.

2b The first half of the sentence has imperfects, the second, perfecta consecutiva. This indicates a sequence.4 The imperfect does not refer exclusively to the past (as in the Septuagint) or exclusively to the future (as in the Vulgate and in its wake Luther and the Zurich Bible) but is to be understood as timeless and is best rendered by the timeless present (as in NRSV).

2c “The pastures wither”: The Hebrew has two homonymous roots, 1אבל (ʾābal) = “mourn” and 2אבל “dry up, wither away.” Because of the parallelism with יבשׁ (yābēš), the meaning “dry up, wither” is obvious. Nevertheless, the Septuagint and the Vulgate are not wrong when they translate with πενθέω or lugeo = “mourn.”5 They know that the word אבל occurs again in Amos 8:8; 9:5, where it means “mourn” because “the inhabitants of the earth” are its subject. This rendering is also justified. Here for the first time we encounter the phenomenon that new dimensions of meaning are opened up in Amos when it is read “backward.”






Synchronic Analysis

1In Amos 1:1 we have the title of the book of Amos. It does not constitute a sentence but consists of the trademark phrase, “the words of Amos,” which is expanded several times. The first expansion, introduced by אשׁר (ʾašær), refers to the person of Amos. He is said to have been “among the sheep breeders” of Tekoa. Other than here, the word נקד (nōqēd) appears only in 2 Kgs 3:4 in the Hebrew Bible.6 There Mesha, king of Moab, is called נקד (nōqēd), who (it is said) delivered hundreds of thousands of animals as a tribute to the king of Israel. In any case, he is not presented as a shepherd but as the owner or breeder of huge herds. The use of the word in Ugaritic texts fits with this. “Taking the Ugaritic evidence as a whole, it seems clear enough that the nqdm had something to do with sheep but that their status was significantly higher than that of ordinary shepherds or rʿym.”7 By the choice of the word נקד (nōqēd), Amos is therefore presented more as the owner of flocks of sheep than as a wandering herdsman.


Despite the use of the other word, 1:1 cannot be separated from 7:14f., where Amos—the fictive Amos of the narrative in 7:10–17—is described as one who breeds or cares for cattle and was taken away from his livestock to prophesy. Perhaps 1:1 opts for the word נקד (nōqēd), which is semantically related to small livestock farming, to resolve the tension between cattle farming in 7:14 and small livestock in 7:15 in favor of small livestock farming.8


The statements of 1:1 and 7:14f. do not allow reliable historical or biographical conclusions to be drawn, because 7:10–17 itself is a fictional text and 1:1 seems to presuppose it. The fact that Amos is presented as an owner of herds does not, at any rate, contradict his message, according to which he stands up for the weak and the poor. It would be a social-romantic assumption that only the poor could stand up for the poor—an assumption that has been disproved many times in history.9
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