Amos

2.
6. Thus says the Lord, “For three transgressions or Israel and for four I will not revoke it punishment, Because they sell the righteous for money and the needy for a pair of sandals.

“transgressions”  “There were few, if any, of the sins of the pagan nations that Israel itself did not commit.  The sacred had been so overtaken by the secular that the true faith was virtually abandoned by all except a small minority (Lindsell 1327).”

“they”  “The pronoun ‘they’ applies to the oppressing classes, expecially the judges and creditors who ‘sell the righteous.’  These people of power and influence were guilty of accepting bribes of money and apparel (McKomiskey 294).”

“sell”  “The poor were being sold for either money or land (Sunukjian 1431).”  “The desperately poor were enslaved because they could not pay back the insignificant sum they owed ‘for a pair of sandals’ (Sunukjian 1431).”  This seems “preferable in this verse because of the term ‘to sell’ of the needy is always in the context of debts and slavery (Smith 1989, 82).”  “The creditor would take advantage of a trifling debt to sell his neighbor into slavery (Fosbroke 787).”  Boice suggests that they were not literally being sold into slavery, but rather being “sold out” -- as a manner of saying -- cheated, betrayed, or used (Boice 145).

“the righteous”  “The word ‘saddiq’ connotes “righteousness,” not necessarily in the sense of blamelessness, but rather in the basic sense of ‘rightness’ or ‘justice.’  The needy are seen as being in the right, or having a just cause (McKomiskey 294).”  These were “probably those who were not in debt and whom there was no lawful reason to sell (Barker 1349).”  “These were the “honest people who could be trusted to repay eventually, [but] sold for the silver they owed (Sunukjian (1431).”  Specifically the language is legal for “innocent”, and “must here denote one who does not seek to evade his obligations, and Moffatt’s translation, ‘They sell honest folk for money,’ gives the sense satisfactorily (Fosbroke 787).”  Motyer see these people as righteous, because they were “innocent before the law.  Judges were open to bribery (Motyer 797).”  “This shows us something of the social conditions of that time, when the poor had to fight for their just rights, which were all to frequently ignored (McKomiskey 294).”

“the needy”  The KJV translation “meek” is a more suitable rendering here, with an emphasis on the uncomplaining acceptance of adverse conditions as contrasted with the brutal self-assertion of their oppressors (Fosbroke 787).”  “The word ‘needy’ implies those who cannot resist or who have to bend to superior will and strength, those who socially have no means of redress (Motyer 797).”  “If there is a poor man among your brothers in any of the towns of the land that the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hardhearted or tightfisted toward your poor brother.  Rather be openhanded and freely lend him whatever he needs (Dt 15:7-8 NIV).”  “Such hardheartedness against Israel’s own people, not against a foreign nation, was rebellion against God’s covenant (Sunukjian 1431).”

“for a pair of sandals”  “The reference to ‘a pair of sandals’ attests to the small amount of money owed (Smith 1989, 82).”  Instead of being treated in an “openhanded” manner, the poor were “sold for failure to repay a (perhaps paltry) debt, for which a pair of sandals had been given in pledge (Barker 1350).”  “These sandals might refer might refer to the custom of giving one’s sandals as a kind of mortgage deed or title to confirm the legal transfer of land (Ruth 4:7; Sunukjian 1431).”

“Verdicts were sold for as little as ‘a pair of sandals’ or cases were brought over as small a matter as shoes – such was the covetousness of the time (Motyer 797).”

7. “These who pant after the very dust of the earth on the head of the helpless also turn aside the way of the humble; and a man and his father resort to the same girl in order to profane My holy name.

“These”  Ryrie sees these as the rich (Ryrie 1361).”

“who pant after the very dust”  “The NIV translates this phrase “trample”.  Panting “after the very dust of the earth on the head of the helpless (2:7 NAS’95)” probably is best understood as “crushing” or “oppressing” the poor (Niehaus 366).

of the earth on the head”  “The rich long to see the poor reduced to the place where dust is thrown on their heads as a sign of grief (Ryrie 1361).”

“the helpless”  The NIV translates this as “the oppressed”.  “To care for [the helpless] and to protect them from injustice were clearly commanded by Israel’s law (Ex 23:6); also, throughout the ancient Near East, kings were supposed to defend such people (Barker 1350).”

“turn aside the way of the humble”  “Amos’ second accusation against Israel was that legal procedures were being perverted to exploit the poor (Sunukjian 1431).”  “Israel’s rich oppressors did not stoop to steal from the poor physically.  Why risk that when they could easily get what they wanted through the courts.  They ran the courts (Boice 145).”  “Poor people who lost rigged civil or criminal court cases were fined heavily (Stuart 316-317).”  “Turning aside the way of the humble” probably refers to the practice of impeding justice for the poor (Stuart 317).  “Contrary to the covenant commands, the courts had gone into collusion with the creditors and were denying justice to the oppressed (Sunukjian 1431).”

“Although court action may sometimes be involved, the prime evil described in 2:6b is the merciless selling of destitute people who have done no wrong.  Instead of allowing the poor peasant time to earn enough to pay off his loan, his rich creditor insisted on immediate payment.  This demand could be satisfied only by the debtor selling himself into slavery (Smith 1989, 82).”  Since the verb in Amos 2:7 is without any legal qualification, a legal setting should not be implied.  Their brutal oppressors ‘turn the aside from the way’ that they would usually follow by putting all kinds of difficulties in their path.  Those who are forced to do things against their desires are called the afflicted.  The powerful push them around, control their life, determine how they will live, and deprive them of their rights.  The afflicted are not free human beings but manipulated in inhuman ways (Smith 1989, 84).”

“father and son”  “For a father and son to have sexual relations with the same girl or woman was strictly forbidden (Lev 20:11-12).”  “The condemnation is not of father and son using the same girl – as if it were a charge of aggravated immorality – but of the whole male community, ‘father and son alike’, being involved in orgiastic Baalism (Motyer 797).”  “Young and old frequent the same shrine together for this purpose, as if taking part in a kind of outing (Fosbroke 787).”

“girl”  “The word for ‘girl’ (narah) is a general one and has no specific connotations (McKomiskey 294).”  This was probably at temple prostitute (Ryrie 1361).”  “Who is it these so-called worshipers of God lay down beside the altars?  It can be none other that the temple girls (Boice 145).”

”Whether the girl in question was a household servant (in which case father and son used her as a family prostitute) is not clear.  In any case, the law required that if there were sexual relations with a girl, marriage was obligatory (Dt 22:28-29).”  This could be describing “the exploitation of a helpless female servant by her master and his son (Smith 1989, 85).”  “The slave was protected by law because she was frequently abused, but the maiden naarah was of a higher status.  The oppression of the maiden instead of the slave is therefore a sign of how far the oppressive of the powerful had gone.  The faithful employee is misused and treated as if she had no rights (Smith 1989, 85).”  “More likely, however, it relates to the ancient laws of incest (McKomiskey 294).”  “While these laws do not specify that the prohibition extended to intercourse with women outside the family, the principle may still apply.  The use of the same girl by both a father and a son was tantamount to incest in that the son uncovered the nakedness of his father, and vice versa, through their union with the same girl (McKomiskey 294).”

 “profane my holy name”  “Sins against the revelation of God begin here.  The Lord has revealed His holy name, letting them into the secret of His inner nature, but they openly defied His prohibition of adultery and of fornication in the name of religion (Motyer 797).”  “Both [their] conduct and the spirit behind it are such as ‘to profane my holy name’ (Fosbroke 787-788).”  “The holy reputation of Yahweh is destroyed and His honor outraged because of Israel’s action (Smith 1989, 86).”

8. “On garments taken as pledges they stretch out beside every altar, and in the house of their God they drink the wine of those who have been fined.”

“On garments taken as pledge they stretch out”  “Clothing was regarded as valid collateral for securing debts (McKomiskey 294).”  This refers to “clothing taken from one’s debtors as a guarantee that they would pay back the money.  Under Mosaic law, it was illegal to keep pledged clothing of debtors overnight (Lindsell 1327).”  “They were the only thing the poor had to keep warm and they were not to be cruelly deprived of necessities (Boice 145).”  “It was illegal to take a widows garment at all (Barker 1350).”

“beside every altar”  The frequency of their practices “is implied by the fact that it regularly happened at ‘every altar’ (Smith 86).”  “In Amos’s day, the holy Lord was being worshipped as a Canaanite Baal (Motyer 797).”  “In the very place of atonement, they indulged their lusts and made the house of God, potentially the place for enjoying the Lord’s fellowship, the scene of revelry (Motyer 797).”

“in the house of their God”  While the NAS’95 capitalizes “God,” with only one exception all the commentaries I consulted used “god,” referring to the worship at cultic shrines.  “The wordings ‘every altar’ and ‘their god’ clearly imply heterodox worship, though Yahweh, alone or syncretistically, may have been an object of this worship at the covenantally illegal multiple shrines (Stuart 317).”

“they drink the wine”  “Lengthy festive and drinking bouts at temples were characteristic of Canaanite, not Israelite, religion (Stuart 317).”

“fined”  “Fining was to be employed according to the law as a vehicle for guaranteeing restitution (Ex 21:19), not as a means of enriching leaders who here have take wine as payment-in-kind and debauched themselves thereby (Stuart 317).”  These fines were “claimed as restitution for damages suffered.  Exorbitant claims or even false charges of damage seem to suggested (Barker 1350).”  “Although the details are not spelled out, we are probably to think of these fines as mere subterfuges by which the poor were stripped of what little they possessed in order to further the opulent life style of the rich (Boice 145).”  “The material of their revelry was acquired by the illegal processes described in v.6 (Motyer 797).”

4.
4. Enter Bethel and transgress; in Gilgal and multiply transgression!  Bring your sacrifices every morning, your tithes every three days.

“Enter Bethel and transgress, in Gilgal and multiply transgression”  “The usual invitation was to ‘come into the sanctuary to worship (Ps 95:6).’  But with biting sarcasm Amos exhorted Israel to go to Bethel and to Gilgal in order to sin (Sunukjian 1436).”

“Enter”  “Amos mimicked the social role of a priest by giving a sarcastic call to worship (Smith 1989, 60).”  “The seeming command is the strongest prohibition (MacClaren 151).”  “Amos confronts the popular belief that God will remove their punishment if they go to one of their national shrines and zealously offer some additional sacrifices to please Him (Smith 1989, 141).”

“Bethel and Gilgal”  “These towns had historical importance as places where God’s help was commemorated and both were popular places of worship in Amos’ day (Barker 1352).”  “Amos here describes how zealously the people of Israel went on pilgrimage to Bethel and Gilgal (Keil 270).”  Later God says through Amos, “Seek me that you may live.  But do not resort to Bethel and do not come to Gilgal (5:4b-5a).”

“Bethel”  “Bethel means ‘house of God’ (Niehaus 396).”  “Bethel was the chief sanctuary of the north, the place where the king worshipped (Sunukjian 1436).”  “Bethel was the place where God was supposed to be, where people could meet Him (Boice 154).”  Bethel “was inaugurated as a sanctuary by Jacob (Ge 28:17-22) and served as a worship center after the conquest (Jdg 20:18).”  “It once housed the ark of the covenant and was one of the locations in the circuit followed by Samuel in his work as judge (1Sam 7:16).  Shortly after the division of the two kingdoms, Bethel was established as a sanctuary by Jeroboam I to provide and alternative sanctuary to Jerusalem (McComiskey 304).”  “Jeroboam had set up a golden calf in Bethel, appointed priests to serve it and made it the center for a special national festival to be held on the 15th day of the 8th month of every year (1Ki 12:31-33; Boice 154).”  “In the time of Amos, Bethel was known as ‘the king’s sanctuary (7:13).  It thus may have been the scene of royal as well as religious pomp.  The cultic worship practiced at Bethel in Amos’ time combined concepts common to Canaanite religion, resulting in a syncretistic Yahwism devoid of real allegiance to the covenant of the Lord (McComiskey 304).”  “The Bethel worshipers were actually at Bethel to meet the temple girls (Boice 157).”

“transgress”  The word ‘sin’ (pesa) connotes the basic concept of ‘rebellion.’  Little did these worshippers know that as they participated in the cult to maintain their relationship to Yahweh, they were in rebellion against Him (McComiskey 304).”  Amos “boldly labeled Israel’s acts of worship as transgression (Smith 1994, 60).”  “Amos’ crushing equation [was], ‘Your worship = rebellion’ (MacClaren 151).”

“Gilgal”  “The history of Israel’s contact with this place begins at the time of the Conquest when, having crossed the Jordan River and having entered the Promised Land, they paused at Gilgal to erect a monument to their crossing and reconsecrate themselves as God’s elect people.  There they circumcised the sons who had been born during the years of their desert wandering.  They observed the Passover together at Gilgal.  It was while they were at Gilgal that the manna stopped and they began to eat of the fruit and grain of Canaan (Josh 5:1-12; Boice 154).  Gilgal “was the site of Saul’s annointing as king (1Sam 11; Stuart 337).”  Gilgal symbolized possession of the Promised Land.  But Amos says sarcastically, ‘Do not go to Gilgal … For Gilgal will surely go into exile (5:5).’  The God of Gilgal was the guarantee of the promises.  But Gilgal without God, religion without the reality, meant nothing (Boice 154).”

“multiply transgression”  Amos challenges Israel to “engage in that pleasurable assertion of self which widens the breach between you and him whom you profess to worship (Fosbroke 804).”  “Flock to one temple after another, and heap altars with sacrifices which you were never bid to offer, but understand that what you do is not worship, but sin (MacClaren 151).”  “In effect God said, ‘Go ahead multiply your transgressions by multiplying your sacrifices’ (Lindsell 1329).”  “The more they observed the ritual of the law, the more they ignored its true purpose, and thus they increased their rebellion (Niehaus 396).”  “What you do will only fill up the measure of your iniquity; then will judgment be executed (Lindsell 1330).”

“sacrifices”  “Sacrifices were offerings in which an animal was slaughtered and consumed as part of a sacred meal (Sunukjian 1436).”  “The offerings were brought once a year to the temple as optional offerings to celebrate the peace the God had provided the worshiper in all areas of life (Smith 1989, 142).”  “The context of Amos deals with the individual sacrifices of pilgrims to the cultic centers.  The other aspects of worship mentioned – the tithe, the thank offering, the freewill offering – are also individual obligations (McComiskey 304).”  “The one glaring omission in the list of offerings that the people are said to have brought to god at Bethel and Gilgal is the sin offering (Boice 154).”

“every morning”  “They offered their individual sacrifices more frequently than the law required (Niehaus 396).”  “Significance was based on the number and frequency of these ritual acts rather than the quality of their worship in the presence of God (Smith 1989, 143).”

“tithes”  “Tithes of produce were set aside every three years in order to help the poor (Dt 14:28-29; Sunukjian 1436).”  “The presentation of tithes, as inferred from Dt 14:22-23, offered further opportunity for feasting (Fosbroke 804).”  “Part of [the tithe] was eaten while rejoicing ‘in the presence of the Lord,’ so that the people would learn to fear the Lord, and part was given to the Levites (Num 18:21-32; Smith 1989, 142-143).”

“every three days”  The NIV translates this word “years.”  “The Hebrew word for ‘days’ sometimes stands for years (Barker 1352).”  “It has an indefinite sense and may mean ‘a few days (Ge 40:4)’ or ‘sometime (1Ki 17:7; 18:1)’.”  “Apparently [this refers to] the special tithe that was to be brought every three years (Barker 1352).”  This may “be evidence of acts repeated beyond the law of God (Motyer 800).”  “Typical pilgrimages of the day may have lasted at least three days (Stuart 338).”  “The view adopted here, however, is that Amos meant ‘every three days,’ since he encouraged the sacrifices to be offered much more frequently than the law required (McComiskey 305).”  “The two clauses, however, are not to be understood as implying that the Israelites had offered slain sacrifices every morning, and tithe every three days. Amos is speaking hyperbolically, to depict the great zeal displayed in their worship (Keil 271).”  “Amos’ command involves exaggeration of formal piety and thus reflects irony (Niehaus 396).”  “If the act was everything, the more the merrier (Motyer 800)!”

5. Offer a thank offering also from that which is leavened, and proclaim freewill offerings, make them known.  For so you love to do, you sons of Israel,” declares the Lord.

“Offer”  Literally the word means, “’burn,’ ‘send up in smoke,’ for the portion given to Yahweh was consumed by fire upon the altar (Fosbroke 804).”  “Leavened bread is the direct object of the verb (Niehaus 396).”  “You must not turn any leaven or honey into smoke as an offering by fire to the Lord (Lev 2:11; Niehaus 396).”

“thank offering”  “The purpose of the thank offerings was to express gratitude for blessings and answered prayers (Sunukjian 1436).”  “The thanksgiving offering and the free will offering were both voluntary, beyond-the-call-of-duty sacrifices and were subcategories of the peace offering (Stuart 338).”

“from that which is leavened”  According to Lev 7:12, the thank offering was to be offered along with “unleavened cakes mixed with oil, and unleavened wafers spread with oil”.  It was the peace offering that was presented with “with cakes of leavened bread (Lev 7:13).  “Leavened bread was part of the peace offering, but it was not to be burned (Stuart 338).”  “The burning of leavened bread in the sacrifices was strictly forbidden (Lev 6:17).  Either Amos rebukes the Israelites for willful transgression of the Law, or he speaks of burning in a general way for offering inappropriate gifts to the Lord (Barker 1352).”  “They would rather do too much than too little, so that they even burnt upon the altar a portion of the leavened loaves of the praise-offering, which were only intended of the sacrificial meals (Keil 270).”  

Hengstenberg felt Amos was asserting they were leavened.  That “inwardly they were so base that they resembled unleavened cakes, inasmuch as whilst the material of the leaven is absent, the true nature of the leaven – namely, malice and wickedness – was there in all the greater quantity (Keil 272).”  “But true religion ‘must be conformed to the will of God as its unerring standard (Calvin).’  “Outside that revealed will, religion is simply another form of rebellion (Motyer 800).”

“proclaim”  “To call for freewill offerings was to turn spontaneousness into something like compulsion, and to bring ostentation into worship (MacClaren 151).”  “The universal proclamation, bordering on compulsion, would impose the obligation of offering sacrifice when it should have proceeded from an individual’s grateful spirit (Niehaus 397).”  “Make public announcements of further festivities and issue invitations.  A large response would be conspicuous evidence of a man’s wealth and satisfactory standing (Fosbroke 805).”  “They so completely mistook their nature, as to summon by a public proclamation to the presentation of free-will offerings, the very peculiarity of which consisted in the fact that they had no other prompting than the will of the offerer (Keil 270-271).”

“freewill offerings”  “Freewill offerings were voluntary and spontaneous gifts, born of an inner devotion to God (Sunukjian 1436).”  The freewill offering “was not a means of parading your generosity and good deeds before your friends but was the inner expression of love by a person who loved God with all his heart (Smith 1989, 143).”

“make them known”  “Even personal acts of devotion were turned to the praise of self (Motyer 800).”  “They were into religion for the glory it would bring them.  Again, such people may be seeking a feeling of importance by associating with something that seems important in other people’s eyes (Boice 157).”  “The Israelites would brag about their devotion, but their day-to-day conduct violated the spirit of their offerings (Sunukjian 1436).”

“for so you love to do”  The offerings were based on self-pleasing and self-praise even if [they] contravened the law of God (Motyer 800).  “What they love is the sacrificial system with its rewards for procedure and donation and its excuse for other social and religious failures (Stuart 338).”  “They loved the forms and rituals of religion but did not love what God does – goodness, mercy, kindness and justice (Barker 1352).”  “They loved the sacrificial system more than they loved their poor and oppressed neighbors (Niehaus 397).”  “Men will lavish gifts far more freely in apparent religious service, which is but the worship of their reflected selves, than in true service to God MacClaren (152).”

“you sons of Israel”  “The audience was the wealthy upper class (Smith 1989, 60).”
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