《The Sermon Bible Commentary – Amos》(William R. Nicoll)
Editor

Sir William Robertson Nicoll CH (October 10, 1851 - May 4, 1923) was a Scottish Free Church minister, journalist, editor, and man of letters.

Nicoll was born in Lumsden, Aberdeenshire, the son of a Free Church minister. He was educated at Aberdeen Grammar School and graduated MA at the University of Aberdeen in 1870, and studied for the ministry at the Free Church Divinity Hall there until 1874, when he was ordained minister of the Free Church at Dufftown, Banffshire. Three years later he moved to Kelso, and in 1884 became editor of The Expositor for Hodder & Stoughton, a position he held until his death.

In 1885 Nicoll was forced to retire from pastoral ministry after an attack of typhoid had badly damaged his lung. In 1886 he moved south to London, which became the base for the rest of his life. With the support of Hodder and Stoughton he founded the British Weekly, a Nonconformist newspaper, which also gained great influence over opinion in the churches in Scotland.

Nicoll secured many writers of exceptional talent for his paper (including Marcus Dods, J. M. Barrie, Ian Maclaren, Alexander Whyte, Alexander Maclaren, and James Denney), to which he added his own considerable talents as a contributor. He began a highly popular feature, "Correspondence of Claudius Clear", which enabled him to share his interests and his reading with his readers. He was also the founding editor of The Bookman from 1891, and acted as chief literary adviser to the publishing firm of Hodder & Stoughton.

Among his other enterprises were The Expositor's Bible and The Theological Educator. He edited The Expositor's Greek Testament (from 1897), and a series of Contemporary Writers (from 1894), and of Literary Lives (from 1904).

He projected but never wrote a history of The Victorian Era in English Literature, and edited, with T. J. Wise, two volumes of Literary Anecdotes of the Nineteenth Century. He was knighted in 1909, ostensibly for his literrary work, but in reality probably more for his long-term support for the Liberal Party. He was appointed to the Order of the Companions of Honour (CH) in the 1921 Birthday Honours.
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Amos 3:3
The words of our text are in themselves so general, that they might very well stand alone as a proverbial truth, capable of a vast variety of applications. They would furnish an ample theme for many important lessons of practical prudence. It must be understood that the "walking together" signifies co-operation, a working together for some common end. And then we see at once how impossible this is, without some previous agreement.

I. It is recorded of Enoch and of Noah that each of them walked with God. With regard to other holy men, it is said of some, that they walked before God—as Abraham was charged to do by the Lord Himself: "Walk before Me, and be thou perfect"—of others, that they walked "after God." The various forms of expression may be considered as amounting to nearly the same thing, as denoting an extraordinary degree of piety and holiness in the persons so described.

II. Israel's walking with God in the ordinances of His house, could, in the case of individual members of the Church, be no proof of their agreement with Him. The difference between the form and the substance, and the utter worthlessness of the form when separated from the substance, was never overlooked; and it was one of the themes on which the prophets dwelt most frequently in strains of the most solemn warning. If the agreement did not previously exist, the most exact observance of the legal ceremonies not only was quite powerless to produce it, but had the effect of widening the breach.

III. In the worship of the Church on earth there is, and always must be, an admixture of elements foreign to its real nature, but needed for the supply of our temporal wants. Still this worship may and should be, whatever it may be beside, the highest expression, the culmination and efflorescence, of the Christian life. If the flower, which witnesses to the healthy life and growth of the plant, is severed from the stalk, it soon fades and withers, loses its colours and its fragrance, and is only fit to be swept away as worthless refuse. So it is with our worship; though its words should be suited to the lips of seraphs, and its forms worthy of the court of heaven, if it is to us a mere outward thing, having no root or ground in our inner life.

bishop Thirlwall, Good Words, 1876, p. 125.



Applying the text to God's law and man's conscience, the first question is, How they fell out; and the second, How they fell in again. Sin is the cause of the quarrel, and righteousness by faith is the way to peace.

I. The Disagreement. Notice separately the fact and its consequences. (i) The fact that there is an alienation. God's law is His manifested will for the government of His creatures. It is the reflection cast down on earth of His own holiness. His moral law, ruling spirits, is as inexorable as His physical law, ruling matter. It knows of no yielding, no compunction. The conscience of man is that part of his wonderful frame that comes into closest contact with God's law—the part of the man that lies next to the fiery law, and feels its burning. When first the conscience is informed and awaked, it discovers itself guilty, and the law angry. There is not peace between the two, and by the constitution of both, they are neighbours. They touch at all points, as the air touches the earth or the sea; neither the one nor the other can avoid the contact. There is need of peace in so close a union; but there is not peace. The law's enmity against a guilty moral being is intense and total. (ii) The consequence of this disagreement between the two is, they cannot walk together. Enmity tends to produce distance. Distance is disobedience. To walk with the law, is to live righteously; not to walk with the law, is to live in sin. Where love is the fulfilling of the law, hate and distance must be the highest disobedience.

II. The Reconciliation. (1) The nature of the reconciliation and the means of attaining it. The agreement between the law and the conscience is a part of the great reconciliation between God and man, which is effected in and by Jesus Christ. He is our peace. Peace of conscience follows in the train of justification. (2) The effect of the agreement is obedience to the law—that is, the whole Word of God. When there is a quarrel between friends, and a mutual distrust, there is no walking together; but when the enmity is removed and friendship restored, you may soon see the friends by each other's side again; so also is it with the law and the conscience. It ceases to accuse, and you cease to keep it at a distance.

W. Arnot, Roots and Fruits of the Christian Life, p. 314.



"Can two walk together except they be agreed?" is the first of a long string of questions forming an animated and striking passage, but not very easy to interpret. The general idea seems to be that every effect has a cause, and every cause an effect. If the question of the text belongs, as it appears to do, to the same subject with the rest, it seems to say that if two persons take a journey, or so much as a walk in each other's company, that very fact implies a foregoing cause, which is, in this case, the mutual consent or agreement of the two persons concerned.

We have here before us two thoughts.

I. Life is a Divine-human companionship. It is a walk, a little circuit from the door to the door, a circumscribed round for health and for business, of which home is alike the place left and the place returned to—the door of crossing in the morning, the door of re-entrance at evening. You will say this gives the idea of monotony and uneventfulness; it seems to exclude any possibilities of great change or high ambition. Be it so; it is the more like most lives, the average existences, not of the great and noble, but of the bulk and multitude of our fellow-creatures. To walk with God is a different figure from that of travelling or voyaging under God's charge or supervision; to walk with God is to take the daily round of common being in God's company, with God for your companion. To walk with God is to have God with you, consciously, and by choice, in the everyday occupation and the everyday society. To walk with God is to lead a godly and a Christian life.

II. The condition of that companionship is a Divine-human agreement. The text says that there must be a consenting will, there must be a harmony of feeling on the two sides to make the Divine-human companionship possible, otherwise it will degenerate into an empty profession, a heartless form, a riven bond, a broken vow.

C. J. Vaughan, Family Churchman, Oct. 6th, 1886.

I. Religion is, essentially, a social thing. The tendency of all sin is towards solitude. It is to division, to a narrow and a narrowing division. For the most part, as a man becomes wicked, he becomes solitary. The object of the grace of God is always union, union of every kind. It makes one Christ in two hearts and that makes two hearts one: it makes two hearts like Christ, and the resemblance leads them to draw together. They walk together because they are agreed.

II. If you look at man as a social being you may conceive him in three relations. There is his relation to his fellow-man; there is his relation to angels; there is his relation to God. With these three different beings man has to walk. And in each case God lays down one rule, that before there can be harmony in action there must be agreement in principle. To take the metaphor of a walk: they must be agreed as to where they are going, and by what path they are travelling. They need not always exactly place step with step. But the end must be the same end, and the means must be generally the same.

III. What is God's end? Always and invariably His own glory. And what is the path which leads to it? Only one—holiness. The path of holiness, to the glory of God. That walk may be rough, but you walk with God.

J. Vaughan, Fifty Sermons, 2nd series, p. 242.
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Amos 4:12
Prepare to meet thy God, O Israel"—i.e. prepare thyself, if penitent, to meet Him with supplications, prayers, and tears; but if still hardened and impenitent, to encounter His just vengeance and fiery indignation. This warning is no less applicable or necessary for us than it was for Israel. As Christians, as immortal spirits redeemed by the blood of Jesus the Son of God, placed here for a little space on our passage and trial for eternity; preparation is our business, and our only business; preparation, that is, for the great changes which are drawing on upon us, and of which we must all soon be witnesses; but whether in joy or in sorrow, in hope or in despair, it is left to ourselves to determine. Religious preparation implies in it at least these three things: (1) Serious forethought; (2) actual search and inquiry; (3) a resolute course of practice suitable to what appears to be the truth of our condition with respect to the future.

I. Serious forethought. As the great distinguishing mark which at present separates us from the beasts that perish, is the power of exercising reason and reflection, so is this power in nothing more wonderfully shown than in our being capable of looking forward, and ascertaining with a considerable degree of certainty, what will be the consequences of our conduct, both on this side the grave and beyond it. If a person does not live in constant forethought and anxiety about his eternal state, he must somehow or other be going wrong.

II. This forethought and anxiety, if it be sincere, and at all proportionate to the importance of the subject, will lead us to search also and inquire what our prospects really are; what promises and threatenings are before us to be fulfilled in eternity; and in what degree our conduct at present may produce effects to be felt, for good or evil hereafter, forever. It is quite necessary that time should be spent and attention bestowed, in closely examining what may be called the accounts of our souls.

III. We must resolutely maintain a course of practice suitable to the prospect that is before us. As the blood of Christ Jesus is all our hope and dependence, so His will must be all our rule and guidance. And take we good heed lest, while we profess faith in His blood, we forget or neglect His will.

Plain Sermons by Contributors to "Tracts for the Times," vol. i., p. 287.



That man has still to learn the real lesson of life, who has not yet been taught to read it, in all its chapters of joy and sorrow, as one great preparation for another world. But between us and that coming state, there lies an event, of which it is impossible to over-estimate the importance and the dignity. For in passing out of this world into another, we must, every one of us, meet God.

I. What the exact character of that meeting shall be, I shall not commit the rash act of endeavouring to unfold. (1) It is likely that at that moment the whole of the past life will re-live and stand out in its clearness; just as pictures which are fading. are sometimes, by certain processes, restored, in a moment, to their original brightness. (2) In that interview with God, the past and the future will come together: the past, to its crisis; the future to its doom.

II. Our view of God, at least our first view of God, will be of the Godhead as it is in Christ. And if in Christ it must be in human form. Christ has never laid aside His body. Never divide the thought of the God you are going to meet, from that of the Man Christ Jesus; but let Jesus in all His exalted manhood, Jesus in all the perfections of His work, be present to you by the eye of faith, whenever you hear the words said, "Prepare to meet thy God."

III. Notice the propriety and the wisdom of the exact words which the Holy Spirit has selected. It is "thy God"—thine own God—whom you are to be ready to meet. For it is He who made you. God—the sinner's God—it is He who has given Himself for you, He in whom all Heaven is thine. And do you only feel him thine—make Him thine by a strong act of appropriating faith—then do not doubt that you will be able to meet Him as thine, and it will leave you nothing else to contemplate. If you can say the last words, you need not be afraid of the first words: "Prepare to meet thy God."

IV. If you would meet God well when you come to die, it must not be the first time. You must have met Him very often before, while you are living down on the earth. By "meeting God," here, I understand two things: (1) To go forth, to respond, with your whole heart, to those approaches, which God is continually making, by His Spirit, to your soul; (2) to have as much intercourse as you can with God, in your own retirement, in thought, prayer, and sacred study of the Bible. Put yourself in frequent converse with the grandnesses of an unseen world. These things will be the rehearsing of that greater meeting which is to come; the practising of that high part which you are one day to take.

J. Vaughan, Fifty Sermons, 2nd series, p. 195.



An appeal to justice.

I. Justice is a primary element of human thought; but justice presupposes another idea—the idea of right. Justice is the virtue which takes care of the rights of other beings—which not merely avoids interference with these rights, but gives them what they claim; and the right of a being is the claim which it can make in virtue of the law of its nature. Human justice is the assertion of the rights of man; and that phrase, or an equivalent, has been a power again and again in human history.

II. The power of the idea of justice as between man and man is seen chiefly in this, that the present does not satisfy it. There is no room for it in the world at any existing moment, and those who are keen about it, and anxious that its claims should be respected, are obliged to look forward. Read Amos; read him from this point of view. He is so full of the future, because the idea of justice which he possesses, which inspires him, makes him so dissatisfied with the present. In various ways he summons Israel to the work of social and moral regeneration. He bids Israel arise in awe and prepare to meet his God.

III. But there are other rights towards which justice has duties—other rights than the rights of man. The most eloquent defenders of human rights have not seldom forgotten that there are such rights as the rights of God. God has His rights, too, as man has his, and to be just is to satisfy all rights whatever; the rights of man, assuredly, but also not less certainly, the rights of Him from whom all human rights are gifts—the rights of the self-existent and perfect Being who made us.

And this, too, was felt by Amos, for Amos is the prophet of an absolute and adequate justice, not merely of a justice between man and man, but also of justice as between man and God. In the eyes of Amos the accumulating injustice of Israel towards God was ever making it more and more inevitable that Israel and God should meet in judgment. He knew, as we Christians should know, that the ever-swelling tide of mental and moral rebellion against the Ruler of the universe is by a law which cannot fail to assert itself, bringing His judgment, whether temporal or final, nearer and nearer.

H. P. Liddon, Penny Pulpit, No. 1074.

I. Amos is specially the poor man's prophet, for he was a poor man himself; not a courtier like Isaiah, or a priest like Jeremiah, or a sage like Daniel; but a herdsman and a gatherer of sycamore fruit in Tekoa, near Bethlehem, where Amos was born. What was the secret of this inspired herdsman's strength? He believed and preached the kingdom of God and His righteousness: the simple but infinite difference between right and wrong, and the certain doom of wrong, if wrong was persisted in.

II. In the time of Amos, the rich tyrants of Israel seem to have meant by the "day of the Lord" some vague hope that in those dark and threatening times He would interfere to save them, if they were attacked by foreign armies. But woe to you that desire the day of the Lord, says Amos the herdsman. You will find it very different from what you expect. There is a day of the Lord coming, he says, therefore prepare to meet your God. But you are unprepared, and you will find the day of the Lord very different from what you expect. It will be a day in which you will learn the righteousness of God. Because He is good, He will not permit you to be bad. The day of the Lord to you will be darkness and not light; not, as you dream, deliverance from the invaders, but ruin by the invaders, from which there will be no escape.

III. No wonder that the Israelites thought Amos a most troublesome and insolent person. No wonder that the smooth priest Amaziah begged him to begone and talk in that way somewhere else. The two could no more work together than fire and water. Amos wanted to make men repent of their sins, while Amaziah wanted only to make them easy in their minds; and no man can do both at once. When a man dares to preach like Amos, he is no more likely to be popular with the wicked world, than Amos was popular, or St. Paul was popular, or our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave both to Amos and to St. Paul their messages, was popular.

C. Kingsley, Good Words, 1876, p. 195.



I. Prudence,—what is it? Why need I ask the question? Looked at from an every day, from a popular, point of view, prudence is the first, perhaps, of all the virtues—the most needed for the well-being of human life. Prudence in man is not unlike the higher forms of instinct in the animals, only human prudence knows better what it is about than does animal instinct. Prudence in man does two things: it thinks, and it either acts or it decides to abstain from acting. It looks beyond the present moment. It is foresight with a practical object. And when prudence addresses itself to higher matters, it is as before, in this twofold character still thought, still action, only it commands a wider horizon. Its thought reaches away beyond the grave. It acts or it hesitates to act, with an eye to eternity. Our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, in His teaching, continually appeals to that which, if exercised on a sufficient field, will secure to man his truest happiness.

II. Amos is the prophet and the apostle of prudence throughout his book. To Amos, a simple pious soul, caring chiefly or rather exclusively, about questions of truth or falsehood, and right and wrong, and caring little, or rather not at all, about the vulgar glitter of a God-forgetting civilization, it was clear that the state of things in Samaria could not last. While the sky was yet bright and the prospect fair, Amos hears the whispered mutterings of the yet distant tempest. There were past judgments to which he points as earnests of the future. "Prepare to meet thy God, O Israel." What had been might yet be—would yet be—aye, and more also. It was an appeal to prudence.

III. "Prepare for death," surely this is the voice of prudence. The one thing certain about life is that we must leave it. The one thing certain about death is that we must die. Scripture says, experience echoes, it is appointed. "Prepare to meet thy God:" (1) In death; (2) in judgment.

H. P. Liddon, Penny Pulpit, No. 1,060.

An appeal to Desire:—

I. Desire is meant, first of all, to keep man loyal to the Being who made him. God is the ultimate object of desire. He meant to be so. He gave us desire, that it might be so. Just as any small meteoric mass in the near neighbourhood of this earth cannot but draw near to it, in obedience to what we call the law of gravitation, so souls are impelled by desire or love of God, and freely as moral beings, yet incessantly, to move towards Him as their centre of moral gravitation. But human nature, as we find it, is like a beautiful instrument in which everything has been more or less dislocated and put out of gear by some terrible shock; and thus desire in us fallen men, instead of concentrating itself upon God, lavishes itself like a spendthrift upon anything and everything that is not God. The object of religion is, if possible, to restore desire—this fund of motive force—to its true track, its true direction, and having restored it, to maintain it there.

II. "Prepare to meet thy God." When desire is alienated from God, and is spent on created objects, as if they were adequate and satisfactory, these words cannot but carry with them a very solemn meaning. They mean, evidently, at least this: Prepare, O man, for a meeting which will show thee that thy life has been a vast mistake—that thou hast neglected and forgotten the one Being who is really worth its efforts.

III. In order to set desire free to return to its original direction, God has an agency at command in this His human world by which this work is effected. That agency is pain. Pain is the disappointment and the defeat of desire, arising either from the discovery that an object is worthless, or that it is vanishing.

The words of the text bid us wed desire to understanding, that true understanding of the real meaning and conditions of our existence, which God gives to those who keep His law with their whole heart. Desire and understanding are the parents of will. When will is supreme in a regenerate soul even the crooked places are made straight and the rough places plain, as of old across the desert for the passage of God, everything is welcomed because everything, either as an assistance or as a discipline, must further one purpose—that of reaching the supreme object of desire—the vision of God.

H. P. Liddon, Penny Pulpit, No. 1,076.

An appeal to Reverence:—

I. Reverence is not in any sense a fictitious sort of virtue. Like all virtue that deserves the name, it is based on truth. The truth of some greatness which the soul acknowledges must be seriously felt if there is to be real reverence. The lesson of reverence is learned: (1) from the natural world around us; (2) from man himself.

II. Israel was irreverent, and Israel was to meet God in suffering. And therefore Amos says "Prepare." And so, too, with us Christians, as to death and judgment. Is it not true, that in our ordinary lives, God, if I may say so, takes His chance amid a thousand objects of interest? The day is coming when we shall see Him. What must not that sight mean to those who come upon it suddenly, and without having given an hour of reverent thought to it in their whole lives? What should it not exact in the way of preparation from that instinct, that original instinct of reverence, which neither nature nor man, nor the blessings that we have in the Christian Church militant, nor anything short of the unveiled face of God Himself, will lastingly satisfy.

H. P. Liddon, Penny Pulpit, No. 1,064.

I. What it will be to "meet our God," no heart of man can conceive; for what thought of man can ever understand what God is? The sea and mountains speak of Him and of His power and greatness; and the sky above us, and the sun and stars, and storm and thunder: all these speak of Him when they appeal to the heart of man, and make him to be amazed and lost in admiration of them. Every corner of the world which He fills with His awful presence, and the heart of every man in which He is wonderfully present, speak of Him. But what must the Almighty God Himself be? and what must it be to meet Him and to appear before Him? Man cannot know Him, nor comprehend Him, excepting so far as He is taught by the Spirit of God; so far as man does know Him, he must love and fear Him more and more; they who do not fear Him above all things, know Him not, and most miserable are they. Who shall be prepared to meet this pure and holy, this all-knowing and all-powerful God? And yet of all things future none is so certain as this, that we must meet our God, and appear one by one before Him.

II. The thought of meeting God is in itself so awful that we might have been disposed to sit down in despair at the thought of it, were it not for the access to the Father which we have in Jesus Christ, who is Himself the way, the truth, and the life, and no man cometh unto the Father but by Him. He is now set before us as our perfect Example; as our High Priest, to intercede with God for us; as our King; but when He shall appear as our Judge, then we must remember that He will be seen not as man only—concealing, as it were, from our sight His Divine power and unspeakable Godhead; but He will appear as God also, in His own glory and in the glory of the Father, and with all the holy angels with Him.

Plain Sermons by Contributors to "Tracts for the Times," vol. vii., p. 225.
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Verses 10-15
Amos 7:10-15
I. There is something very wonderful, and at the same time most natural, in the expansion of mind which a man brought up as Amos was, acquires when he has been raised out of himself and has been made to understand the glory and the guilt of his country. He knew that he was speaking of one who was true and in whom was no lie; he knew that he was testifying against lies; he knew that the whole universe and the consciences of those who heard him, however they might turn away from him or persecute him, were on his side, and were acknowledging his sentence to have issued from the mouth of the Lord Himself.

II. Amos would not have left his sheepfolds to denounce the idolatries of Israel if he had not felt that men, that his own countrymen, were maintaining a fearful fight against a will which had a right to govern them, and which could alone govern them for their good. He could not have been sustained in the witness which He bore if an ever-brightening revelation of the perfect goodness—of that goodness, active, energetic, converting all powers and influences to its own righteous and gracious purposes—had not accompanied revelations, that became every moment more awful, of the selfishness and disorder to which men were yielding themselves. It is precisely because he has not only history and experience to guide him, but the certainty of an eternal God, present in all the convulsions of society, never ceasing to act upon the individual heart when it is most wrapped in the folds of its pride and selfishness—it is precisely because he finds this to be true, whatever else is false, that he must hope.

F. D. Maurice, Prophets and Kings of the Old Testament, p. 155.
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Verses 2-4
Amos 9:2-4
What a variety, what a reduplication of expression in order to represent as utterly impossible that the parties who are here threatened could escape the vengeance of their God! It matters not where they might be, or whither they might betake themselves, the agency of vengeance is always close at hand. These words assert to us the greatness, the certainty, the ubiquity of Divine vengeance.

I. Consider the text as illustrated in the case of the Jews. If it were specially in the destruction of Jerusalem that these threatenings were accomplished, it is easy to show that at the same time, as well before as after, vengeance, as though by a kind of natural instinct, seized on the Jews wheresoever they were found. The history of the Jews, since their exile from Jerusalem, has been a history of fierce wrongs, disgraceful to the nations of the earth, of extortion, contempt, hatred, cruelty; the history of a people which every other seemed anxious to exterminate, or to preserve only that they might oppress. The serpent and the sword seemed to start forth wheresoever the exiles were found.

II. The text has reference to all men as well as to the Jews. In the kind of instinct with which vengeance has appeared to follow the exiles of Judea; in the mysterious but indissoluble association between themselves and suffering; we have but the picture of what has been universally appointed to the exiles from paradise. They may cross the ocean and ascend the mountain and dive into the cavern, but can never hide themselves from conscience, which, armed with fearful powers, is always ready to put on them the stamp of offenders, and to exact from them some of the penalties of offence. The commission of sin seems to produce the ministry of vengeance; its cry is heard as soon as the guilty pleasure has been enjoyed.

III. The words of the text may be applied to the second coming of Christ. The scenery of the last dread assize is brought into every district, yea, into every household of the world; and it does not sweep the earth of its inhabitants and gather them confusedly into one court of judicature, but it spreads that court of judicature over the whole earth; so that wheresoever a man is found, there is the white throne reared, there are the books opened, and there is the trumpet sounded.

H. Melvill, Penny Pulpit, No. 2,541.
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