《Expositor’s Dictionary of Texts - Amos》(William R. Nicoll)
Commentator

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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Verses 1-15
The Prophet Amos

Amos 1:1
To estimate the Prophets" message we must consider something of the times in which they lived and the circumstances under which they spoke. Let us do so in the case of the Prophet Amos , from whose writings our lessons for Today are taken. You will notice as you study the prophetical books of the Old Testament that in almost every case the writing opens with a short description of the writer and precise mention of the time during which his witness was given.

I. The Prophet Amos.—The book of Amos opens with these words: "The words of Amos , who was among the herdmen of Tekoa, which he saw concerning Israel in the days of Uzziah King of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash King of Israel, two years before the earthquake". We learn here one or two interesting particulars. In the first place, Amos was of humble origin. He had not been brought up in the stir and bustle of town life, but away on the open downs and pastures which stretch to the south of Jerusalem, where he had tended his flocks and pruned his sycamore-trees, far from the haunts of men, his experience of towns confined probably to the yearly journey to one of the markets of the land to sell his wool and dispose of his fruit; and so there he appeared, a mere yokel, in the midst of the festival of Bethel, and was roughly bidden by Amaziah to go about his business. "I was no prophet, neither was I a prophet"s son; but I was an herdman, and a gatherer of sycamore fruit: and the Lord took me as I followed the flock, and the Lord said unto me, Go, prophesy unto My people Israel." God has His own way of preparing His servants for their work, and Amos is not the only Prophet who was in the deserts until the day of his showing unto Israel. There, in the unmitigated wilderness, as a graphic writer calls it, where life is reduced to poverty and danger, where Nature starves the imagination but excites the faculties of perception and curiosity, with the mountain tops, the sunrise in his face, but, above all, with Jerusalem so near, Amos heard the Voice calling him to be a Prophet, and gathered those symbols and figures in which his Prophet"s message reaches us with so fresh and so austere an air. The time of his message was the latter part, probably, of the reign of the namesake of the founder of the kingdom, Jeroboam, the second of whom it is said that "he departed not from all the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who made Israel to sin". In Amos , therefore, as most critics agree, we have the earliest recorded voice of prophecy.

II. To Whom he Spoke.—Now let us try for a moment to estimate the state of society in Israel in the reign of Jeroboam II. The record of his time is in the fourteenth chapter of the second book of Kings. It was a time of singular prosperity. But prosperity and security brought, as is too often the case, grave evils in their train, and the pages of the Prophet disclose a state of society very different from the old. The primitive simplicity had disappeared, and luxury, oppression, and vice were abounding. Partly for defence and partly for pleasure, society was congregating in the towns. Agriculture was being displaced by commerce, and rural simplicity was giving way to the dangers and conventionalities of city life. The rich were conspicuous for their luxury. They had their winter and their summer houses, sumptuously furnished, houses of ivory, and great houses, as Amos called them, where they feasted to excess. Public and private virtues alike had decayed, and, engrossed with their own pleasures, the individuals showed a callous indifference to the moral ruin of their country. "They are not grieved for affliction of Joseph," says the Prophet. If the outward ordinances of religion were scrupulously observed, there was no heart worship. They sought evil and not good. Now into such a state of society Amos comes, an unwelcome intruder doubtless, even a despised personality, whose countrified aspect would provoke a smile, but burdened with a message from Jehovah, which he is bold to deliver. In the first place he rudely dispels the fond idea which Israel hugged in its national pride that to the favoured nation of Jehovah no harm could happen. "You only have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore, I will punish you for all your iniquities." Such is his startling and almost paradoxical message, and then, in a series of simple figures, drawn from his desert life and shepherd experience, he strives to gain the ear of the people for himself. Having rebuked their self-delusion, he goes on to predict the comings judgment, and in clear terms he lays down what God requires of them.

III. The Message and Our Own Times.—The writings of the Prophets have a function to discharge and a moral to convey to the twentieth century. Recognize, it has been said, that the fundamental meaning of the prophecies must be that which they bore to the living generation to whom they were first addressed, and you are at once inspired by their message to the men of your own time. Yes, and how history repeats itself in the circumstances of our time! The dangers and temptations of city life, as agriculture gives place to commerce, the snare of luxury, the deadening influence of a mere pleasure-seeking existence, the falling away from the simple life, the pride of national prosperity, the bitter cry of the poor, the delusion of a worship which is merely ceremonial, are not all these things with us Today, and do they not form a menace not only to national righteousness and justice and purity, but also to that real personal religion, to that seeking the Lord through Him Who is the Light and to Whom the Old Testament witnesses, and whom the New Testament reveals? Are there none here who feel anxious, sometimes, as to the future of their country, none who have grieved over the sins of our age in the great cities of the world, the insensate luxury, the commercial immorality, the unchastity, the callousness, dark stains on her nominal Christianity? Are there none who fear lest God might say, "Shall I not visit for these things, shall not My soul be avenged on such a nation as this?" We need a Prophet"s voice, backed by a Prophet"s power. "Seek the Lord and ye shall live. Seek good and not evil. Seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness." We need the power which came in another, a much later Prophet"s vision, when upon the dry bones lying white and bare in the valley the quickening breath of God came, vivifying them into life and activity. And so upon our beloved land, upon our great cities, upon our congregations, upon individual men and women, we want the Divine breath to come which shall quicken each soul, inducing righteousness, stimulating faith, increasing love, till a great army of true and loyal servants of Jesus Christ stands upon their feet, each one a power for righteousness working unceasingly for the conversion of fresh souls and for the regeneration of society. For it is—and we must never lose sight of the truth—through individual souls seeking for God that the awakening and regeneration must come.

References.—II:11 , 12.—S. R. Driver, Sermons on Subjects Connected with the Old Testament, p99. II:13.—Spur-geon, Sermons, vol. viii. No466. III:1 , 2.—H. Hensley Henson, Christ and the Nation, p117; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvi1904 , p120. III:2.—W. R. Inge, All Saints" Sermons, 1905-1907 , p59. H. C. G. Moule, Fordington Sermons, p39. J. H. Rushbrooke, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiii1908 , p259. III:3.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. x. No597; vol. xlvi. No2668. W. Hay M. H. Aitken, Mission Sermons (3Series), p82. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Ezekiel ,, Daniel , and the Minor Prophets, p143. III:3-6.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xii. No705. III:6.—Ibid. vol. vii. No426. H. D. Rawnsley, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliv1893 , p389. III:7.—C. Holland, Gleanings from a Ministry of Fifty Years, p150. IV:4-13.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Ezekiel ,, Daniel , and the Minor Prophets, p150. IV:10 , 11.—Hugh Price Hughes, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lii1897 , p177. IV:11.—A. F. Wilmington Ingrain, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lix1901 , p169. IV12—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xvi. No923 , vol. li. No2965. H. P. Liddon, Advent in St. Paul"s, pp317 , 329 , 343 , 355. "Plain Sermons" by contributors to the Tracts for the Times, vol. i. p287 , vol. vii. p225. J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. i. p51. W. C. E. Newbolt, Church Times, vol. lii1904 , p793. V:4.—H. C. Beeching, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxx1906 , p345. V:4-15.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Ezekiel ,, Daniel , and the Minor Prophets, p157. V:4-27.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. li. No2965. V:5.—Hugh Price Hughes, Essential Christianity, p179.
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Verses 1-27
The Works of God

Amos 5:8
The text brings the works of God and the name of God into one focus, and makes use of both as an argument with man to raise himself from the low and unworthy pretences of religion to Him Who sits high above the magnificence of all material forms, yet deigns to listen to the whisper of a kneeling child.

I. Seek Him because He is Immutable.—This is declared by "the seven stars and Orion," and by all the constellations among which the Pleiades are set. It is a wonderful thought that when we look up to the mighty heavens we see precisely what Adam and Eve saw when, through the openings among the trees of Eden, they looked on the same heavens. They beheld the Pleiades, that group of stars so beautifully likened to "a knot of fireflies tangled in a silver braid". They beheld those shining orbs in which we detect the appearance of an armed warrior, and call Orion. Through all the changes of human history those celestial bodies have shone with like brilliancy, and moved with like pomp in the great spaces overhead. The continuance of those material forms may be for millenniums multiplied by millenniums, but eventually they will fade. Yet "Thou art the same, and Thy years shall have no end". He was before them, and when they have vanished He will be, in all the grandeur of His being, what He is at the present moment

II. Seek Him because He is All-powerful.—This also is declared by "the seven stars and Orion". Many have looked on the Pleiades as but an insignificant group in the heavens; but that constellation has depths of glory which the unaided eye cannot reach. We count seven stars, but the telescope announces fourteen magnificent sun-like bodies clustered comparatively near to one of the seven. An astonishing universe; and yet we can stand beneath all that pomp of worlds; we can look on the constellations, which are but as the index of wonders far withdrawn into the depths of space, and we can say, "My Father made them all".

III. Seek Him because of His Beneficent Activities.—"And turneth the shadow of death into the morning, and maketh the day dark with night: that calleth for the waves of the sea, and poureth them out upon the face of the earth." How beautiful is morning as it comes with golden sandals and rosy veil through the gates of the east! How beautiful is night! How soft and soothing the shadows with which it enwraps the earth! How beautiful the silent processes by which the rain is distilled on the thirsty ground! Think of the oceans—those mighty reservoirs of the Most High. Think of the clouds drawn from them; now white as the snows which crown a mountain"s forehead; now gorgeous, as if woven of a thousand rainbows; now black as a funeral pall. Think of the rain, how it falls; not in a sudden and overpowering splash; not in a flood, tearing the leaves from the trees and the young shoots from the soil, but in a succession of gentle drops. Is not this gracious Being, Whose hand is in the pleasing changes of day and night, and in "rain from heaven and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness," One with Whom it is desirable to live in filial relationship? If we seek Him, He will turn the shadow of every trouble that may hang over us into the beautiful morning of His love; and when He makes the day of life dark with night, He will be so near us, and speak in such a strain of tender, helpful promise, that we shall not be afraid of the darkness; nor will He fail, while we stay below, to make our souls as a fruitful field with the genial, gentle rain of His Holy Spirit.

IV. Seek Him because of His name.—"The Lord is His Name." It is not simply that He is as Jehovah, or the Self-Existent; for with the announcement of that awful name there is also the announcement of gracious qualities, which embolden us to call Him, not only Lord, but also our Father. Glance at some of those ideas which the ancient saints attached to the Divine name. Jehovah-jireh—the Lord will provide. Jehovah-nissi—Jehovah my banner. This was the name which Moses gave to the altar he built as a memorial of Israel"s victory over Amalek. What a banner! Jehovah-shalom—the Lord is my peace. Jehovah-Tsidkenu—the Lord our righteousness. This title is specially connected with the manifestation of God in Christ Jesus. What honour, what safety, in being able to appropriate this name as the confidence of our souls! "And be found in Him, not having mine own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith."

References.—V:8.—B. W. Jackson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxix1891 , p125. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. liii. No3034. V:18.—E. C. S. Gibson, Messages from the Old Testament, p215. V:24.—J. Stalker, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlii1892 , p388. V:25 , 26.—T. G. Rooke, The Church in the Wilderness, p265.
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Verses 1-14
Amos 6:1
There is a saying which I have heard attributed to Mr. Carlyle about Socrates,—a very happy saying, whether it is really Mr. Carlyle"s or not—which excellently marks the essential point in which Hebraism differs from Hellenism. "Socrates," this saying goes, "is terribly at ease in Zion". Hebraism—and here is the source of its wonderful strength—has always been serenely preoccupied with an awful sense of the impossibility of being at ease in Zion.... It is all very well to talk of getting rid of one"s ignorance, of seeing things in their reality, and seeing them in their full beauty; but how is this to be done when there is something which thwarts and spoils all our efforts? This something is sin.

—M. Arnold in Culture and Anarchy.
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07 Chapter 7 

08 Chapter 8 

09 Chapter 9 

