Introduction
Injustice. It’s that deep churning of the soul, the kind that presses tightly between your ribs before finally spilling out in exasperation—“This is not right!” The cry of injustice wells up from deep within until it can no longer hold its peace. It’s the sentiment of anyone being wronged or defending the cause of another. The sense of injustice is innate in the toddler who declares, “That’s not fair” or the brave kid who stands up to the playground bully. It’s at the core of every march, every protest—from the Boston Tea Party to the Civil Rights Movement. Whether the wrongs represent years of inequity or a cataclysmic event putting the spotlight on a disadvantaged people group, each situation raises the questions: What is justice? What is the standard for what is good and right? And what is our role in making right what is wrong?
 
To think rightly about justice we must necessarily consider the heart of the Righteous Judge as revealed through the pages of Scripture. It is often the case that we turn to a few verses that explicitly state our need to pursue justice, i.e., “To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8), or “But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream” (Amos 5:24). While these passages certainly reflect the Father’s heart for justice, they are mere tributaries that flow out of a mighty undercurrent of justice coursing through the entirety of Scripture. In isolation, these passages trickle whispers of disconnected thoughts, but when properly understood, they are one continuous, mighty stream flowing from the unchanging character of God.
 
The book of Amos is an outflow of this stream, expressing the universal justice of God. As this unlikely shepherd prophet expresses warnings to Israel and surrounding nations, we hear the heart of God expressed not in a whisper but in a roar—for all people and all times. If we listen closely, we hear what God values and what he detests. We hear his desire for the flourishing of humanity and evidence of his righteous rule over all nations. Amos ultimately requires that we look to the day when the Father’s justice is satisfied through the death and resurrection of his Son and to the day when he comes again to make all things new. He challenges us to think sober-mindedly as the roar of God’s justice echoes to all who are willing to hear. It is my hope that within the pages of this study, you will hear the heart of God and be strengthened to participate in the restorative work he’s doing in your part of the world.
What This Study Is Not
The polarizing tenor of our cultural moment complicates just about any discussion on justice. Just mention the word justice, and questions and suspicions immediately surface concerning motive and exactly what is meant when you say “justice.” Are you talking about social justice? Are you subscribing to some kind of “woke” ideology or a drift toward liberalism? Some will hear the word justice and immediately wonder if this is talking about Critical Race Theory. I want to assure you that this study is about none of the above.
 
This study was born out of a desire to hear God’s heart about justice in a climate where injustices in the broader culture are frequent and polarizing. Resulting fear, injury, and frustration produce many loud voices, but the loudest voice isn’t always the voice of truth. To really understand justice, it is necessary that we understand the heart of God, who is the Righteous Judge. If justice is something that is optional for God, then it should absolutely be optional for us. But if it is a primary value and an outflow of God’s very heart, then it becomes essential that we understand how to participate in his setting things right in his world, by being agents of restoration, a restorative presence in our spheres of influence. It is necessary for us to understand how God thinks about justice.

How to Get the Most from This Study
While the book of Amos is an often-neglected part of Scripture, all of Scripture is the breathed out, living Word of God (2 Timothy 3:16). And anything that God breathes out, we can be sure it is well worth our breathing in! The prophet Isaiah reminds us that “The Sovereign LORD has given me a well-instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the weary. He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being instructed” (Isaiah 50:4). The Author of Scripture himself is willing to meet with us to lead us and instruct us through the pages of his Holy Word.

Prayer
The opening prayer for each day is a way of pausing and remembering truth as we seek understanding from the very Word of God. Pausing to pray also helps us resist the temptation to rely merely on our intellect to understand words that are breathed out by the Spirit of the living God. Regular rhythms of talking to the Author about his words will aid us in rightly subordinating ourselves under Scripture’s authority and humbly seeking the God of the Scriptures for understanding.

Read
Before you begin this book, it would be helpful to read through or listen to the entire book of Amos to gain some familiarity with its content and flow. Reading and re-reading your study passage each day will deepen your understanding. You might be surprised at how prayerful re-reading will cause you to see something new and gain greater insight.

Group Session
Each week I will provide a brief introduction, with historical and cultural context for the passage we will be studying. I want to emphasize that this will be simply an introduction, an overview that invites you into the passage, hopefully piquing your curiosity and helping you grow as a Bible student who asks good questions of the text.
 
The group sessions are designed to help you think through major themes of the lesson for the week. A ten- to fifteen-minute video teaching and group discussion questions will prompt you to articulate how you think about these themes of the study. The discussion questions are designed to capture your heart attitude as you approach the week’s study. When coupled with the “respond” section on day five of the study, these discussion questions will serve as a practical and powerful demonstration of how you are being informed and transformed by the Scriptures.

Five-Day Individual Study
Like the veritable feast the Word of God is, it is not meant to be gulped down in one sitting but savored and enjoyed over many courses. The study is arranged in the following five-day format for individual study and reflection:
 
Day 1—What does the text say? Here we will observe the text, noting repetitions, contrasts, explanations, and questions. We’ll pay attention to the who, what, where, and when of the text, its verbs, pronouns, modifiers, and anything else we might have questions about.
 
Days 2 and 3—What does the text mean? On days two and three we will begin to make meaning of what we observed by defining words, phrases, and concepts. Here is a good place to chart the flow of the author’s thought or argument and check our interpretation against secondary sources such as good study Bible notes or a commentary.
 
Defining our terms. These sections will give us a common vocabulary by which to discuss the nuances of justice throughout the book of Amos.
 
On reading the prophets well. Each week you will be given instruction on “Reading the Prophets Well” that will help you build a toolkit, an interpretive grid of sorts, for making meaning out of the book of Amos and other prophetical books—both major and minor.
 
Day 4—What does the rest of Scripture say? In this section of study, we will compare our text with similar themes found in other places in Scripture. This will aid our interpretation and help us see Scripture as one continuous story and not just isolated passages.
 
Day 5—Reflections: practicing justice. Day five is where the theology of justice meets the practice of justice. For many, justice is an intimidating notion, as the injustices we are aware of are far more than what we can reasonably address. The practicing justice section will guide us in developing an awareness of injustices in our current spheres and in considering how we can be a restorative presence in those spaces.

My Prayer for You
Through this study, may you encounter the God of the Scriptures, know him more fully, and worship him deeply. May the outflow of this love for him be radical love for your neighbor, evidenced in new awareness of the suffering of others and fresh conviction to be a restorative presence wherever you are.
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  Week 1

    The Lion Roars

  
    
      So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.

      Genesis 1:27

    

  

  
    
      Group Session Introduction

      The introductory verse of the book of Amos is jam-packed with rich information that sets us in the sandy soils of the ancient Near East. In the very next verse, we experience the vivid imagery of a lion roaring and all of creation responding.

      
        The words of Amos, one of the shepherds of Tekoa—the vision he saw concerning Israel two years before the earthquake, when Uzziah was king of Judah and Jeroboam son of Jehoash was king of Israel.

        He said:

        
          “The LORD roars from Zion

          and thunders from Jerusalem;

          the pastures of the shepherds dry up,

          and the top of Carmel withers.” (Amos 1:1-2)

        

      

    

    
    
      Opening Prayer

      Lord, open our eyes and show us wonderful things in this portion of Scripture. More than informed, help us to be transformed by the renewing of our minds by the power of your Spirit, in Jesus’ name, amen. (from Psalm 119:18 and Romans 12:2)

    

    
    
      Scripture

      Read aloud Amos 1:1–2:5.

    

    
    
      Video

      
        [image: QR_code The Roar of Justice]

      
      Watch this week’s video.
  

       

    

    
    
      Group Discussion

      
        	
          1. What fears do you have about reading the prophets? Have you studied a prophetic book before, either major or minor? Discuss any experience you have had with the prophets as a genre of Scripture.

        

        	
          2. A prophet’s role brought a great compulsion to speak God’s words—what difficulties might they have faced in calling people to repentance?

        

        	
          3. In 2 Timothy 3:16, we are reminded that all Scripture is God-breathed and useful for training in righteousness. How are you hoping to be instructed through the prophet Amos?

        

        	
          4. Of the common obstacles to reading the book of Amos, which challenge resonates most with you: the perception of God as wrathful, the difficulty of the text, the relevance to today, or the co-opting of the word justice?

        

        	
          5. The prophet Amos depicts the Lord as a lion roaring in response to injustice—to crimes against those made in his image—not only in Israel but in the nations of the world. How does knowing this affect how you think about his wrath and about his justice?

        

        	
          6. In Jeremiah 9:24, God describes himself as “the LORD who practices steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth” (ESV). Do you tend to think of God’s justice more as in the past, present day, or time to come? Explain why. How does Jeremiah 9:24 support or challenge how you think of God’s justice?

        

      

    

    
    
      Closing Prayer

      Spend some time praying for one another’s growth if you’re in a group, or for yourself if you’re doing this study on your own. Consider what you hope to gain, and ask the Lord to help you grow in that way.

       

       

       

    

    

  
    Day 1

      What does the text say?

    
      
        For three sins of Damascus, even for four, I will not relent.

        Because she threshed Gilead with sledges having iron teeth. 

        Amos 1:3

      

    

    
      
        Pray

        Lord, would you give me understanding as I study this portion of your Word? Awaken my ears to hear and to be instructed such that the meditations of my heart and the words of my mouth are filled with wisdom from your Word. Teach me now I pray, amen. (from Isaiah 50:4-5)

      

      
      
        Read

        Amos 1:1–2:5

      

      
      
        Observe

        The introductory verse of the book of Amos is packed with important information. Consider this verse, Amos 1:1, then answer the following questions.

        
          1. The prophet Amos begins speaking in verse 2. What does he tell us the Lord is doing? How is creation responding?

          2. Who are the seven transgressing nations Amos is speaking to in verses 1:3–2:5?

          3. What phrase does the prophet Amos use before addressing each nation to let us know that it is the Lord who is speaking?

          4. What phrase do we hear the Lord repeat?

          5. What other words or themes do you see repeated?

          6. Consider the number of times the Lord uses the personal pronoun I in saying “I will.” How does this aid your thinking about his involvement in his world?

          7. How does the language of “transgressions” and “punishment” confirm how you think about God? How does it challenge your thinking?

        

      

      
      
        Reflect

        How have you seen the heart of God in your observations?

         

         

         

      

      

  
  
  
    Day 2

      What does the text mean? Part 1

    
      
        For three sins of Gaza, even for four, I will not relent.

        Because she took captive whole communities and sold them to Edom.

        Amos 1:6

      

    

    
      
        Pray

        Lord, would you awaken my ears to hear truth as you lead me through your Word? You are perfect wisdom, knowledge, and understanding. Please impart all of these by your Spirit today, in Jesus’ name, amen. (from Proverbs 9:10)

      

      
      
        Read

        Amos 1:1–2:5

      

      
      
        Defining Our Terms

        What is justice?

        
          
            Justice in its most basic meaning is about treating people equitably, giving people what they are due.

          

        

        Justice in its most basic meaning is about treating people equitably, giving people what they are due, whether punishment, protection, or care. It involves punishment for wrongdoing (retributive justice), but also defending the rights (restorative justice) of the poor and needy—often in Scripture named as the orphans, widows, and immigrants. It is helpful to know that justice and righteousness are often used in close connection with one another throughout Scripture, at the very least suggesting that doing justice is the expected work of the righteous.

         

        While the judgments on the nations in the book of Amos are certainly retributive in nature, the whole of Scripture deals with restorative justice far more. In understanding the judgments named in this portion of Scripture, we learn what makes the “Lion” roar—what makes the Lord angry and his judgments imminent. And in learning what makes him angry, we also learn what he values, what he is passionate about. We discover that while these judgments may seem harsh, at their core they are God’s fierce assertion of the dignity and value of all human life, his unwavering care for those made in his image.

         

        The judgments in the book of Amos represent each nation’s disordered love for itself or excessive desire for its own gain at the expense of the dignity and value of all human life. Such excessive desires can be categorized in a word—idol.

         

        What is an idol?

        
          
            An idol1 is anything used as a functional savior and pursued apart from Yahweh (Israel’s covenant God) to satisfy a person’s or people’s longings.

          

        

        An idol is anything used as a functional savior and pursued apart from Yahweh (Israel’s covenant God) to satisfy a person’s or people’s longings. The deep idols of our hearts can be thought of as being part of the following categories.

        
          	
            ■ Idol of power—An excessive desire for significance achieved through success, winning, and influence.

          

          	
            ■ Idol of control—An excessive desire for certainty that leads one to attempt to control themselves, their environment, and others around them.

          

          	
            ■ Idol of approval—An excessive desire to please, to get affirmation and acceptance from relationships.

          

          	
            ■ Idol of comfort—An excessive desire for avoidance of pain or stress by seeking freedom from responsibilities, expectations, or anything that might feel unpleasant.

          

        

        
          Reading the Prophets Well: Oracles

          
            
              
                Oracles are the legal proceedings of the one true Righteous Judge against an erring people.

              

            

            The judgments of God recorded in the books of the Prophets (both major and minor) are often presented in literary devices called oracles. Oracles are the legal proceedings of the one true Righteous Judge against an erring people. These devices usually begin with a phrase such as “Thus says the Lord,” intended to highlight the fact that the prophet is speaking the very words of Yahweh, Israel’s covenant God. We will refer to such a phrase as a prophetic formula. The judgments against the nations establish that Yahweh is
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        Reflect

        
        
        
        
      

      

  
  
  
    Day 3

      What Does the Text Mean? Part 2

    
      
        
        
      

    

    
      
        Pray

        
      

      
      
        Read

        
      

      
      
        Complete the Chart
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        Reflect

        
        
        
        
      

      

  
  
  
    Day 4

      What does the rest of Scripture say?

    
      
        
        
      

    

    
      
        Pray

        
      

      
      
        Read

        
      

      
      
        Search the Scriptures

        
          
          
          
            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                
                
                  
                    	
                      
                    	
                      
                    	
                      
                    	
                      
                  

                
              

            

          

          
          
          
          
            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                
                  
                    	
                      
                    	
                      
                      
                    	
                      
                  

                
              

            

          

          
          
        

      

      
      
        Reflect

        
        
        
        
      

      

  
  
  
    Day 5

      Practicing justice

    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

    

    
      
        Pray
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