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 Here a sample from the Introduction and First Session of 
The Decay Within: A Study of Amos 
Introduction 

“For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside 
appear beautiful, but inside they are full of dead men’s 
bones and all uncleanness.” 

Jesus spoke these words to a group of religious leaders in 
Matthew 23:27. These people thought they had life figured 
out. They thought they had God figured out. They were so 
busy working and doing and perfecting all the things 
around them so they could appear to have everything 
together. Unfortunately, Jesus knew they had missed the 
most important thing, and as a result, they were just a shell 
of outward beauty that held decay and rot and death on the 
inside. 

We can all be guilty of trying to sugarcoat our outward 
appearance for others. Do we only wear certain clothes, 
say certain words, and act a certain way when we are 
around some people? Do we try to make ourselves look a 
specific way to others so they will have the perception that we are better than we really are? 

Or do we try to hide the truth of who we are from others and also hide it from ourselves? I’ve 
been guilty of sometimes wanting to believe something so badly that I’ll lie to myself just so I 
don’t have to face the truth of the problems around me. We fall into denial and, like the ostrich, 
stick our heads in the sand and refuse to see the truth of our situation.  

In Amos’s time, the people of Israel had become like that. They were so focused on appearances 
that they didn’t even realize they had slipped so far from God. God sent Amos as a prophet to 
hold up a mirror to their lives and help them take a good look at the decay that had set in and 
rotted them from the inside out. 

As we go through Amos, we’ll take a look at the cultural setting that the people of Israel found 
themselves in. We’ll see the ways that they contributed to the denial of their situation. We’ll 
examine the mirror that Amos held up to the people, and we’ll have the opportunity to hold that 
mirror up to ourselves and our own lives. Finally, we’ll see what it takes to get rid of the decay 
within and replace it with life throughout. 

Is your life beautiful throughout, or like the religious leaders and the people of Israel, is the 
beauty only surface deep? Let’s take a look at our own lives as we seek to discover the cause of 
the decay within. 

Session 1: A Sign of the Times 



In the past couple of years, the United States and many countries around the world have 
experienced a time of economic crisis. This crisis has shown itself in many ways: the increase in 
the unemployment rate, a drop in the housing market, the plummeting stock market values. I’ve 
heard several people use the phrase “it’s a sign of the times we live in.” 

But what exactly does that mean? A sign of what time? Is this just another economic downturn in 
our world’s history? Should we have expected it and now just muddle through it? Is it a warning 
of worse times to come? I’m not an economic expert, and I do not assume that I know why this 
crisis has happened at this time. But one thing I do know: people put a great amount of faith in 
the economic health of themselves, the government, and the world. Any change in that sense of 
stability sends out fear and panic to a large number of people.  

Has a change in the economic climate affected you? How does it impact your view of the world?  

 

 

 

The world Amos lived in was prosperous. Times were good. Many people were rich and living 
the easy life. Other countries didn’t mess with the nation of Israel primarily because they had 
proven they would defend themselves in a mighty way if the need arose. No one paid much 
attention to people who were poor or hurting because they were too busy enjoying themselves 
and their own luxury. Do parts of this sound familiar? 

Then Amos, a prophet of God with a message for God’s people, walked in and basically said, 
“Look, you’ve done this all wrong and the fancy façade you’ve built will come crashing down 
around you.” I imagine that since they could not see the danger for themselves, no one was 
particularly eager to hear what he had to say. 

In studying the message of Amos, we will identify the façades that we put up around our lives. 
Then, we’ll dig down to what is really underneath. But first, to understand the message of Amos, 
we must take a look at his life and background. 

Amos’s Perspective 

Most of my life has been lived in the plains of the central United States. Having this as a 
background and culture provides a certain perspective to my life. I have been fortunate enough to 
have the opportunity to travel to many other parts of the United States as well as to several other 
countries, and it’s always interesting to compare various aspects of my home perspective to other 
places. 

For instance, in the area where I grew up, the ground was flat and you could see for miles and 
miles in every direction. On the occasions when I visited the Rocky Mountains, while I was 
awestruck by the beauty, I couldn’t help but be slightly claustrophobic since everything felt like 
it was on top of me. I was unaccustomed to the change in topography. Another difference is the 
perception of distance. I am used to it taking a couple of hours of driving to get to the next major 



city. So, when I visited Europe, it was an adjustment to realize I would be, not just in another 
city, but in another country if I drove for a couple of hours. Finally, while the plains area is a 
wonderful area to visit, tourism is not typically a major source of income. Visitors to the area and 
out-of-state license tags on cars were readily noticed and pointed out. When I visited Israel, I 
found a society built around having visitors and lots of them. Everywhere I turned, local people 
were offering visitors souvenir options or giving directions. Seeing people from all different 
backgrounds and cultures is the norm.  

What are some of your perspectives when you view the world?  

 

 

 

To fully understand Amos, we must recognize his unique outlook. When Amos delivered his 
prophecies, he was a visitor. He did not deliver God’s message to the people and places where he 
was born and raised. God gave him a message and then sent him to a different place to share it. 
But Amos had a certain viewpoint he was used to, and in order to understand his message, we 
need to understand Amos’s perspective. 

A Kingdom Divided 

Amos lived during the time of the divided kingdom of Israel around 760 BC. The great kings of 
old, David and Solomon, leaders of a united Israel, had long since gone. Since then, civil war had 
torn the country of Israel into two pieces: Israel, the northern kingdom, and Judah, the southern 
kingdom. Kingdom loyalties ran strong, especially since the split occurred along family lines. 
The descendants of ten of the original tribes formed the Israelite nation and made up the northern 
kingdom. The southern kingdom was made up of the descendants of the two remaining tribes: 
Judah and Benjamin. 
 
Amos grew up in the southern kingdom named for the stronger of the two tribes: Judah. Judah 
had chosen to stay and follow Rehoboam, the son of King Solomon, instead of joining the 
rebellion against him. In my Bible study over Ecclesiastes,Without Regrets, I discuss in 
more detail the circumstances when King Solomon was told that his son would only rule two 
tribes and the other ten would be torn away and given to a servant. Many years had passed since 
the ensuing civil war, and Judah had been led by several kings. Some of the kings had listened 
and followed God’s command of obedience, and some had not. At this time, Judah was being led 
by King Uzziah. 
 
Read 2 Chronicles 26: 1-15. What are some of the traits of Uzziah’s reign? 

 

 

 



Uzziah (also called Amaziah elsewhere in the Bible) was one of the kings who followed most of 
God’s commands. God blessed him with a long reign. With fifty-two years on the throne, he was 
the longest-reigning king of the southern kingdom. He had been king for about forty-two years 
when Amos started his ministry, so Judah was well established under Uzziah’s leadership, and 
they became strong and powerful. However, Uzziah made a mistake. 
 
Read 2 Chronicles 26:16-23. What was the main cause of Uzziah’s mistake? 

 

 

 

The Bible specifically indicates what caused Uzziah’s downfall: pride in self, pride in 
accomplishment, and pride in strength. The Bible doesn’t indicate when during his reign this 
incident occurred, but the judgment for his sin was immediate and noticeable by everyone. Since 
Amos’s ministry took place toward the end of Uzziah’s reign, this may have had an impact on 
Amos’s teaching on the consequences for disobedience. Certainly, Amos’s message implied that 
God’s judgment for doing wrong could happen at any time. 

However, God did not call Amos to speak to his fellow countrymen in the southern kingdom. 
No, God sent Amos north to the northern kingdom, the rebellious tribes. This was not a simple 
assignment. Border skirmishes were exceedingly common in those days and to say that Israel 
and Judah didn’t like each other was an understatement. Amos would have known that this was a 
dangerous and difficult message to deliver. The dangers that Amos faced in delivering this 
message may be difficult for us to relate to. However, imagine a Yankee from New York 
traveling down to Atlanta, Georgia, in the middle of the American Civil War to deliver a 
message condemning slavery. What type of reception would the Yankee receive? That was the 
type of reception that awaited Amos.  

You can almost see Amos walking on the lone, dusty road north. He’s spending the lengthy 
travel time thinking about the troubled past of the northern kingdom. They were the descendants 
of the ten tribes that broke away from Judah and followed the rebel and former servant Jeroboam 
I instead of Solomon’s son. Amos thinks back to the stories he heard growing up. Jeroboam I 
was a servant until a prophet came along and told him that ten tribes would be ripped away from 
the kingdom and given to him to rule. Amos has heard about the tremendous upheaval and 
fighting as Jeroboam led the ten tribes to set up their own capital with their own government, 
thus declaring themselves a separate nation. As Amos walks along, he angrily kicks a clod of dirt 
as he thinks about the one other area where the northern kingdom displayed independence from 
the southern kingdom, religion. 

Despite Jeroboam being raised to know about the one true God, when he set up the northern 
kingdom, he organized a religion based on idol worship (2 Kings 12:25-33). Amos pictures in his 
mind all the successive kings of the northern kingdom of Israel and can’t count even one who 
had been obedient to God. Now, Israel was on their fourteenth king, Jeroboam II. As the sun beat 



down on Amos, he knows that he is not going to receive a warm welcome. He sets his jaw as he 
is determined he must deliver God’s message; and he will, no matter what. 

Read 2 Kings 14:23-29. Describe Jeroboam II’s kingdom. 

 

 

 

 

Jeroboam II was a warring king. He fought battles and made great conquests for the Israelite 
people. Jeroboam’s leadership and conquests resulted in the people of Israel becoming wealthy. 
However, it is very clear in verse 24 that Jeroboam II did not follow God. 

Enemies on the Outside 

Along with the feuding back and forth between Israel and Judah, the surrounding countries did 
not really like Israel or Judah very much. The Middle East has a very long history of conflict and 
strife, and this time period is most certainly included. Several different nations all lived in close 
proximity. See the map. 

Philistia, Phoenicia, Syria, Ammon, Moab, and Edom surrounded Israel and Judah. We’ll review 
each country and their relationship with Israel more in depth in our next session. But for now, 
it’s important to remember that some of these people were descendants of other family members 
from Israel’s past and were distant cousins. The other groups were remnants of the original 
peoples of this area when Israel first came into the Promised Land. 

At this time, most of the conflict was reduced to minor border skirmishes. The people of the 
other nations had seen Jeroboam II defend his kingdom, and they were not interested in picking a 
huge fight with Israel right now. 

There were other kingdoms farther away than these, but at that point, they were not strong or 
dominating yet. The Assyrians were not yet the conquering powerhouse that they would become 
a few years down the road. No global threat of takeover loomed in the air. Israel was focused on 
Israel. 

Economics of the Times 

I’ve mentioned that the people of Israel were living the easy life, but that’s not entirely accurate. 
Some of the people of Israel were living the easy life, but the people were distinctly divided into 
groups of “haves” and “have-nots.” Those with money and power had a lot of both. Those 
without had virtually nothing. One of the best pictures of this is found in Amos 4:1. 

Based on this verse, how do the “cows of Bashan” treat others? 



 

 

 

Who were the “cows of Bashan”? They were the wealthy women of the area. The wives of those 
with money and power. What did they do with their money and power? Oppress those who 
didn’t have it in order to gain even more. A modern day example can be found on the TV show 
“Real Housewives of Beverly Hills.” They’re wealthy women lounging around, only focused on 
having the most things possible and stepping on anyone and anything they have to in order to get 
what they want. 

Multiply that times several hundred wealthy families in the area and you have a lot of lounging 
and oppressing going on. However, the wealthy were not interested in doing anything differently. 
They considered this their well-earned and much-deserved success. Such was the economy of the 
area Amos entered to deliver God’s message. 

What’s the Problem? 

So far, everything seems to be pretty good for the “haves” of Amos’s time. With that, it might be 
difficult to see where the problem is. I mean, after all, there is domestic peace, there is 
international peace, the economy is strong, and the people who matter are content. This is exactly 
what the wealthy and powerful people of Israel wondered when the foreigner Amos came into 
town. Amos grew up working out in the heat of the day as a shepherd, which didn’t meet Israel’s 
definition of wealthy or powerful. His words indicated he was very direct and to the point. Not a 
lot of sugar-coating can be found in Amos’s messages. Couple that with the inherent suspicion 
the northerners would have toward a southerner, and that would have set the stage for a very 
interesting conversation when Amos strode into the main city of Bethel for the first time. I can 
just imagine the scene going something like this: 

Israelite: “You’re not from around here. Are you here in Bethel to buy or trade?” 

Amos: “I’m here to deliver a message of doom and destruction from the Lord.” 

Israelite: (Rolling his eyes) “You know, I really don’t have time for some made up story like 
that.” 

Amos: “Listen, heathen, your fondness for your pagan gods and rejection of the one true God 
will result in your complete and total annihilation.” 

Israelite: “Wait a minute. You’re from Judah, aren’t you? Crazy people. I’ll be going now, and 
you should too if you know what’s good for you.” 

Amos: “I’m not afraid of your feeble excuse for a god. The one true God gave me a message to 
deliver, and you’re going to listen.” 



Israelite: “Look, I shouldn’t be talking to you, but I’m going to try to get this through your head. 
We’re doing fine around here. Everything’s beautiful, peaceful, and we all like the great bull god 
that our father Jeroboam I created. Nothing is going to bring us doom. You’ve got the wrong 
message for the wrong people. Now go or you’re going to find yourself in a lot of trouble.” 

Amos: “God is not a carved bull. You lack knowledge of the commands that God our Father, the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, gave us when He gave us this land and the promise with it. 
God doesn’t care how beautiful your city is. He’s going to wipe it off the map and make it only a 
ruin to remind others of the results of disobedience.” 

Israelite: “Yeah, well, don’t say I didn’t warn you about what would happen if you stay and keep 
talking. Excuse me. I think there are a few friends I need to inform about the new troublemaker 
in town.” 

It is evident from Amos’s book that most people did not believe they were in any danger or that 
they had any problems whatsoever. They, like so many others, put their trust in what they could 
easily see instead of looking deeper. We assume that the external reflects the internal. However, 
this is not always the case. 

Conclusion 

One of my favorite shows is Holmes on Homes on HGTV. In this show, Mike Holmes goes 
around and cleans up the mistakes of other building contractors who have done work or repairs 
on people’s homes. Frequently, at the beginning of the show, he’ll walk around and review the 
work of the other person, and I’m thinking, oh, that’s not that bad. It looks nice. Only later, as 
they start pulling away the coverings, do we see the shortcuts and mistakes that, in some cases, 
threaten the very safety and stability of the house. It’s amazing what a little drywall and paint can 
hide! A lot of these small problems grew unknown, unseen, and untouched, just like a cancer, 
into huge problems that eventually could not be ignored or explained away. The homeowner 
finally starts to see something that doesn’t look quite right but doesn’t have any idea what the 
problem is or how to fix it. He then calls in Mike Holmes to take a look around; find all the 
problems; tear them out; and, in Mike’s words, “Make it right!” 

As we get started with the book of Amos, take some time and think about your life. We’ve 
touched on several questions to consider over the next several sessions. What gives us peace and 
stability? What areas of our lives have been painted up to look nice to everyone on the outside? 
What does the underlying structure of our life look like? What is the foundation that we’ve built 
on? What types of ideas do we hold to as the most important? 

If the only thing holding your life together is a thin coat of paint, you might or might not know 
that. You might have a fear in the back of your mind that something isn’t quite right, but you’re 
not sure what’s wrong or how to fix it. So far, you may have been able to hide the symptoms of 
an underlying foundation failure from everyone, even yourself. My prayer as you work through 
this study is that you’ll take the time to peel back the layers of your life and be honest with 
yourself about what you find. Amos came to Israel to peel back the layers of their seeming 
prosperity and expose the decay within. He came to give them a warning. Would they listen or 
ignore it? What will you do? 



 


