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“O Lord God, Forgive!”
Prophetic Intercession in Amos

Prophets are commonly defined as messengers or spokesmen who 
represent God and make known his will to people on earth. 

Less familiar, however, are scriptural depictions that flip this image 
and show prophets representing humans before God. For example, 
“Samuel told all the words of the Lord unto the people,” but then 
he also “heard all the words of the people, and he rehearsed them 
in the ears of the Lord” (1  Samuel 8:10, 21). One important way 
the prophets act as emissaries to God is by engaging in intercession, 
that is, speaking to God in behalf of others in order to defend or 
assist them.1 Their pleas for their fellow mortals respond to or antici-
pate some calamity, often at God’s own hand. In one account, “the 
Lord sent thunder and rain that day  .  .  . And all the people said 
unto Samuel, Pray for thy servants unto the Lord thy God, that we 
die not” (12:18–19). Not only did Samuel agree to take their plea to 
the Lord but also told them, “God forbid that I should sin against 
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the Lord in ceasing to pray for you” (12:23). Samuel saw such prayers 
as a crucial part of his prophetic ministry.2

Although Samuel, Moses, and Jeremiah are the Bible’s most 
famous prophet-intercessors, in this chapter I will focus on the 
intercessory activity of a less well-known figure, the prophet Amos. 
I will begin by analyzing relevant passages in the book of Amos line 
by line, attempting to clarify their context for those less familiar 
with them. I will then explore how these passages use intercession 
to advance the message of God’s coming judgment. Like many texts 
describing intercession, the rhetoric of Amos’s experiences can be 
difficult, even troubling, for modern readers, and so I will close with 
a more theologically oriented reflection on how we might under-
stand that rhetoric.

Introduction to Amos

The prophet Amos lived in the eighth century BC, a contemporary of 
Isaiah, Hosea, and Micah. He describes himself as a “herdman, and 
a gatherer of sycomore fruit” (Amos 7:14), before “the Lord took me 
as I followed the flock, and . . . said unto me, Go, prophesy unto my 
people Israel” (7:15). This call brought him from his native Tekoa, in 
the Southern Kingdom of Judah (1:1), to prophesy to those living 
in the Northern Kingdom of Israel.

The book of Amos consists of just nine modern chapters, but its 
internal structure is quite complex, and theories about its compo-
sition and editing vary considerably.3 Amos’s intercessory petitions 
appear in the context of four visions, found in Amos 7:1–3, 7:4–6, 
7:7–9, and 8:1–3. The first two visions form a complementary pair, 
as do the last two, and the four together form two contrasting pairs.4 
The book contains an additional vision in 9:1–4, but it does not share 
the same structural connections as the first four; therefore, I do not 
include it in the discussion below.5
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The First and Second Visions: Amos 
Successfully Intercedes for Israel

The first and second visions (7:1–3 and 7:4–6) have a very similar 
structure. Each opens with Amos beholding a terrible disaster: a 
plague of locusts and a devouring fire, respectively. That Amos would 
be privileged to preview God’s plans is in harmony with a statement 
from elsewhere in his book: “Surely the Lord God will do nothing, 
but he revealeth his secret unto his servants the prophets” (3:7). As 
these visions unfold, Amos reacts to the scenes of destruction by 
interceding in Israel’s behalf. For the locusts he pleads, “O Lord God, 
forgive” (7:2), and for the fire he changes a single word—“O Lord 
God, cease” (7:5). Both “forgive” and “cease” are commands, even in 
Hebrew, suggesting Amos’s urgency.6

Following his pleas to either forgive or stop, the first two visions 
proceed with Amos offering the same brief explanation: “By whom 
shall Jacob arise? for he is small” (7:2, 5). “Small” is perhaps best under-
stood as a relative description, acknowledging that however powerful 
Israel may be, it would be irreversibly devastated by the “firepower” 
God proposes sending against it. Some have interpreted Amos’s 
words as an emotional appeal, revealing a tender heart within a man 
often characterized as a prophet of doom. Others see this as a force-
ful accusation that total annihilation would violate God’s covenant 
promises. Whether his words are a sympathetic response or a suit 
for breach of contract (or both), it is significant that Amos does not 
appeal to the people’s righteousness or repentance—and given the 
tone of the rest of the book, there does not appear to be much evi-
dence for either.

Following Amos’s intercessions comes the Lord’s response. After 
the first intercession, the account reports: “The Lord repented for 
this: It shall not be, saith the Lord” (7:3). The report after the second 
intercession varies only slightly: “The Lord repented for this: This 
also shall not be, saith the Lord God” (7:6). The King James Version’s 
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phrasing of “the Lord repented” is problematic for modern read-
ers. “Repented” translates the Hebrew verb nḥm, a theologically 
rich word with a variety of possible meanings, including “to regret,” 
“to feel sorrow or sympathy,” “to comfort,” or “to relent or forebear.” 
Rather than God “repenting” (with that word’s modern connotation 
of sinfulness), a better contextual translation in Amos 7:3, 6 might 
be “the Lord relented” or “the Lord changed his mind.”7 Thus Amos’s 
intercessions during the first and second visions meet with success—
at least for a time.

The Third and Fourth Visions: 
Amos Does Not Intercede for Israel

Just as the first and second visions share a similar structure, the third 
and fourth visions (7:7–9; 8:1–3) can be read in parallel. Each vision 
opens with God showing Amos an object: first, “a plumbline in his 
[God’s] hand” (7:7), and second, “a basket of summer fruit” (8:1). In 
each case God then asks, “Amos, what seest thou?” (7:8; 8:2). To both 
queries Amos gives a brief response: “A plumbline” and “A basket of 
summer fruit.” These answers are Amos’s final words in these two 
visions; God does all the talking from this point forward.

In response to Amos’s identification of the plumbline—a tool 
used to make a vertical reference line during construction—God 
states, “Behold, I will set a plumbline in the midst of my people Israel: 
I will not again pass by them any more: And the high places of Isaac 
shall be desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste; and 
I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword” (7:8–9). The 
plumbline indicates that Israel’s behavior is not aligned with God’s 
commands, and it will consequently be destroyed.8 This time, Amos 
offers no intercessory protest.

In response to Amos’s identification of the basket of summer fruit, 
God states, “The end is come upon my people of Israel; I will not again 
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pass by them any more. And the songs of the temple shall be howlings in 
that day, saith the Lord God: there shall be many dead bodies in every 
place; they shall cast them forth with silence” (8:2–3). A Hebrew word-
play connects the “summer fruit” (qāyiṣ) with God’s pronouncement of 
the coming “end” (qēṣ). Again, Amos offers no challenge to this plan.9

In both the third and fourth visions, God repeats the key line, 
“I will not again pass by them any more” (7:8; 8:2). The phrase “pass 
by” translates the Hebrew ‘br, a common verb that usually refers to 
spatial movement, such as “to pass through” or “go, come, or cross 
over.” The word ‘br also has a number of figurative meanings, one of 
which is the forgiving of sin (for examples, see 2 Samuel 12:13, 24:10, 
Micah 7:18, Job 7:21, or Zechariah 3:4). Something like “forgive” or 
“pardon” is the most likely fit for the context of Amos 7:8 and 8:2.10

The final Hebrew word at the end of the fourth vision, has, 
presents some interpretive challenges. In the King James Version, 
it appears as the adverbial phrase “with silence,” as in, “there shall 
be many dead bodies in every place; they shall cast them forth with 
silence [hās]” (Amos 8:3; emphasis added to show how the Hebrew 
and English words relate). This interesting little word appears in only 
six other contexts:

Judges 3:19: “[The king] said [to his courtiers], Keep silence [hās].”

Nehemiah 8:11: “The Levites stilled all the people, saying, 
Hold your peace [hassû].”

Amos 6:10: “Then shall [the survivors] say, Hold thy tongue [hās].”

Habakkuk 2:20: “Let all the earth keep silence [has] before 
[the Lord].”

Zephaniah 1:7: “Hold thy peace [has] at the presence of the 
Lord God.”

Zechariah 2:13: “Be silent [has], O all flesh, before the Lord.”
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All six of these other examples use has in an imperative or jussive 
(command) sense, that is, “hush!” or “be quiet!” We should prob-
ably therefore take has in Amos 8:3 as a command as well. Most 
modern-English translations do render it as a command, such as in 
this example from the New Revised Standard Version: “‘The songs 
of the temple shall become wailings in that day,’ says the Lord God; 
‘the dead bodies shall be many, cast out in every place. Be silent!’”

So if the last word at the end of the four visions commands silence, 
who does the commanding? The meaning of Amos 8:3 “has been dif-
ferently perceived by different translators and interpreters” because 
the difficult Hebrew makes it less than clear how to tie together “the 
formal, logical, and syntactic connections among the various parts 
[of the verse].”11 The most common approach among commentators is 
to compare this verse to Amos 6:9–10, a passage that also speaks of 
calamity and also uses the word has:

And it shall come to pass, if there remain ten men in one 
house, that they shall die.

And a man’s uncle shall take him up, and he that burneth 
him, to bring out the bones out of the house, and shall say 
unto him that is by the sides of the house, Is there yet any with 
thee? and he shall say, No. Then shall he say, Hold thy tongue 
[hās]: for we may not make mention of the name of the Lord.

Some scholars understand the command for silence in this passage as 
reflecting a superstitious fear that speaking the name of the deity—
who has destroyed large numbers of people already—will bring 
down death upon those who have survived.12 Because Amos 8:3 also 
uses the word has in the context of widespread death, commentators 
then interpret has in Amos 8:3 the same way, as the cry of humans 
responding to the carnage. And if the final word of 8:3 is spoken by 
humans, then that word opens the door for the entire second half of 
the verse to be human speech as well, speech providing the content 
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of the “howlings” mentioned in the first half of the verse. This is the 
logic behind such translations as this example from the English Stan-
dard Version: “‘The songs of the temple shall become wailings in that 
day,’ declares the Lord God. ‘So many dead bodies!’ ‘They are thrown 
everywhere!’ ‘Silence!’”

I question this common interpretation of Amos 8:3 for two rea-
sons. First, I am unconvinced that Amos 6:10 and 8:3 share such a 
“similar context”13 as many have proposed. Yes, each involves mass 
death, but Amos 6:9–10 describes men at a house, while Amos 8:3 
describes singers at the temple. Apart from the words has and yhwh 
(“the Lord”), the two passages share not a single vocabulary word, 
even in cases where words very easily could have been identical, such 
as ləhôṣî’ (“bring out”) or ‘ăṣāmîm (“bones”) in 6:10, compared with 
hišlîk (“cast out”) or happeger (“corpses”) in 8:3. Second, I believe the 
grammatical evidence from Amos 8:3 points away from a change of 
speakers midway through that verse, meaning God is still speaking 
clear to the end.14 Given those reasons, and although it runs against 
most commentaries, I suggest it is the Lord who commands “Silence!” 
at the close of the fourth vision.

If God commands silence in Amos 8:3, whom does he command? 
The most recent indicator of who speaks to whom appeared in the 
previous verse, where Amos stated, “Then said the Lord unto me . . .” 
If no change of speaker occurs in 8:3, then the most logical conclu-
sion is that God continues to address Amos. His intentions will be 
addressed below.

The Message of the Visions

Having surveyed each of the visions, we can now examine them 
together. Indeed, most scholars have concluded that the reports of 
these visions were composed together and that “there is a certain 
development and progression between them.”15 While we cannot 
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recover all the details about the experiences that lay behind the vision 
reports—whether they occurred on separate occasions or in suc-
cession, for example—the literary presentations of those visions in 
Amos 7:1–9 and 8:1–3 probably “form a single composition with its 
own message which can be discerned only when the separate elements 
are viewed together in their interrelationship.”16 Unfortunately for 
Amos’s contemporaries, that unified message seems to be that Israel 
is headed toward an irreversible doom. Prophetic intercession, or the 
lack of it, functions as a rhetorical tool to reinforce that message.

This message of inevitable destruction begins to take shape in 
the first and second visions. Although Amos successfully intercedes 
during both of them, it does not bode well that (as presented) the first 
successful intercession is followed immediately by a second proposal 
of disaster. In addition, the change from “forgive” in the first vision to 
“cease” in the second may reveal a subtle but important shift in Amos’s 
approach. “Forgive” is translated from the Hebrew verb slḥ, “to for-
give or pardon.” This verb appears forty-six times in the Old Testa-
ment, and in every instance, God is the subject of the verb, the one 
doing the forgiving.17 “Cease” is translated from the Hebrew verb ḥdl, 
“to stop, cease, or desist.” This verb appears fifty-seven times in the 
Old Testament, but, in contrast to slḥ, this is the only instance where 
God is the subject of the verb.18 Thus, Amos moves from asking God 
to do something perfectly routine to asking for something completely 
unprecedented (at least within the literary corpus of the Bible). This 
strange shift may be deliberate. “Forgive” gets back to the root prob-
lem of sin, while “cease” targets only the punishment and leaves sin 
unresolved.19 The second request seeks to gain less than the first and 
perhaps represents an awkward compromise as Amos continues to 
defend a people who reject his prophetic critiques.

If Amos’s transition from “forgive” to “cease” represents a retreat, 
then that trajectory is made explicit in the shift to the third and 
fourth visions. As we have seen, God states in that final pair of visions 
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that “I will not again pass by them any more,” meaning he will not 
pardon the people. Structurally, this denial of forgiveness foils the 
clemency shown in the first and second visions, in which God stated 
that “it [the punishment] shall not be.” The words “again” and “any 
more” presuppose that forgiveness was granted previously and thus 
connect the third and fourth visions with the first and second. This 
deliberate tie back to Amos’s successful intercessions suggests that 
God, more than simply denying forgiveness, is also denying any new 
attempts to intercede.

God’s denial of intercession to Amos—his message of irrevers-
ible doom—may also be reflected in how their dialogue is portrayed 
in these texts. A count of the number of Hebrew words each party 
speaks to the other reveals a striking pattern:20

First vision:  Amos, 10 God, 2

Second vision: Amos, 10 God, 4

Third vision: Amos, 1 God, 26

Fourth vision: Amos, 2 God, 28

In contrast to the first pair of visions, God has almost completely 
monopolized the conversation in the second pair. Given the interces-
sory content of Amos’s words in the first two visions, his diminished 
speaking role in the final two visions highlights that the option to 
intercede has been withdrawn.

God’s denial of intercession may also be emphasized by the 
final word of the final vision, has, “silence!” I argued previously that 
God gives this command to Amos. Assuming that reading is cor-
rect, I find it plausible that the purpose of this order is to cut off 
any further intercession. This is, after all, the final word of a vision 
series that is very much shaped by its intercessory dynamic. This is 
also perhaps the point where Amos might most wish to intercede. 
The first vision saw the destruction of “the grass of the land” (7:2); 
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the second vision, “the great deep” and “a part [of the land]” (7:4); and 
the third vision, “the high places,” “the sanctuaries,” and “the house of 
Jeroboam” (7:9)—but only in the fourth vision are the people them-
selves the direct target, and Amos is forced to behold “many” of them, 
all “dead bodies” (8:3). While the text records no open protest in the 
third and fourth visions, it is telling that God must state yet again 
that the time for discussion is past.21

Intercession and the Character of God

Amos’s experience being denied intercession highlights the theologi-
cal discomfort that may arise when modern readers study interces-
sory accounts in scripture. Defensive arguments like Amos’s make 
the prophet sound very much like a legal advocate, which leaves God 
playing the role of prosecutor—and in some depictions, a very venge-
ful prosecutor. As readers, are we to piously identify with God, to 
mentally seek acceptance of the people’s well-deserved penalty? Or 
can we not help but feel a kinship with our fellow humans and thus 
see the prophet as “our” hero? Bible readers over the centuries have 
often resorted to two interpretive extremes, either condemning Jeho-
vah as a cruel and bloodthirsty deity on the one hand or apologizing 
for God on the other by arguing ad extremum that the people very 
much deserve to suffer. Both views fail to grasp the full dynamics of 
the intercessory experience.

Prophetic intercession involves a dialogue between the prophet 
and God, a give-and-take flow of ideas and identities. Because proph-
ets tap into the mind of God, even as they remain mortal men, the 
roles both parties play in relation to one another are not always what 
they seem. We may ask, if God were solely interested in prosecut-
ing Israel, why bother holding conversations with the defense in the 
first place? God also serves as judge, and judgment would certainly 
be easier without the debate. But easier is not what he chooses. 
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“Shall I hide from Abraham that thing which I do[?]” God asks, 
before deciding no (Genesis 18:17). He tells Abraham of his plans to 
destroy Sodom, Abraham balks, and the intercessory probing begins 
(see  18:20–33). One cannot help but sense that God had intended 
this all along. The invitation to be challenged hints that the pros-
ecution has more in mind than winning. Furthermore, the fact that 
God the judge so often decides against God the prosecutor suggests 
that, despite all the talk of death and doom, God the judge really isn’t 
rooting for God the prosecutor after all. The division between judge, 
prosecution, and defense begins to break down.

Despite their literary presentation as such, intercessory episodes 
are not really a fight to change God’s mind. Perhaps it is better to 
understand them as creative explorations into one of the marvelous 
paradoxes of our theology: the simultaneous operation of both justice 
and mercy within God himself. Exodus 34:6–7 records God’s own 
description of this duality: “The Lord, The Lord God, merciful and 
gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, Keep-
ing mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 
and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the iniquity of the 
fathers upon the children, and upon the children’s children, unto 
the  third and to the fourth generation.” Latter-day revelation pro-
vides equally poignant depictions of this internal contradiction: “And 
the fire of mine indignation is kindled against them; and in my hot 
displeasure will I send in the floods upon them, for my fierce anger 
is kindled against them. . . . Wherefore should not the heavens weep, 
seeing these shall suffer?” (Moses 7:34, 37).

As Amos and other prophets speak out against God’s plans for 
punishment, they may actually personify God’s own desire to grant 
mercy. Jewish scholar Yochanan Muffs argues the following:

If there is no balance in the divine emotion, if justice gets 
the upper hand over mercy, then the world is placed in great 
danger. Therefore, God allows the prophet to represent in 
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his prayer His own attribute of mercy, the very element that 
enables a calming of God’s feelings. . . . Even at the moment of 
His anger, He manifests His love by listening to the prayers 
of the prophets, prayers that control and calm His anger.22

As prophets give voice to God’s own desire to forgive, the literary 
dialogues may serve a didactic purpose—that is, the story may be 
there to teach us something. God could have simply told Abraham 
he would spare Sodom if he could find ten righteous people. But that 
would not have the same rhetorical effect as our actual text—eleven 
verses of Abraham pleading for a lower and lower and lower thresh-
old, while God shows mercy again and again and again.23

This perspective might also be helpful to Latter-day Saints who 
wish to read these texts through a doctrinal lens that understands 
prophetic intercession as typological for the role of Jesus. Several 
scriptural passages pick up this imagery, describing Christ as one 
who “make[s] intercession” (Hebrews 7:25, 2 Nephi 2:9, Mosiah 15:8) 
or one who is our “advocate with the Father” (1 John 2:1, D&C 29:5, 
32:3, 110:4), “who is pleading [our] cause before him—saying:  .  .  . 
Father, spare these my brethren” (D&C 45:3–5). The rhetoric of 
advocacy does not force the conclusion that God, as judge and pros-
ecutor, delights in punishing people. Indeed, Elder Jeffrey R. Holland 
taught that one of the great purposes of Christ’s ministry was to act as 
the Father’s love personified, to teach the people through his actions 
what the Father’s own compassion looks like.24

What about circumstances where intercession fails? Amos, after 
all, was successful only in diverting judgment for so long. As God 
explained with his plumbline analogy, those who fail to align with 
his covenant standards cannot forever escape the consequences. Most 
of the rest of the book of Amos consists of a series of indictments 
against the Israelites, such as his skewering of the upper class for 
exploiting the poor (Amos 2:6–7, 4:1, 5:11–12, 6:4–7). In such cir-
cumstances, blame for the penalty lies not with God for acting nor 



“O Lord God, Forgive!” 197

with the intercessor for failing to act but with the people who have 
refused to repent. Seen in this light, God’s command for Amos not to 
intercede anymore becomes an ironic echo of the Israelites who told 
Amos, “O thou seer, go, flee thee away . . . [and] prophesy not again 
any more” (Amos 7:12–13).

Still, when justice does demand that God act, prophetic litera-
ture often records a promise of renewal; even as bleak a book as Amos 
ends with hope for better days (Amos 9:11–15).25 Jeremiah, another 
prophet who was denied intercession, promised:

For thus saith the Lord, That after [the penalty] be accom-
plished . . . , I will visit you, and perform my good word toward 
you. . . .

For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith 
the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an 
expected end.

Then shall ye call upon me, and ye shall go and pray unto 
me, and I will hearken unto you.

And ye shall seek me, and find me, when ye shall search 
for me with all your heart. (Jeremiah 29:10–13)
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