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Prosperity of a Few 
A reflection on Amos 2:4-7a from the Presbyterian Hunger Program. 

 

 
 
 

Thus says the Lord: For three transgressions of Judah, and for four, I will not revoke the 
punishment; because they have rejected the law of the Lord, and have not kept his statutes, 
but they have been led astray by the same lies after which their ancestors walked. 5So I will 

send a fire on Judah, and it shall devour the strongholds of Jerusalem. 6Thus says the Lord: For 
three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; because they sell 
the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals— 7they who trample the head of 

the poor into the dust of the earth, and push the afflicted out of the way.  
Amos 2:4-7a 

 

1) In your own words, what is Amos saying here? 
2) What is being bought and sold in this text? 

 
Amos was a sheep herder who lived in Judah (the Southern Kingdom) and prophesied mainly 
in Israel (the Northern Kingdom) during the reign of Jereboam II.  During his reign, Israel 
recovered lands that had been lost by prior kings and was able to defeat the armies of Moab.  
Though initially being hostile toward the Judah, Jereboam II eventually secured a friendship 
with Judah, even giving part of the land taken from Syria to the king of Judah, Amatziah. 
 
All of this created a friendly climate for trade and economic prosperity.  A good relationship 
with Phoenician traders brought rare and luxurious goods to the Israelite people.  Both 
Kingdoms became very rich and prosperous.  But economic prosperity seemed to distract 
from God’s laws to protect the poor and the weak, and the fashioning and worship of idols 
became the norm. 
 

3) Why would economic and political tranquility and prosperity cause Israel to stray from 
God’s teaching? 
 

4) Why would they build idols to others? 
 
Today, those of us who live in the Global North, also benefit from relative political tranquility 
and ample trade.  We seem to have plenty of luxuries at our fingertips.   
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5) Does our economic advantage, globally speaking, make us better Christians? 
 

6) Can you think of ways that we “sell the righteous for silver” or “the needy for a pair of 
sandals”? 

 
In our global economic system, trade agreements have allowed for greater competition and 
opened up new markets to buy and sell goods.  In many places, primarily in the Global South, 
there are few developed resources or industries.  Without mature industries, many countries 
turn to the one thing they have in abundance:  cheap labor.  Those same trade agreements 
make sure that cheap labor can be brought into competition as well, so many of the things we 
buy come from places where minimum wage of workers is less than ¼ of the living wage.   
 
Take a look at the tag on your clothes.  Where was it made?  Look up the minimum wage in 
that country.  How does it compare to the living wage?  How does it compare to your wage? 
 

7) One of the arguments for low-wage production as a result of globalization is that 
factory workers benefit from higher wages than they would otherwise have, and that 
they are happy to have work.  How would you respond? 

 
On a recent trip to Nicaragua, a group of Presbyterians was able to tour a factory making 
men’s slacks for sale at major US department stores.  The workers there were paid between 
$50-75 a week, for 50 hours, which the Nicaraguan government puts at roughly ½ of the 
amount needed for a life with all necessities met.  The factory manager acknowledged that 
the factory jobs were not ending poverty, but, rather, lifting workers “from misery to 
poverty”.  Understanding this fact, however, didn’t allow for much change.   In the next 
breath, that manager was forced to acknowledge that an increase in worker salary to the 
living-wage standard would certainly drive production to countries in South East Asia, where 
workers make less than half that amount, often for longer hours.  While the savings secured 
by cheaper labor might be beneficial to large companies, it is important to note that, because 
labor costs only account for 1-3% of a final garment price, on average, doubling a production 
worker’s salary would only add about $0.75 to a $36 pair of men’s slacks.   
 

8) Do you feel your own wages are fair? 
 

9) Do you feel a connection between your own hard work or earnings to that of low wage 
workers? 

 
Work is an important part of our lives and being paid a living wage is the right thing to do.  As 
the prophet Amos reminds us, when we trade the needy for the prosperity of a few, we stray 
from God’s plan for a thriving and abundant life for all.  As we live in relative comfort, it might 
be easy for us to get distracted as the Israelites did.  But we can use our position and 
prosperity to advocate with the poor workers all over the world. 
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Next Steps 
1) Write or say a prayer that engages how you think about work. Include a prayer for 

the workers who made the things you wear and use. 
 
2) Visit www.ilrf.org to find out ways you can advocate on behalf of workers. 
 
3) Visit www.pcusa.org/humantrafficking to learn more about the PC(USA)’s work 

around issues of under paid and forced labor.  
 
4) Reflect on James 5:4  Listen! The wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, 

which you kept back by fraud, cry out, and the cries of the harvesters have reached 
the ears of the Lord of hosts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Written by Bryce Wiebe, PHP staff. Contextual information on the book of Amos was taken from: 
The introduction to the book of Amos in the Oxford New Annotated Bible, and Chabad.org. Other 

information from Pittsburgh Post Gazette from 2014 and Global Exchange. May our reflections and actions 
contribute to God’s glorious vision for how we treat one another in a world that has enough for all of 
God’s children. 
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