Liturgy:

Reading : 2 Kings 14, 23-29

                 Amos 7, 7-17

Text:  Amos 1, 1&2

Ps.    50 :  21,2

Ps.  130 : 2

Ps.    50 : 11

Ps.      1 : 1,2,3

Ps.    97 : 4,6

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Amos’ prophetic ministry took place during the reign of Uzziah, king of Judah, and Jeroboam II, king of Israel. During Jeroboam’s reign, there was peace between Israel and Judah. King Jeroboam also accomplished to establish the boundaries of Israel towards the east and the north roughly to the same boundaries, as they existed during the reign of King David and King Solomon. Under his reign, the Kingdom of the Ten Tribes rose to a position of remarkable influence. Politically and economically, Jeroboam II was one of the most successful monarchs in the entire history of the Northern Kingdom. His reign was a reign of peace and prosperity. Humanly speaking, it could not be better, a golden age, during which people build magnificent houses and commerce knew no boundaries. In a nutshell, Israel had become a nation to be reckoned with. Finally, God’s people had shrugged off the image of not being in tune with the time they lived in. In business relations, for example, they no longer had to be ashamed when they met with representatives of neighboring countries. They even saw all this as a blessing from the LORD. The altars of Baal, the fertility god of the Canaanites, had been destroyed, and the Asherah’ poles had been cut down. The worship places in Dan and Bethel were visited faithfully. So to speak, the LORD couldn’t complain, could He? Even church life flourished; at least that’s what the people thought.

However, then a prophet of the LORD comes to destroy this wonderful peace, pricking through this nice façade. The LORD roars from Zion. No, God doesn’t straightaway come with His judgment. First, He still wants His Word to be heard in the streets of Samaria and Bethel. That’s why He called Amos from behind the flock with the mandate to go to Israel, where the elite enjoyed a false sense of security, thinking that there was not the slightest danger to be feared.

Not the slightest danger to be feared – that’s what the people thought. But it was – as I said before – a false sense of security. People enjoyed life to the full, materially things couldn’t be better, but in the meantime the rich oppressed the poor. The noble did nothing else than indulging in a chain of festivities, whereby they lay on their beds of ivory, singing idly to the sounds of stringed instruments, anointing themselves with the best ointments, Ch. 6, 4-6. Meanwhile the poor were thread down, being burdened with heavy their grain taxes, Ch. 5, 11. The ephah was made small and the shekel large, whilst the scales were falsified by deceit, Ch. 8, 5. The rich thus lived their wealthy life at the expense of the poor. We also read about uncontrolled sexual passions, a man and his father going in to the same girl, profaning the holy Name of the LORD, Ch. 2, 7.

Well, beloved, it is in this situation that the LORD through His prophet starts roaring like a lion. The people think everything is okay; the sky is bright as crystal, everything serene, not the slightest danger to be feared, nothing to worry about. Yet Amos calls out, judgment is imminent; the LORD will no longer tolerate all this, will no longer leave it unpunished. Be warned, therefore.

Commencing a series on the book of Amos, this morning I minister the Word of God to you under the following heading,

THE LORD CALLS A PROPHET FROM JUDAH

TO ANNOUNCE HIS IMMINENT JUDGMENT UPON ISRAEL

In so doing

1) the LORD roars from Zion

2) yet in wrath He also remembers mercy

I
Our knowledge about the prophet Amos, Br. & Sr., is very limited. All we know about him comes from the short book that bears his name. Nowhere else in Scripture, we read about him. Yet with the little information we do have, we still can form a clear picture of who this prophet was. In Ch. 1, 1 we read that he was a native of Tekoa, a town in the southern kingdom about 20 kilometers south of Jerusalem. He was a man of many trades. First, he was a sheep breeder. The Hebrew word used here refers to a keeper of a particular kind of sheep, known for its unusually fine wool. Next to dealing in wool, Amos also was a grower of sycamore trees, not so much for the fruits these trees gave, as well as for its wood, which lasted long and was very suitable for the building of more expansive houses. Briefly, Amos did very well in business.

But then, all of sudden He is called by the LORD to prophesy against Israel and Judah; indeed against Judah as well, though the LORD sent him first of all to Israel. A specific calling – like in the past David was called by God from behind the flock, so was Amos, as he himself gives testimony of it in Ch. 7, 15. 

The question could be raised, why did the LORD sent Amos and not one of the other prophets. After all, Amos was not a prophet by profession, like some of the other prophets. He had not received any training for this special calling. So why Amos? 

Most likely, in the time of Amos the guild of prophets had grown thin. Perhaps more precisely, I should say the guild of faithful prophets had grown thin, i.e. of prophets who still wanted to speak the Word of the LORD in all its truth. Elijah and Elisha had died long ago, whilst we don’t read about any disciples of these two great prophets who followed in their footsteps. Thus in a similar way as in the time of the judges, the Word of the LORD had become rare. Not that you could see, that people bothered about this. Life was good. Yet under the cloak of prosperity and peace, there was greet need, great need in particular to hear the true Word of God. Although we don’t know for sure, this might be the reason that God called Amos, an unknown person, not trained in the school of the prophets, but taken by God directly from behind the flock.

As I said before, in Amos’ day people lived their life in a false sense of security. Because of this, God could have poured out His judgment upon them, just like that. Yet God’s love still goes out to His unfaithful Bride, as we learn it also from the prophecies of Hosea, who was a temporary of Amos. God’s love still goes out also to His people living in the Northern Kingdom, despite the sins committed in Bethel and Dan. God still calls them ‘My people!” (Ch. 7, 15) My people, this means the LORD still claims Israel as the people of His own possession. Though unfaithful, Israel still is God’s covenant people. Therefore, the LORD will not execute His wrath without having warned them still once more. That’s why He called Amos from behind the flock, who from the South, from Judah, had to go to the North, to the Kingdom of the Ten Tribes, to make know there the true Word of God. 

God called Amos, even though Amos had not been trained as a prophet. From an episode like this, Br. & Sr., we should not conclude that, for example, training for the ministry is not important. The point is, all emphasis lies here on the power of the Word of God. From a spiritual point of view, God’s people are at death’s door. God’s commandments are trampled under feet. True genuine love towards the LORD and His service had become rare. 

As such, this was nothing new. I may refer to the time of Elijah, when Israel also lived in an adulterous situation serving Baal instead of God. True, at Mount Carmel for a moment they were impressed. However, it was soon forgotten. The same happened in time of Elisha. Sure, there was enough religious activity, and according to their own feeling people thought, they were serving the LORD, yet they did in their own manner.

That’s why God’s judgment was imminent. As regards Israel, it reads in Scripture, “Your Maker is your Husband.” Yet God as the husband can no longer tolerate this unfaithful woman. Also in God’s covenant, love cannot come just from one side only, and, beloved, this applies as much to God’s people living in the OT era as to us today. It is God, who for the sake of Christ so exceedingly loved us first. Yet this now also means that we are to respond to this love as thankful children of His. 

We too live in a time of material wealth. As far as the majority of the congregation is concerned, we lack nothing. We live in beautiful houses, drive flash cars. Generally, in society we do well, nothing to be ashamed of. As far as church life is concerned, we give our contributions to church and school, Eucalypt, Fair Haven, Mission, and you name it. The church budget is healthy, and so one could say, the LORD has nothing to complain about, has He? Yet, beloved, the LORD looks further than the outward façade.  He looks deep down in our heart, whether there is true love and zeal for His service. He sees it, when we should make time to do prep study for club, but rather watch our favorite TV show. He hears it, when we talk negatively about a fellow brother or sister, not upholding his or her good reputation but instead gossip or slender, and so I could mention more things. Therefore, instead of saying, at least things are not as bad among us as they were in Israel during Amos day – instead, we rather should have a close look at ourselves, whether there are not of those little idols we too don’t want to give up. 

Beloved, also the prophecies of Amos have been written down for our instruction. I think here of what the apostle writes in his first letter to the Corinthians. Recalling Israel’s history he writes, 1 Cor. 10, 11, “…” And then he adds the following admonition, vs. 12, “…” That’s how we are to read Scripture, also when it speaks about God’s judgments.

Let us go back to our text now. Amos had to prophecy that God’s wrath had been kindled by sins of God’s people, living in the Kingdom of the Ten Tribes. Yet, beloved, in wrath the LORD also remembers mercy. Look at our text. What no creature would have done, the LORD does. Despite all unfaithfulness from the side of His people, before executing His judgment, first the LORD comes to warn His people once more, by taking Amos directly from behind the flock. God takes initiative, using Amos as His instrument to bring His people to a decision, so that when His judgment comes they will have no excuse.

II
In the introductory to the sermon, I spoke about the reign of King Jeroboam II as a reign characterized by peace and great prosperity. I said, they even saw all this as a blessing from the LORD. The altars of Baal, the fertility god of the Canaanites, had been destroyed, and the Asherah’ poles had been cut down. The worship places in Dan and Bethel were visited faithfully. Church life flourished; at least that’s what the people thought. 

Meanwhile, however, they served God in their own manner and not in accordance with His Word. Jeroboam reigned in the same way as the previous king Jeroboam, Jeroboam I, the Son of Nebat. Every time Scripture speaks about this Jeroboam I, it always adds,  he was the one who made Israel sin. How? By introducing the golden calves, which were erected in Bethel and Dan. 

You all know that story. Out of fear that religious unity between the Northern and the Southern Kingdom would lead to a return to political unity as well, Jeroboam I, wanting to retain the people’s loyalty, had instituted a counter-system of worship in Israel. However, in so doing he had replaced the service of sacrifices as instituted by the LORD by a worship service according to his own fitting. That’s how Jeroboam I had made Israel sin, a sin which never had been undone. True, under the reign of Jeroboam II – as I mentioned it already – Baal, the fertility god of the Canaanites, was no longer served, whilst also the Asherah’ poles had been removed. Israel had indeed broken with the sins they had committed during the reign of King Ahab and Queen Jezebel, and as a result they thought that they were doing not too bad in the eyes of the LORD. However, they continued to sin against the Second Commandment of God’s law. Moreover, they also thought that by bringing a multitude of sacrifices they could win the favor of the LORD. In other words, in the Northern Kingdom God’s people had forgotten that as a child of God, one can live but by grace only. Moreover, this self-willed serving of God was accompanied by a neglect of practicing the communion of saints. This too, I mentioned already in the beginning of the sermon. The rich were only concerned about their own riches, whilst the poor were oppressed. So prosperity for the rich, but the poor remained poor, even worse, they were exploited. But then God says: this is the end. He caused the thunder of His accusing and punishing Word to roll. He sends an ambassador, not an ordinary one this time, but a special one, who has to say to the people, “Watch out, for God’s judgment is at the door. Yet there is still time to repent.”

Thus two years before the earthquake the LORD roared from Zion, uttered His voice from Jerusalem, saying, vs. 2b, “…” This means, where at present people still speak about abundance – the pastures of the shepherds – scarcity  will occur, whilst the top of the Carmel, rich in orchards and vineyards, will turn in arid land, deathly and grey.

See there, beloved, the thunder of God’s imminent judgment, whereby the LORD points to Zion and Jerusalem, i.e. to the place where the true sacrifices of atonement are brought, where the sins are forgiven and the law is taught. If we would translate this in NT terms, then our text points to the Lord Jesus Christ, whose sacrifice was foreshadowed by the OT sacrifices brought in the temple in Jerusalem. Yes, true life is found only in Him! That’s the lesson, which we as NT church may learn from the warning we read in our text. 

And then – as I mentioned it before – we do well to have a good look into the mirror. For, Br. & Sr., isn’t there the danger also among us that we think: everything is okay, we have in abundance, as far as the eye meets there is nothing to worry about, but it can also happen that meanwhile we live our life as we think fit, whereby at times so easily true thankfulness towards the LORD is missing. No perhaps, not many of us would admit this. But, be honest, do you think that in Amos day many Israelites would admit that true thankfulness towards the LORD was missing. There was a bustling activity both in Bethel as well as in Dan. Many sacrifices were brought. Would the Lord not be pleased by it? Yet, beloved, it was a self-willed worship service contrary to God’s commandments. For they didn’t want to give up their idols, they didn’t want to order their life in accordance with the law God had given.

Well, back to us now? Do we want to give up our idols? Do we indeed want to order our life in accordance with what God requires of us? And this not just a little bit, say as long as it doesn’t cut in our own sinful flesh. No, the LORD requires full obedience. And then I think, we all know that at times there are also things in our life which we too find too difficult to give up. We know that the LORD wants this or that differently in our life, but . . .

Thus, beloved, this morning’s text will warn also us; warn us not to soothe our conscience by simply saying: everything is okay, nothing to worry about. The Lord willing this afternoon in the sermon true self-examination will have the attention; true self- examination as the Form for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper speaks about it. In the context of this morning’ sermon, I would like to make these points a bit more practical, as follows

a) Do we indeed grieve over the sins we have committed, or is there sometimes rather the inclination to wipe them under the carpet?
b) do we indeed cling to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ as the only ground for our salvation, or are there also other things in life we don’t want to give up since they make us feel secure; 
c) is there also true thankfulness by living our entire life to the honour of the Lord.
Br. & Sr., I don’t think that I have to make this more concrete. Each can fill this further in for him- or herself. But let us then indeed do so, so that the warning we heard this morning may bear fruit in our life, lest one day we too will be confronted with God’s judgment. Beloved, let it never come that far in your life.

There are still a few other elements of this morning’s text, to which I would like to draw attention. First, to the expression in vs. 1, “The words of Amos … which he saw concerning Israel.” Generally, we do not speak about seeing words, but rather about hearing words. However, as regards our text we must keep in mind that Amos received special revelation of God, which opened his eyes for what others perhaps did not see. The Spirit of God sharpened his eyes. To a certain extent, Br. & Sr., that’s what we all need. No, then I’m not thinking of some kind of special revelation, but of eyes sharpened by faith, which makes one look at things from a different perspective. A child of God looks further than this short life is long. In faith, he sees more than other people see.

I realize Amos received special revelation of God, by which he all of sudden saw very sharply what was going on in the Kingdom of the Ten Tribes. He saw that the despite all the apparent prosperity Israel was at the brink of destruction, because of the imminent judgment of God. God had revealed this to him and had now sent him with this message to Bethel and Samaria, where Amos proclaims on behalf of the LORD, “O Israelites, you should not cling to your prosperity, for this will be your ruin. You have wounded God’s love, but God’s call for repentance still goes out to you. His grace towards covenant-breakers is infinitely great. In wrath, He remembers mercy.”

Yet, beloved, this mercy was not recognized. In Ch. 7, where we read the reaction of Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, vss. 12 & 13, “…” This unfaithful priest did not tolerate that someone from Judah came to speak the Word of God. In this, we see one of the marks of the false church, namely that it persecutes those who rebuke them for their sins. Well, Israel, i.e. the Kingdom of the Ten Tribes, indeed had become a false church. However, God did not cut all ties yet. They were still His people. God’s judgment was imminent. Yet, before executing this judgment in all its severity, first the LORD still comes with a last word of appeal. In wrath, He remembers mercy. For the LORD does not want the death of the sinner, but that he may turn to Him and live.

That’s why the LORD roared from Zion, sending Amos who came from Judah. Earlier on, I mentioned already that Amos was a contemporary of the prophet Hosea, who also prophesied during the reign of King Jeroboam. However, Hosea came from the Northern Kingdom. Why then did God in addition also send a prophet from the South? The answer is, beloved, to remind God’s people of the true temple service in Jerusalem. The LORD roared from Zion, i.e. the place to which the Israelites should go up again. They should turn their back upon the idol service in Bethel and Dan and turn to the LORD. For only with Him they would find true life.

To translate this in NT terminology, I could quote our confession, viz., Art. 28 BC, where it says, that outside the assembly of the redeemed there is no salvation. This does not mean that no one outside the true church will be saved. That’s up to God, who will judge those who are outside. Instead, it means, whoever wants to be reconciled to God must seek the blood of reconciliation in Jesus Christ. In the OT era, this blood was foreshadowed in the sacrifices brought in the temple in Jerusalem. Today the benefit of this blood is given in the gospel, which is proclaimed to us every Sunday here in the church. We receive this benefit when we accept this gospel in faith and live accordingly This shows the importance of every church service. When convinced of this, one will not easily skip a service, or think one a Sunday will be sufficient. For it is here in the church, beloved, that the fountains of salvation spring and the water of life is freely given to all who thirst. Whoever, therefore, for superficial reasons skips a church service deprives him- or herself from these riches.

The LORD roars from Zion. His judgment is imminent. In our text it says, these words came to Amos “two years before the earthquake.” This expression contains more than just an indication for us to know when all this happened. In Scripture, an earthquake is sign of God’s judgment. In the same way as the rainbow is a sign of God’s patience with this world, so are earthquakes signs of God’s imminent wrath, of His judgment, which will come irrevocably. Amos had to speak of this imminent judgment. Yet there was still time to repent. In wrath, God remembers mercy. 

However, when some years later the words, which Amos saw concerning Israel, were written down, people remembered this earthquake as a divine reinforcement of the judgment Amos had spoken of. Even a few centuries later the prophet Zechariah comes back to it when he says in Ch. 14, 5 of his prophecies, “…” This clearly shows that this earthquake had made a big impression on the people.

Well, when Amos spoke, the thunder of God’s wrath started already rolling. The LORD roared from Zion. His judgment was about to come. Hence, this call for repentance. Those who heeded this call would find refuge with the LORD. Yet, those who laughed this call away came to know that Amos had not spoken in vain. For God’s Word is trustworthy, not only where it concerns God’s promises, but also where it concerns His judgments. Then the sky may seem to be bright, not the slightest danger to be scared off. Apparent prosperity can indeed make people less worrisome. Yet all of sudden the night will fall for those who have not heeded the words of the LORD.

Therefore, beloved, let us learn from the words of this morning’s text. When there are sins in your life, things you should break with, don’t shrug it off, but heed the warning you have heard this morning. Turn to the LORD and submit to His Word. Not just a little bit, but totally. For note well – as it reads in the letter to the Hebrews – once more the LORD will shake not only the earth but also the heaven. In Heb. 12, these words function as a promise, since afterwards it reads, vs. 28 & 29 of this same chapter, “…” But then it also says, vs. 29, “…”
Serious words – therefore, beloved, let us indeed serve the LORD from the heart, with godly fear. Let us rejoice that this morning once again God’s Word could be preached to us. Through this preaching the LORD wants to open our eyes for the riches of His covenant, in order that we may also live from these riches to the honour of God and for the sake of our own salvation. Amen.
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