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The Preaching Farmer

Amos - Introduction 

Audio 

We are beginning a new series on the book of Amos, one of the Old Testament's so-called "little prophets." But before you just sweep this writing under the rug because it is "old-fashioned", I just want to say at the outset that even though he is an Old Testament prophet, his message to us today is fresh and new. And even though he was an ordinary farmer, his sermons and messages were top quality, just like those of our beloved farmer preacher Uncle Angus Buchan! 

However, Amos was not only the preaching farmer, he was also the local newspaper for the people of his time, a newspaper that was actual, fresh and new, and told the news of the peoples around Israel to it’s readers. 

If you were to open a newspaper today and flip through the headlines, you would immediately realize what the editor's political or social background was. The pro-government editor will seek to post positive reports on government activities, disparaging and belittling the opposition. The editor, who again writes from the point of view of the opposition, will look for reason to whip the government just where he can. Everything that is wrong and corrupt is sniffed out, and the editor does not give up until justice is done. The name: "Newsdog", is very appropriate, because these men and women are often like bloodhounds on a trail! 

Amos' "newspaper" was, to say the least, exciting, and gripped it’s readers. People could not wait to hear the next issue. He told them about all the things that were going on around Israel, and he emphasized how corrupt their neighbours really were. It shocked the people, of course, but that's what you want to read in a newspaper, those shocking things about your opponents! However, Amos not only wrote about the bad neighbours, he also wrote about Israel, and as befits a good newspaperman, he also exposed the corruption in their own ranks to the bone. 

Amos, however, did not just follow his own head. There was a very big factor that influenced his reporting. Amos did not only pass sentence on his own judgment from a human perspective, but he judged it from God's perspective. And that makes Amos as relevant to us today as it was in his own time. You can read Amos' "newspaper", because the news today is still just as fresh and new and current as almost 3000 years ago when the book was written. 

Amos lived in the time of King Jeroboam II, round about 760 BC. It was a time of peace and prosperity. The great powers like Assyria and Damascus were weary from fighting against each other, and they did not feel like coming to bully Israel. Israel experienced a period of prosperity, and the rich became even richer from all the welfare that the country experienced. The sad part, however, was that the poor became poorer. So there was a clear dividing line between rich and poor. There were people who gained great power for themselves, and then there was the working class who worked for a starvation wage for them. These things grieved Amos, and he told them very clearly that you do not dare abuse your power like that. 

However, Amos also wants to make it clear that God's rule extends not only over Israel but also over the rest of the world. The injustice and inhumanity of the nations surrounding Israel is also noticed by God. He is God over everything and everyone, and Israel is only a part of the big picture. He has power over the whole universe. Yet He makes special intercession with this insignificant people, Israel. He leads them out of Egypt's bondage to the Promised Land, and He chooses them above all the mighty nations as His people. 

But God expects that people to maintain a lifestyle that suits their election. The iniquity that flows through the people will not be tolerated. People must learn to treat each other with respect, and even the powerful must descend from their throne and treat the poor guys down there as God prescribes. 

However, Amos also wants to emphasize that God is not unapproachable. He is a loving, merciful, forgiving and compassionate God. He pleads with His people to repent. For their shameful deeds they should be judged, but if Amos pleads for them, God will even decide that He will lift the judgment. 

Amos' works were only recorded on paper many years later, and during the exile the Israelites could read them for the first time as consolation. There they saw the wonderful promises of restoration and rebuilding. 

Do these things not all sound familiar? Is it not exactly what is going on in and around our country? Amos is a timeless book, written for the Israelites of 760 BC, but also for me and you today in 2020 AD. 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank you for prophets like Amos, who make the Word of God actual and fresh and new to us. 
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When the Lion Roars

Amos 1: 1,2 

Audio 

Most believers have become very slow to spread the good news of Jesus. Maybe it's because we were taught from an early age that there is only one person who can do such “higher” things, and that is the pastor. He taught at university for seven years to be able to do this, and so he is the only one who has the knowledge to perform this task, so we leave everything in his capable hands. 

However, the Bible gives us a completely different picture. Indeed, there were learned men like Paul who carried out the Word, but most of the time it was ordinary, often simple people who preached the Word. Peter and his companions were ordinary fishermen, Matthew a tax collector and Amos a farmer. 

Can you imagine someone more unlikely than a farmer to go and preach? He seldom gets in touch with people - is somewhere in the fields with his farming all day long, and often has to sleep under the stars. Yet we see that the Lord uses this farmer to proclaim His word. 

Amos farmed with sheep in 760 BC in the area of Tekoa, 10 km south of Bethlehem. He must have been a prosperous farmer, because we can conclude that he owned a large herd of sheep. But Amos also owned a second farm on the shores of the Dead Sea, where he farmed with wild figs. The figs were probably fodder for his sheep during the dry winter months. Although Amos did well, he was not a wealthy man. 

Farmers are usually people who live close to the earth. They experience nature in a very intense way, because they are so very dependent on everything that nature has to offer. Rain, sunlight, wind and the fertile soil are all things without which they cannot exist. Often you also find that farmers describe ordinary things through images from nature. From the very first verses of his book, we already see how these things ooze through, and how nature is in this man's blood. He speaks of pastures that wither and of shepherds. Later on in the book he tells about the lion's roar, and you find out that he knows how to set a snare. 

Have you ever heard a lion roar up close? I'm talking about the time when you were not sitting safely in your car in the game park, but sitting by a fire in the veldt, and he roared so loud that your ears hurt. A few years ago, the lions had free access to Marloth Park from the Kruger Park. We had a bush cottage there in those years. One evening we were sitting with friends by the fire and roasting meat, while the roars of the lions were getting closer. At last it felt as if they were just standing here behind the bush, roaring. I felt very uncomfortable, but we sat down, because I know how far a lion's roar can go at night - he was probably still very far away! But every time his authoritative voice filed the night air around us, we sit up and listen with respect. This great voice truly belongs to the king of the bush! 

Early the next morning we were going for a walk, when suddenly my eyes widened like saucers when I saw those tracks in the dust - the man with the big voice and the big cat paws has walked no further than fifty meters from our braai fire! Suddenly Ifelt lame in my knees - that grumpy cat really did stand roaring just behind the bush the night before! 

When Amos speaks of the Lord, it is with great awe. He compares the voice of God to that of a lion roaring. When a lion roars, you listen, because you have great respect for him. He also mentions very pertinently in the first verses of an earthquake. It must have been a great tremor, because Amos linked the time to the earthquake. Everyone should have remembered that for a long time. Zechariah tells how people fled from it (Zech. 14: 5). God speaks with great authority, like that of a mighty earthquake, and when He speaks the pastures wither and the top of Mount Carmel dries up (Amos 1: 2). 

What happens when you and I open the Word of God to read what He wants to say to us? Is the Word just a history book to us, or a book with beautiful verses and stories in it? Maybe just a frame of reference or reference work? We must realize thoroughly that even though the writers of the Bible were ordinary people - farmers, fishermen, tax collectors, God is still the true Author of the Bible. When I read from it, I read what God wrote through His writers. What’s more: He speaks directly to me through these writings. This should fill us with great awe, for if you were to remain silent and listen to a lion's voice, how much more will we not be silent and listen when the mighty Voice of God comes to you and me through His Word. No, we do not have to tremble with fear or flee, but we must have the necessary respect and awe for Him, the King of all kings! 

Prayer: 

Lord, forgive me for often treating Your Holy Word so lightly. 
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Circles Drawing Tighter

Amos 1: 3-2: 16 

Audio 

When Amos, the preaching farmer, was preaching to the people that day, everyone listened intently. It was a very special sermon, which sounded more like a poem. The words were like music to the people's ears, and they agreed on every word that rolled over Amos' lips. What he preached was what they wanted to hear, because their enemies were being put under the magnifying glass and condemned. 

Amos first draws the circle very wide around Israel. He started with the Syrians of Damascus. They are a heathen nation far away, and if they are completely exterminated, Israel will rejoice and be glad. Yes, Amos is a preacher who captivates a man's heart. "I will not call back his punishment", Amos preaches, and the people agree, because that wicked bunch must be severely punished for their heinous deeds. 

Then it's the Philistines' turn, and the Israelites are actually moaning with pleasure. How many sins have they not had through the ages with this lot! The Philistines of Gaza are condemned, as are those of Ashdod, Ashkelon and Ekron. For many years Samson had great trouble with the Philistines. Later also Saul and David. But now the sins of the Philistines have overtaken them, and righteousness will take place. The Lord is going to condemn them. The people nod in agreement - Amos knows how to preach! 

The third people that Amos addresses are the Phoenicians of Tire. These three peoples in Amos' first circle, acted totally unlovingly towards their allies. They tortured people and took them away as exiles. The people are enjoying Amos' sermon and hanging on to every word. 

But then Amos begins to draw a second circle, this time a little closer to the Israelites. First up is the Edomites. These people have the same ancestor as the Israelites. They are descendants of Esau, the twin brother of their earthly father Jacob. An uneasiness starts taking place among the listeners, because Amos is actually addressing their "half-brothers". Oh, but it's nothing, because these people are history, and they deserve the Lord's judgment! So, Amos can calmly go on preaching! 

Next it is the turn of the Ammonites. They too have a relationship with Israel, because they are the descendants of Lot, Grandfather Abraham's nephew. The horrible things that these people were up to, makes you cringe! The people gasp for breath when they hear that the Ammonites had even gone so far as to slaughter pregnant women! So no, even though they are almost family, they should be severely punished! The Moabites, also descendants of Lot, are next in line to suffer under Amos' sharp tongue. The horrible way in which they mutilated the king of Edom's body makes one shudder. You do not do such things! "Continue, Amos!" 

Amos looks directly at his people, and suddenly they realize that he is now starting to preach a little too close for comfort. "Judah," says Amos, and he first lets the word sink in well. "Judah rejected the law of the Lord!" This third circle is like a hoop around a wine barrel! The circle is pulling very tight, for Judah are their own brothers, fellow Israelites. Yes, although they have "separated", and they have another king, they are still blood brothers. After all, the temple of the Lord stands in their territory, in Jerusalem. Amos' sermon becomes uncomfortable, because now they are judging their own people, and they do not really like this. Amos could have stopped at the Moabites! Why is he getting so close to home now? 

And then Amos drops the bomb: "Israel has committed a heinous sin!" He looked straight into their eyes. The fourth circle is the core of the people, Israel! Numbness, lovelessness, injustice, incest, idolatry and the violation of God's glory. These are just some of the sins that Israel has committed. Now this sermon is no longer so enjoyable at all - it hurts a lot! He tells them how the Lord has cared for Israel over the centuries and saved them time and time again when they were in need. And what did they do? Sin! And now comes God's judgment! 

We may be enjoying reading this part this morning, because the circle is drawn very widely. What do Israel's sins have to do with you and me? It is good that the Lord punished them! They deserved it! But the Lord suddenly draws the circle very close around you and me, so that we must realize that we are in the same boat as Israel. There are our sins of neglect, of lovelessness and not giving enough glory to God. This morning the Lord wants you and me to sit down and think about what He has done for us, and in what half-hearted way we live out our gratitude to Him. Amos' sermon is like a sword that cuts through my life, exposing sin. What am I going to do about it? 

Prayer: 

Lord, I stand before You this morning like Israel, deeply guilty. Please take my hand, Lord, and lead me on the right path. 
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Chosen

Amos 3:1-8 

Audio 

For every thing that happens there is a cause. Nothing happens of it’s own accord, even if it sometimes appears to us that things sometimes happen without any reason. If my car suddenly stalls for no apparant reason, then there must be a logical explanation - did I forget to refuel? 

Yesterday we saw Amos preaching a wide detour and then suddenly point the finger at the people of Israel. They had fallen into sin, and therefore the Lord was going to punish them. But why was the Lord so strict with Israel? Many other nations got away with murder, but Israel was the one that is singled out and punished every time. Why? 

The answer lies in the word "selected". Yes, the Lord has chosen this people as His people. The original meaning of this word says something about an intimate relationship that is coupled it. The word "chosen" describes a precious and lasting relationship that has been established a very long time ago, and continues to do so. The same Hebrew word is also used to express the most intimate relationship in a marriage. 

If I were to cheat on my spouse and have a sneaky relationship, she wouldn’t just say, "Men are men after all!" and dismiss the whole affair as a bit of men's fun. For sure, she's going to be highly upset and the consequences could be tragic. Why? Precisely because there is such an intimate relationship in our marriage. She sacrificed a lot to make this relationship work, it did not just happen of it’s own accord. And if I harm that relationship, it will be very painful. 

The Lord chose Israel as His special people. The same intimate relationship was established between Him and Israel. He sacrificed a lot in this relationship to make it work and to bind the bonds of love, such as delivering them from Egypt. The Lord's patience with this people was endless. They had barely gone through the Reed Sea, when they were already building a golden calf and communing with other gods. As we flip through the history books of Israel, we see how the Lord fully fulfilled and lived out His side of the love relationship. God's love runs like a golden thread throughout the Old Testament. Often there were even great miracles to preserve the people. But then we also see in parallel with this how the people’s sins weave like a pitch black, filthy rope through the pages of the Old Testament. 

God's patience had to run out (said with permission). And so Amos announced that the Lord's punishment awaited them. The Lord does not punish just for any trifle, and He will even withdraw His punishment if there is repentance. Go and read the book of Jonah, and see how the Lord condemned the city of Nineveh, and later withdrew the judgment when the people repented. 

As already seen, Amos uses images from nature and everyday life to explain that when something happens, there is a reason. If you hear a lion roaring, then you know he may have caught something, because he does not roar without reason. And when he roars, it fills you with great awe. When he roars so close in a pitch-dark night that the windows rattle, you tremble with anxiety! "The lion roared, who will not be afraid?" Amos asked. He wanted to compare the voice of the Lord with the awesome roar of a lion. And then he added that if he hears the voice of God, then he as a prophet does not dare keep quiet about it. 

But therein also lies another truth: before a prophet can speak, or prophesy, he must first listen to what the Lord says. Amos did not just convey these things to the people on his own accord. He had to listen first, and then convey the message. 

It is very easy to judge people, we do it every day, often as a mockery. The difficult part, however, is listening to what the Lord is saying. Listening means that I will first get my own prejudices out of my head, and that I will go to the Lord honestly and with an open mind. This means that I will read the Word of the Lord with a praying heart. This also means that I will open my ears of faith to hear the voice of the Holy Spirit. It also means that I will break down the wall of sin that prevents me from hearing His voice, so that there is no separation between me and Him. 

And when I heard - what do I do then? Jonah was very reluctant to carry out the Lord's command. Amos was obedient, and he did what he had to do, even though it might have meant that the people did not like his message. They wanted to hear that their enemies bit into the dust! However, Amos preached about Israel's sin, as the Lord commanded him. I do not think Amos was very popular, but it did not bother him much, as long as he could only say what God had foretold him. 

Prayer: 

Lord, teach me to listen, and prepare me to speak when I hear Your voice. 
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Two Trotters and an Ear

Amos 3: 9-15 

Audio 

Many years ago we visited Uncle Paul's Wild Kruger Park. That morning we Were looking for lions! And suddenly we got just what we were looking for. We were just in time to see a few lionesses chase a herd of impala. You only saw dust and stones flying as they brought down a buck, but to our great disappointment everything happened behind a shrub, and we can see nothing. Then we saw him, the old ale lion who hurriedly arrived to claim his share of the feast. Suddenly out of nowhere, a terrified young impala came running past at breakneck speed, right in front of the big cat’s nose. His response was lightning fast. A massive forepaw armed with razor-sharp claws shot out like a bolt of lightning and whipped one blow. Old Simba picked up his trophy and proudly walked with it into the shade, and then devoured the buck until there was literally only an ear and two trotters left! 

There was an old Israeli custom that if a lion caught one of the shepherd's sheep, he had to prove that he did not kill the sheep, but that a lion did catch it, even if it was only an ear and two trotters. It could even mean that he had to chase away the lion to get the evidence. If you save two trotters and a piece of ear in this way, then you are definitely not saving the sheep! 

But wait, let's start from the very beginning! Amos called witnesses to come and look at the devastation. Those he called were specialist witnesses because they knew everything about destruction. The Egyptians and the Philistines were known for their cruelty, oppression and violence, and therefore they were the right kind of witnesses. It was the people of Israel who had been condemned to a violent end. Her cities will be demolished and the beautiful houses will be stripped bare. All that will be left is a single piece of evidence: “two legs or an ear of a sheep” (v. 12). 

But why? 

Amos sums up the reason in verse 10: "The LORD says, ‘These people fill their mansions with things taken by crime and violence. They don't even know how to be honest." This is a terrible accusation against Israel! But what exactly does it mean? The Israelites enriched themselves by acting violently, obtaining their wealth by force and sowing destruction in the process. Greed made monsters out of them. They built beautiful houses and palaces for themselves with their loot, and on top of that they also had a summer house built somewhere. They rolled in wealth and sat on "luxurious couches" (v. 12). And this at the expense of the poor people who had been so cruelly exploited by them! 

Amos' accusation was also that they did not know how to do right, not even display normal acceptable behaviour. Even the Gentiles knew what was right and wrong! You do not have to be a believer to know what is right! 

We in South Africa, as well as in many other countries, are sitting on a time bomb, ticking-ticking-ticking. We are doing exactly the same things that happened in Israel. Materialism is a dragon that devours. When we point the finger at corrupt government officials It's just the hippo's ears sticking out, although we all shout together about those single cases. But we do not see the mass of stinking rich people who have made their money with exploitation, excessive profit margins and misleading advertising. Billions of rands intended to help the poor survive during the Corona crisis ended up in the pockets of the rich! 

Many people's lives are ruined by drug syndicates where super-rich people swing the scepter. Car hijackings, robberies and other violent acts enrich someone while he sits quietly in his easy chair. But it also comes closer to me and you who often act dishonestly. "South Africa, turn back to God!" a few voices shout from the desert, but it falls on deaf ears, and the violence and corruption thrive! 

"I will destroy winter houses and summer houses.", Amos warns over the wrath of the Lord, "The houses decorated with ivory will fall in ruins; every large house will be destroyed.” (v. 15) 

Amos' warning echoes over Israel. But today that same warning echoes over South Africa, because the injustice in our country is huge. What are we going to do about it? Huge gatherings were held where "Amos" pleaded: "Turn back to God!" The question is, did we ever respond to that plea? I am afraid: the Lord's judgment is already hanging over our land like a flaming sword. Let's start with ourselves, and correct what is wrong in our lives, otherwise there may be only two legs and a piece of ear left. 

Prayer: 

Lord, I am deeply guilty before You. Help me to correct what I am doing wrong. 
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The Elite Ladies Club

Amos 4:1-3 

Audio 

The Ladies' Club has come together - for the umpteenth time this year. It's very merry, because the red liquid of Bacchus is flowing like a river while they chat and gossip and laugh vulgarly-exuberantly. Tonight, the poor wretches who cannot afford to be part of this elite group are under discussion. There is mockery about their clothes and their appearances. One tells with great taste how she has her string of maids under her thumb. They literally have to crawl in front of her. The ladies shake with laughter over the poor miserable people! Then comes the shocking announcement: The wine is up! "Bring more wine old man!" the host is commanded, "Come on, you better hurry, we don’t have all evening!" 

"He's like clay in my hands," the hostess whispered with a wink as soon as her husband turned his back, and the others giggled uncontrollably. 

Does it sound like a modern hen party in one of our rich suburbs? No, you're thinking wrong: it was possible how it went when the wealthy women of Israel came together, some 3,000 years ago. Amos saw it, and it offended him (and the Lord), because it mocked the whole social structure of the people of God. "They live like the cows of Bashan," he describes their way of life. It was actually meant to be a compliment, because Bashan was a very fertile region, and the cows became nice and fat on the green pastures. To live like a cow in Bashan was to live a very pleasant life. Today, of course, I would be very reluctant to give such a compliment to a woman, I might just get a box on the ear! 

The wealthy ladies of Israel did indeed have a lazy life, bathed in abundance and extravagant luxury. They had an insatiable urge for more and more, and this caused them to push their husbands to the limit to make even more money and gain more prosperity for themselves. Their lives were the epitome of self-centredness. The whole world just revolved around her! And of course her equally rich ladies friends. 

The problem was that it was not just something that affected the rich women, because in their exalted status they looked down on the "inferior," the poor weakling who would never reach their heights. Those people were trampled and abused so that Madam could feel good and important. On top of that, their husbands were probably driven to corruption in an attempt to satisfy their dear wive’s hunger for even more luxuries! 

Amos announces the Lord's judgment on these women. Enough is enough! They will be torn away from their prosperous paradise like with iron hooks, and driven out of the city like animals (the cows of Bashan?) In a very un-feminine manner, they will be driven to climb over the rubbish heaps, which were once beautiful city walls, to spend the rest of their lives in exile and harsh conditions. There is no turning back and no rest, for behind them the soldiers of the enemy pursue them with cruel hook-thorns. Their sins finally caught up with them..... 

History repeats itself. Amos' prophecy reminds you quite a bit of the French Revolution, when the stinking rich who lived in the lap of luxury and exploited the poor terribly, were finally cast out like animals and one by one to a cheering crowd lost their heads under the guillotine 

And today the same history is repeated for the umteenth time. Stinking rich ladies (today we are not talking to the men) who are bored to death and have nothing else to do but chat through party after party and go over the top with exotic drinks and gossip and making fun of others. They are bragging about their designer clothes, and the one who can wear the most expensive dress (of course with the least material!) Is the heroine of the evening. As in the days of Amos, the poor men are driven to breaking point, and often corruption, to provide for her sinful taste. Their housekeepers are exploited to toil for a hunger wage, and they often suffer under Madame's sharp tongue. And in the process of making money, it often means her husband has to trample others into the mud to keep his wife happy. 

It is not just the wealthy who live like this. Many of these things also come to the fore in everyday life, even in the homes of some believers. My sincere prayer is that the women of South Africa who lead such a lavish life will come to their senses, and rather use the money and energy they put into their wild parties to make the lives of the poor and oppressed more bearable. make. A single party can often pay for a house, or maybe two or three, for someone living in appalling conditions! 

Prayer: 

Lord, I pray today for the women of our country. I pray that those who have strayed so far will return to You. 
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Sinning Right in the Church

Amos 4:4-5 

Audio 

I heard someone say one day: "I am very religious!" and then I wonder what it actually means to be very religious? Indeed, as a young man, I was also very religious. Not a Sunday went by whithout me going to church at least twice a day. I was a leader in the youth association and I even became involved in the congregation's missionary action. I was the youngest member of the church council and very proud of that fact. As a deacon, I faithfully fulfilled my duty, reaching out regularly to all my ward members every month. I sang in the church choir, and lived out my religion fully. 

But there was a problem, and I just could not put my finger on it. On one occasion the pastor asked a question, and I gave a brilliant answer. I was so proud of my answer because I did not realize there was so much wisdom in me. But the pastor's remark had me speechless: "Here the Holy Spirit is at work," he said, "for that answer does not come from man!" I was immediately angry with the pastor. “How can he simply attribute my clever answer to the Holy Spirit? And I don't even get recognition for that! ” 

One thing in my life that I could not process was that many of my churchmates seemed so terribly "holy." They prayed things I did not understand, and often their prayers sounded "insipid", and I wished they would stop praying. Such things bothered me, and I practised my religion with more fire to work away the torments. 

Only a few years later did I discover where the problem lay: See, I tried to practice religion without allowing Jesus into it! One fine day in 1974, everything changed completely, when He came into my life. Suddenly the scales fell from my eyes, and I realized that my religion was worth absolutely nothing. 

"People of Israel, go to the holy place in Bethel and sin, if you must! Go to Gilgal and sin with all your might!" Amos tells the people. Bethel and Gilgal were sacred places to Israel where they worshipped God. Jerusalem and the temple were inaccessible to Israel because they were in the territory of Judah. Israel and Judah did not hit it off with one another, even though both Jewish nations were blood brothers. "Bring your sacrifices and tithes," Amos says, very sarcastically. These people very faithfully fulfilled their religious obligations, even going out of their way to do more than was expected of them. They brought not only their obligatory sacrifices but also their voluntary sacrifices faithfully. 

"Very impressive!" we would have cried out, but the Lord was certainly not pleased with this. Why not? This was done with the wrong attitude. "That's how you like it", Amos says sarcastically, because he realizes all too well that the Lord sees through their religiousness. It's not about the Lord, but they do it to impress people, or to make themselves acceptable to people. Their voluntary sacrifices were brought with great fanfare so that everyone could see how generous they were. The problem is that when that happens, it is no longer GOD-religion, but HUMAN-religion. And then it's sin! The Israelites made all the right noises for the completely wrong reason, and thus sat in the church with a pious face and sinned. It reminds one of Jesus' parable of the Pharisee standing on the street corner praying so that everyone could see how religious and pious he was! 

Amos also speaks to you and me as believers today. We are summoned to take a good look at the way we practise religion, and to focus on the attitude with which we do it. 

The first question I need to ask myself is whether the things I do are for the sake of God, and whether I do them merely for myself? I have experienced that when a new leader of the elders had to be elected, it was preceded by vote-canvassing and a caucus, because this is a position that gives you great status. It is certainly not about status, but rather about rendering a service in honour of God. But then I also have to ask myself the question: why do I go to church? Is it because it's my duty? Maybe because I'm afraid people will gossip when I'm not there? Or is it because I want to be there, because it's my appointment with God, that I do not want to exchange for anything? Why do I read the Bible? Is it simply out of a sense of duty or habit? Or is it because I truly seek the will of God in it and want to drink in the wonderful promises locked up in it? Amos forces one to do introspecting prayerfully. 

Prayer: 

Lord, this morning I must confess that my motives are not always so pure. Please forgive me. 
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Disasters

Amos 4:6-13 

Audio 

At the time when archaeologists were doing excavations in the city of Pompeii, they came across a gruesome discovery, numerous people petrified under the layers of ashes! Why did these people not flee in time when Vesuvius erupted? On a TV show, there was once footage of a volcano erupting, and people stubbornly refusing to leave their homes even with the lava flow that came uncomfortably close to their homes. Often people live in the shadow of a volcano that threatens to erupt as if nothing is happening. Even when the mountain starts to rattle and spit out smoke, it is as if they are oblivious of it all! And even when the boiling mass of lava rolls in, they still hope it will not engulf their homes. It will stop before they reach town. 

A little closer to home is another example: how often does it not happen in the Kruger National Park, that there are lions near the road, and that people get out of their cars to see the big cats better. All warnings are totally ignored. The danger signs are there, but it is as if they think that those dangerous predators will never regard them as prey - as if they are in a zoo where the lions are on the other side of the fence! 

A huge volcano was building up pressure in Israel. They had heard all the rumblings, seen the smoke, but still they did not care. And often it is exactly the same with us as Christians. 

Amos describes a series of unique natural phenomena - untimely droughts that destroy total crops, devastating diseases that hit fields, locusts that devour everything before them, and even the pride of Israel, their olive trees. Famine and plague hit the country. 

When an unbeliever is struck by such disasters, they see fate in them. They were just unhappy to be there at the wrong time. However, the believer sees the hand of the Lord in such natural phenomena. They hear the voice of the Lord in nature. When I walk through one of our beautiful coastal forests early in the morning, like the one at Umtinzini, it is as if my whole being is filled with the glory of the Lord. The heavenly birdsong, the fragrance of the plants and moss, the grandeur of the forest trees. I hear and smell and experience the Lord in it. The unbeliever experiences it totally differently. 

For Israel, the successive natural disasters were a sign from the Lord. They strayed from the path He wanted them to walk. When famine struck them, they must have already realized that they had to repent. However, they did not! Then they ran out of water. Israel is not exactly a water - rich country, and it so happens that people had to stumble from city to city to try and quench their thirst, often without success. But it was still not the end of their sorrows, for then came the locusts and pests, and devoured every grain of what was still edible, and the scorching east wind shattered the little wheat that still survived the pests. 

Still the people did not hear the voice of the Lord! 

Amos makes history speak to the people. He tells of the plagues of Egypt, and the hand of the Lord in it to save His people from the clutches of Pharaoh. He also tells of Sodom and Gomorrah to illustrate the Lord's judgment on sin. 

Today we as believers are the people of God. Unfortunately, there are large sections of this people who have strayed, become lukewarm. The Lord also speaks to us today, just like Israel of old. The devastating earthquake in Haiti and the terrible floods and earthquakes elsewhere in the world should have already made us regain our senses. It came closer to home with the terrible droughts that hit parts of the country. And then Covid 19 that not only sowed terror, but on top of that paralyzed our economy. We as believers can not help but hear God's warning voice in this: "Repent!" Thousands of believers have already recognized that voice, and they plead together with the Lord: "South Africa, repent!" 

Shall we not learn from the experiences of Israel? The voice of God resonates for us today clearly and distinctly through nature. There is even the pitch black cloud of global warming looming threateningly over us. Let us confess our sins and break with them. Let's turn back and start serving God again with everything in us. Then we will be able to sing with Amos the glorious song of praise that he rejoices in verse 13: “God is the one who made the mountains and created the winds. He makes his thoughts known to people; he changes day into night. He walks on the heights of the earth. This is his name: the LORD God Almighty!” 

Prayer: 

Lord, I come to kneel before You and I confess that I do not serve You as You expect of me. Please forgive my many sins, and lead me on the right path. 
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Four Circles

Amos 5:1-7 

Audio 

When I was a child, throwing a pebble into the water always gave me great pleasure. Dad taught me how to make a flat rock hop-hop-hop over the smooth surface of a pond, and when I eventually mastered it, I cried with laughter! But I was especially fascinated by the ripples that are caused when you throw a stone into the water. Concentric circles of shock waves circulate wider and wider, until they finally die away against the other side of the pond. 

Amos uses the same effect in chapter 5, with God as the center, where the pebble hits the water, and the people's actions circling in ripples to the outside. 

We have found that social justice is a recurring theme in Amos, and it finds its theological and structural focus in Chapter 5. Today, it is still a very topical theme, running throughout history. It was social justice, or perhaps rather injustice, that fuelled the French Revolution. And so this same subject was already the cause of many uprisings and even civil wars. 

Amos starts with the outer circle, working inward. He tells of a sad death and burial, of Israel's fall. "Israel has fallen and he will not rise again", Amos sobs out in verse 1. Can you count how many times you have fallen in your life? Maybe many times, but the most important thing is that you got up again. You're a winner if you can get up one time more than you had fallen! The sad thing is that Israel did not rise again. 

One day someone came to my Better Half, and he sympathised with my tragic death. He read about it in the newspaper. She had to inform him very quickly that I was still very much alive. It's quite a shock to hear you're dead! The obituary was for Louis Nel, but certainly not mine. However, Amos does not make a mistake in announcing Israel's obituary. Yes, they may have been surprised to learn that they had died, but for Amos it was an established fact that Israel would certainly not survive. He even sings a lamentation or elegy to say how sad and sorry he is for their passing. What makes this tragedy even worse is the way Israel is portrayed in the original Hebrew as a virgin or a young girl, in the prime of her life. 

Fortunately, however, there is a second circle of ripples that hits us on our journey to the centre. The theme of this circle in verses 4 to 6: "Seek the Lord and live!" Amos says that Israel must forget Beth-El, Gilgal and Beersheba, of all their shrines. All He asks is that they come to Him as Person. After all, he is the Source of life! With Him alone there is true happiness. 

The question is: How do you seek the Lord? By serving Him! By obeying Him, keeping His commandments. To live in an intimate relationship with Him. 

The third circle deals with judgement. In verse 7, Amos points the finger at Israel: "You are doomed, you that twist justice and cheat people out of their rights!" Law and justice are of utmost importance to any community. When Amos speaks of judgement, he is referring to the custom at that time to make legal decisions in the city gate. Cases were heard there, and a fair verdict had to be made. Judgment is, of course, the practical fruit of law or justice, a concept that expresses a relationship between people or between God and man. 

Law and justice are the things that make a community a safe place, where you can live without fear. Unfortunately, Israel turned justice into a bitter case and trampled it! The poor and weak who were supposed to be aided by the law were disadvantaged by it. 

Our believers today are also addressed by Amos in our modern setting. Do I really do justice in my life? And now I am not referring to the courts, but to my personal life. I can only truly live out this concept if I seek the Lord in the first place, as Amos describes in verses 4-6. But then it also asks me to practically live out the law as Jesus put it to us, to truly live out love. If I make 1 Corinthians 13 part of my life, then I can not help but get it right. If I seek the will of the Lord and put it into practice, righteousness will prevail in my life. I challenge you today to seek the will of God in your work situation and also in your personal life and do what is right, even if you yourself are harmed by it. 

We are now slowly reaching the centre of the circles. Tomorrow we will read about it. 

Prayer: 

Lord, please give me the will and power to bring about justice in my life. 
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The Origin

Amos 5:8-9 

Audio 

Do you still remember the tropical cyclone Demoina that hit the eastern part of our country? The devastation that that awful giant whirlpool caused left you gasping for breath. The town of Pongola, for example, was completely cut off from the rest of the world and roads were destroyed. Bridge after bridge was swept away and giant trees were uprooted by the force of the floodwaters. 

Something that has always filled me with awe were the giant wild fig trees that bordered the Umfolozi River. A year or so after Demoina, we went on a wilderness hike in the Umfolozi Game Reserve with a few friends. I stood in shock as these forest giants simply disappeared before the floodwaters literally stripped the mighty river of all it’s splendour. Only the bare grey stones and sandbanks remained. 

If you look at satellite images of the event, you see this mighty vortex of clouds that stretches for hundreds of kilometers. Right in the middle there is a centre point, almost a vacuum where there are no clouds, the eye of the cyclone. What exactly is happening in that little middle spot? Many scientists have already risked their lives to try to figure it out. Is the whole secret of the cyclone perhaps locked in that eye? I would rather not try to answer that question, because I am definitely not a meteorologist! What I do know is that it fills me with great respect. 

This morning we come to a completely different kind of centre, the origin of the four circles of shock waves that were made by our pebble in the water. Everything originated from this centre, and it spread outward. Amos also sees this centre as the origin of everything, and when he looks at the sky at night while with his sheep in the veldt, he falls down in worship before the One who made the constellations, Sevens and Orion, the Creator of all visible and invisible things. His song suddenly changes from an accusation against Israel to a song of praise to the glory of God. Day after day we can witness His work of creation. The dawn with its wonderful colours, where the sky and clouds are lavishly adorned by a giant paintbrush in breathtaking colours. As a sheep farmer, Amos must have seen many a daybreak somewhere in the veldt many mornings, and witnessed this miracle in adoration. 

Have you ever experienced the last rays of the sun in total amazement somewhere in the veldt? That golden hour when the sun sets like a giant, flaming golden ball amongst the thorn trees and fills the air with it’s pure golden rays? This is the time when you cannot stop your tears of wonder. And if the fleece clouds change by the minute into the most delicate pastel colours, then you cannot help but burst into a spontaneous song of praise for the Creator of it all. Yes, Amos had also seen it many times, and he knew it was the hand of the Lord, and he sang his song of praise in honour of Him, the Almighty, the Centre, the Origin. 

And have you ever experienced a day when the north wind scorches the earth and wants to jerk your precious breath from your lungs? And then, suddenly, late in the afternoon, the wind goes down, and you get the feeling something big is going to happen here. There is an oppressive silence, highly pregnant with anticipation. Even the animals in the veldt are restless. And then you see it: a pitch-black cloud bank looms from the east and bubbles over the Lebombo Mountains from Mozambique, overflowing with millions of tons of water created from the Mozambique coast. Suddenly you no longer smell the suffocating dust, but the smell of rain that fills your nostrils. And then the floodgates of heaven open and the scorched earth is flooded with a cool respite that gives life in abundance. You dance in the pouring rain as you rejoice and praise and glorify the Lord. And the impalas frolic and jump exuberantly. Yes, Amos experienced this too in the arid landscape of Israel, and he thoroughly realized that it could only be the handiwork of the Creator. 

We so often make the big mistake in life to just take everything for granted. Let's make a point of noticing the miracle of creation in ordinary everyday life. Take a good look at the perfect beauty of a simple flower, and see the delicate miracle as a work of art from the hand of the almighty Creator. Become humble before the awesome, brutal force of a lightning bolt, and realize that God created these breathtaking forces of nature. Walk along a mountain stream and drink in the calm and serenity of the cool, rippling water, and hear the voice of God in the silence and birdsong. Can you help but burst into spontaneous praise for Him? Or sit by the sea next to a rock pool with low tide, and marvel at the colourful miracle that unfolds in front of you of small rock fish and brightly coloured anemones with their fleshy fingers and delicate fans. Won't you then fall down in amazement before Him? 

Prayer: 

Lord, this morning I want to praise and glorify You, for You are wonderful. How will I ever be able to sing all Your praises? 
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The Waves Circle Out

Amos 5:10-17 

Audio 

From the centre, we now begin to cross the waves outward one by one. The first circle we cross is the state of law. It often feels as if you're up against a brick wall of injustice. We stand in despair when the media or individuals in the political arena expose huge corruption and injustice. However, those who seek the truth are denounced as troublemakers. When the truth is no longer welcome, it is a symptom of a totally corrupt community. I do not even have to elaborate on this, everyone knows what I'm talking about. 

Amos writes of the poor people being trampled, while those who extort their last bit of wheat from them live in beautiful houses of hewn stone and drinking wine that is produced in their lush green vineyards. Amos therefore warns that those who are thus guilty of abuse of power will lose everything, their luxurious homes and their vineyards. It was an evil time in which Amos lived. But is it not perhaps just such an evil time in which we also live today? As believers, we stand helpless against the terrible force of evil, and our best efforts are but a drop in the bucket. But know for sure: God sees everything! The wheel will turn, and He will bring about justice. Therefore, we can rest assured about it, because it is not in our hands, but in His extremely capable hands. 

Now we reach the second wave with the theme: Seek the Lord and Live! "Make it your aim to do what is right, not what is evil, so that you may live," Amos pleads in verse 14. As children, we played “cowboys and crooks,” where good fought against evil in a fierce battle. The theme of good versus evil is reflected in William Shakespeare's classic works, and is repeated time and time again in thousands of books and films produced over the years, just think of the recent hit: Avatar. But that terrible struggle also plays itself out in our own lives. There is the conflict every day, and I have to make wilful decisions, choose whether I will concede and walk the easy, often very pleasant path of evil (sin), and whether I will rather hold on and do the right thing, even if it requires much effort and discomfort on my part and even persecution. 

Doing good, as Amos pleads with us, is not easy. This means in the first place that you have to hate what is wrong. Note: it is not the evil people you should hate, but the wrong things that cross your own life! An evening with the men in a strip club sounds like an exciting idea. My friends are urging me to come along. Oh, it's just a little innocent fun! It can sometimes be hard to say no. And if I then refuse out of sense of duty, but my heart is still with my mates, then I might as well have just gone along! It actually asks me to make a wilful decision to hate such sins. 

Everything actually boils down to the right relationship with the Lord, because that spot of sin must be filled with something completely different: love for that which is good. When that day takes shape in my life, something wonderful happens to me: I truly begin to live! Now it is no longer worldly pleasure and the material things that make me happy, but the wonderful joy that only God can give that fills my life. 

This then brings us once again to the outer circle: Death and burial. Amos describes a lamentation: "Oh, how dreadful!" the grieving mourners sob. On the streets, on the plains and even in the vineyards, the lamentations of the mourners resound. Thus Amos sees it happen in his mind's eye if Israel does not heed the final call of the Lord to repent. The terrible judgment of Almighty God will strike them. Israel's funeral is imminent! 

How should you and I as believers view this prophecy of Amos? Our first reaction is to compare it with our own country, South Africa (or Australia, America, Britain or wherever you live), and then notice exactly the same things that Amos describes of Israel. Of course, we must not be blind to the injustice that is so terribly triumphant in our country. We have to see it, and we dare not keep quiet about it. We must also pray for our leaders, that they will repent and get to know the Lord. 

But the most important thing is that you and I are personally going to do introspection. I have to place my own life under a magnifying glass so I can see the wrong things in it. A believer's life should be filled with the glory of the Holy Spirit. Unfortunately, our lives are often like a bucket full of stones of sin. Yes, the Holy Spirit is there, but there are so many stones in our bucket that there is little room for Him. If we throw out those stones of sin, it is only the Holy Spirit who remains, and who can fill our whole lives. What a wonderful thought. Let us make room for Him so that we can live fully to the glory of God! 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank You for the glorious promises of abundant life if we abide in You. Also help me to gain a new perspective and serve You with everything in me. 
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In the Lion’s Jaws

Amos 5:18-20 

Audio 

He rides his bicycle on the rocky bush path while singing merrily. It is already strong dusk and there is a hollow feeling in his stomach, the lions are very active in Marloth Park! Occasionally you hear of someone who has encountered lions. But these thoughts he quickly puts out of his head. Tonight there is a big party at his friend's house, and he does not want to miss it for anything. Besides, he's on his bicycle, so what lion will be able to catch him on his lightning wheels? And so he rode on over the bumps into the coming night, cheerfully-singing and chock-full of bravado. 

But in the blink of an eye, his cheerful mood turns into one of appalling shock. His singing abruptly stopped, and instead a scream of anxiety echoed. He screeched to a halt causing the pebbles to sift down in a rain cloud over the thorn trees. Right in front of him lay a pride of lions in the middle of the narrow dirt track. In one single motion he threw the nose of his bicycle in the opposite direction and began pedaling while the stones splashed again and the spokes sang. Terrified and with a heart threatening to jump out of his throat, he looked over his shoulder a few minutes later. Great is his relief when he sees no one following him! 

Now he's starting to scheme: That party - should he rather leave it? “Naaaa! Never!" He would rather take another route to get there - he is already looking forward to a little of that fire water! Moreover, this narrow escape made him very thirsty! He takes a big detour to get to his friend's place, and this time his singing is no longer out of pleasure, but out of terror. 

The lions must have been startled when the pebbles rained down on them, and so jumped up and walked away. As it should happen, they crossed his path at the exact moment he came around the corner. This time there was no time to apply brakes, and he rushed right into the big cat's jaws. His anxious screams of death echoed through Marloth Park's sickle bushes as a lion grabbed him. He fought back, but he knew his end had arrived! 

However, it was not yet his time. At that very moment, someone "accidentally" drove down the road, chased the lions with the car and he was saved from certain death. However, his wounds were horrible, and he was taken to Nelspruit hospital where he lay in the greatest pain for several months to recover. 

A thriller? No, a true story! Amos also tells a story, and he begins it with the word: "Misery". It is a word that people used when there was death, and you mourn. The prophetic books used it to announce the judgment of God. Amos told of the terrifying experience of someone running away from a roaring lion. It must surely have been the most horrible experience ever! But then, before the danger was over, he ran headlong into a raging bear. He jumped around and ran as fast as his legs could carry him, and then he managed to get home safely anyway. Exhausted, gasping for breath, he leaned against the wall to reach his senses. And then the totally unexpected thing happens: He never noticed the snake that had sneaked into his house. The deadly beast bit him! A horror story! 

Amos wants to illustrate that no one can escape the judgment of God. Your best efforts are totally useless, because if you outsmart one danger, the next one is waiting for you around the corner. Israel thought they would escape judgment! After all, they were the people of God! Why then would they be condemned? Judgment, then, is something that is meant for the Gentiles! Amos' story brought them a cruel disillusionment. Likewise, the lion story of Marloth Park brought disillusionment, because the man was not an illegal Mozambican who came to steal, but a security officer of the town! 

Surveys have shown that 70% of South Africans are Christians. The question is, is it enough to identify yourself with the Christian faith to escape God's judgment? Unfortunately, the answer is one that makes your neck hair stand on end: "No!" Even if you consider yourself a Christian, and believe that God exists, you still do not miss the eternal punishment of the indescribable torture of hell. By the way, the devil also believes in God! 

Romans 3:23 states unequivocally: "Everyone has sinned and is far away from God's saving presence." Is there ever anyone who will escape it? Yes! Indeed! Romans 3:24 goes on to say, "But by the free gift of God's grace all are put right with him through Christ Jesus, who sets them free." The lion guy from Marloth Park was rescued by someone, he could not save himself. Jesus Christ is the only One who can save a person from judgment, you cannot save yourself! Only a personal relationship with Jesus indemnifies you from judgment. My question to you is, "Do you have all that indemnity?" 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank You for giving me the indemnity of the judgment to come. 
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A Cross Love

Amos 5:21-27 

Audio 

Have you ever looked at a wooden cross? A cross is crammed with symbolism. There are two separate elements in a cross, first the upright pole which stands vertically, and then the crossbeam which lies horizontally. Together the two beams form an inseparable unit. The cross symbol also plays an important role in our religious life. The vertical "upright pole" represents our relationship with the Lord, and the cross-beam our horizontal relationship with other people. The one cannot do without the other, because then it is no longer a cross. 

We all know what our vertical relationship with the Lord should be, but it is usually the horizontal relationship with other people that is totally neglected. When this happens, we might as well say goodbye to our relationship with the Lord, because without the right relationship with people, an attempt to worship the Lord is useless. 

Amos puts it very harshly and absolutely unequivocally when he tells Israel how the Lord feels about their Religion: “I hate your religious festivals; I cannot stand them!", is his shock message, "When you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; I will not accept the animals you have fattened to bring me as offerings. Stop your noisy songs; I do not want to listen to your harps.” How awful! Just think: How would we feel if the Lord had to say to us, “In a few weeks, you want to celebrate Christmas again, and later Easter and Good Friday? Do not even think about it! I, the Lord, abhor your hypocritical feast! ” That would be a shocking thing to say, and I think many people would want to crucify me if I were to make such a statement. But I think that is exactly what the Lord thinks of some of our believers' beautiful efforts to celebrate these feasts. I know people who only come to church twice a year: on Christmas Day and on Good Friday, just to show that they have not completely forgotten about the Lord! 

But that's not what this is about. Amos explains why the Lord hates their feasts: They, Israel the people of God, only maintained the vertical relationship with God, and totally neglected the horizontal relationship with their fellow-man. The "law and justice" we talked about yesterday was completely lacking. And where it still occurred, it was very sporadic. 

Have you ever sat down by the beach and got totally lost in your thoughts when you watch the waves that come rolling in - there is no end to them! As the last drop of one wave wash across the beach, the next wave rolls in again, never ending! Yes, with low tide the waves are smaller, but they still roll in endlessly. And then comes the high tide and spring tide again where giant waves roar, day and night, week after week, year after year. The same way, says Amos, a believer's "righteousness" should be - a never-ending stream of water. The waves on our coast never, ever stop. They will not stand still for a while. In the same way, a believer cannot ever stop his “righteousness”! It must be a perpetual river of justice. 

What is meant by "justice"? We have seen from previous daily passages that the wealthy Israelites oppressed those who sat on the lower branches. They acted unlovingly. "Righteousness" has a much wider meaning for us, because Jesus clearly spelt out what God expects of us in relation to our fellow-man - an unconditional love, even if he is your enemy! When Jesus was asked to summarize the law, He said that it involves loving God, but that the second commandment that is EQUAL to it, is love your fellow-man. This is not an inferior commandment, but it is equivalent to your love for God! The one cannot do without the other. If you only love people then it's humanism. If you love only God, it is hypocrisy! Both are equally important. 

The question I have to ask myself today is: what should that “justice” - the love for my fellow-man - look like? Oh, I know what my love for God should look like, and I'm trying hard to express it. But my neighbourly love? When I send nasty or humiliating jokes on Whatsapp of famous people - is it love? If I say something hurtful about a colleague who is not so popular right now - is it love? Paul sums up true Divine love so beautifully in 1 Cor 13, when he says that love is patient and kind, and that it is not envious, boastful or conceited. It does not act indecently and does not seek self-interest. It is not touchy and does not keep track of evil. It does not rejoice in injustice, but rejoices in the truth. 

This is a very big mouthful, but this is what our love for our fellow-man is truly about, even if they are your enemy! We can often pray so beautifully and sing such soul-enriching songs of praise and worship to God, but it's all in vain if we do not at the same time live the love of which Paul speaks, fully. 

Prayer: 

O Lord, I stand deeply guilty before You again this morning, because my love for my fellow-man falls far short. 
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Luxury and Poverty

Amos 6:1-7 

Audio 

Israel experienced a period of great prosperity, and the people (now the rich) lived in luxury. In the capital of Judah, Zion, it was peaceful, no one bothered them. And in the capital of Israel, Samaria, everyone felt safe. It was a very nice time for those who could afford it. For the rich, only the best was good enough, even ivory inlays in their beds. It speaks of people who had so much money that they did not know what to do with it. They lay stretched out lazily on their luxurious, comfortable couches, while being served from head to toe by their slaves and servants. 

Why work? If your slaves could do anything for you, so that you can enjoy life! Only the best food is served, the softest, juiciest cuts of lamb and veal, while the orchestra plays the latest hits on harps and other tranquil musical instruments. The air is filled with the delicious, subtle scents of exotic, expensive fragrance oils imported at great cost from the East. The jugs of wine are only of the highest quality, and there is an abundance of them in the sacrificial bowls. 

Even on the political front, things are going smoothly and peacefully, and all the unrest is outside Israel's borders. North of the country, the Syrian cities, Kalne and Hamat have now been conquered by the Assyrian Empire, but still, it is Syria and not Israel. And the neighbouring land of Judah attacked Gath the Philistine city, and conquered it. This will teach the Philistines! But it's all far away, beyond the borders of Israel! Here, locally, we’re cool! Here prosperity reigns! 

"How terrible it will be for you that have such an easy life in Zion and for you that feel safe in Samaria" warns Amos. He uses the word "misery," a cry of sorrow when your loved one dies. A day awaits Israel that will be shrouded in the greatest sorrow and grief, a black day in which all will be lost, a day where even the mighty royal house that has given so much stability and security to the land will be useless, crumbling to dust. 

This prophecy is addressed to all the important people, those who lie on their comfortable couches to be served. Are they really as terribly important as they try to pretend? Amos makes it very clear that there is no difference between them and the pagan cities that have so cruelly bitten the dust. Their whole attitude and lifestyle of lust for comfort, arrogance, self-assurance and self-satisfaction reflects absolutely nothing of their election as the people of God. They should also not be too reassured, because the pagan cities of Kalne, Hamath, and Gath, which were overrun by the enemy, had a much larger territory than Zion and Samaria. And what became of them? Are the Jewish cities so much better then? 

The rich of Israel lived as if nothing would ever happen to them, as if the judgment of God would never strike them. They are the chosen people! Bathed in the lush scent of fragrant oil that gave them an infinite sense of pleasure, they lived on in blissful folly. 

Do we not often live in that blissful folly too? Amos is timeless, and so nearly three thousand years later we are still living in the same delusion of false bliss. We keep ourselves blind to the injustice, poverty and misery that surrounds us. We delight in wealth, luxury and entertainment. We build huge sports stadiums, luxury buildings, impressive airports, and we buy ultra-expensive submarines and fighter jets, and that while there are millions in our country who do not have food to eat. We build palaces for ourselves that cost millions, while there are many people who have to put together a shelter from a few rusty corrugated iron sheets full of holes, whereby they are plagued by rain and wind. We sit in soft leather chairs in theatres and watch the latest 3D movie wonders, eating exotic dishes in expensive restaurants, while millions out there wonder if they will have a crust of bread to eat the next day. 

I do not think Amos' intention is that we should now suddenly give up everything and exchange our beautiful clothes for hessian sacks. However, we need to wake up and open our eyes. We must first notice the signs of the times, nature that tells us we are on a steep descent, and the things that are happening that show that Jesus' return is very near. But we must also begin to see the need around us, and not just say, "Shame!" but use of the abundance we have to help others in need. Let's sacrifice a little of our own comfort to help alleviate the terrible misery in which some people live - to put a smile on someone's face in distress. Let's live love! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please open my eyes to the need out there; give me a generous heart and an open hand. 
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Pride

Amos 6: 8-14 

Audio 

3600 years ago there was a highly developed civilization on the Greek island of Crete. Excavations exposed the most beautiful works of art imaginable. These people lived in absolute luxury and had a standard of living that was far ahead of all their neighbours. And then, one awful day, they disappeared from the face of the earth. All their beautiful palaces were destroyed, and suddenly the whole of civilization just ceased to exist. What happened? Archaeologists have looked into this strange case. Through years of detective work and with the help of experts across a wide spectrum, they have finally begun to form a picture of what happened there. 

About 120 km north of Crete there is a small island called Santorini. 3600 years ago a terrible rampage hit this island, when there was a volcanic eruption that was bigger than any other that has ever taken place in the human history of the Mediterranean. The explosion of rock and magma enveloped all the Greek islands in a pitch black cloud of ash as smoke billowed hundreds of kilometers into the sky. So great was this explosion, that majestic holes were ripped into the earth, and a large part of the island disappeared forever under the sea! 

However, the consequences of this eruption went far beyond Santorini. It caused gigantic tsunamis that hit the coast of Crete at a dizzying speed and with devastating force, which in places several miles far inland, swept away everything and everyone. Sky-high shock waves stormed the shore and shattered everything in its path. For the inhabitants of Crete, who had cities along the coast, there was absolutely no warning and no way out. In the blink of an eye, a whole civilization was swept away from the face of the earth, leaving only a few murals and works of art buried under the meters of rubble today, to remind us of the luxuries of yesteryear. 

One shudders when one thinks what would happen if such a tsunami were to hit South Africa. The whole city, Durban, would disappear, and there would be little left of a beautiful coastal town like Ballito. This, however, is what Amos uses when he speaks of the wrath of God over the people of Israel who have fallen so deeply into sin: "I loathe the beautiful houses!", Amos conveys the message of the Almighty to the people. Later he says: "When the Lord gives the command, the houses are demolished, laid in ruins, big and small." However, it would not be a tsunami that would strike Israel, but the enemy that would destroy them. 

We must ask the question, "What is it then that makes the wrath of God so great?" We have seen different things from the previous passages, of which the people's oppression of the less privileged is probably the most important. In this passage, however, a few others also emerge: the first is their arrogance, in which the Lord abhors. It means to be conceited, or to have a great sense of self-worth. 

I know people who are so arrogant that only one person dominates his life, himself. A very good example is the vast majority of politicians, with a few exceptions! Politics makes you extremely egocentric, and all you think about is helping yourself to get to the scaffolding, even if you step on numerous heads. You make the right noises, and pretend to carry the interests of the people on your heart, but in the meantime you enrich yourself, drive the most luxurious cars and stay in palaces! 

Unfortunately, this arrogance occurs at all levels of society, and it regularly surfaces even within the church. The problem is that that bug manifests itself in various spheres of life. It is not only your fellow man who suffers there, but it also makes you forget about your dependence on God. "I am in full control of my own life!" is usually the outlook on life of someone who is arrogant. Often such a person is a workaholic, and there is no time for anything else, especially not for God. He gets the admiration of people, because he is a "self-made" man who, through hard work, has worked himself up from nothing to the highest level. No, there is nothing wrong with hard work, but it is the attitude that counts, and to whom the credit goes for your success. 

However, you and I should not try to point fingers at others! We need to look at our own lives. Does the Lord ever receive the honour due to Him? Do I live in total dependence on Him? Do I realize how much I owe to Him for all I have? Am I making enough time for Him? And how do I treat my fellow-man? Let's start with ourselves, and let our lives be a lesson that will affect the lives of everyone around us. 

Prayer: 

Lord, I confess this morning that there is such a superior force of arrogance in our country, and I myself am guilty of it. Have mercy on us and forgive Lord - please! 
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Locusts, Fire and Crooked Building Work

Amos 7:1-9 

Audio 

If I were to say to someone, "You have to quit smoking - it's bad for your health!" he will laugh at me, or perhaps answer in the affirmative, but simply continue with his harmful smoking habit. However, if I show him photos of what someone's lungs look like that had been smoking for years, and describe to him in gruesome graphic detail the suffering it can cause when emphysema or lung cancer strikes you, then it may have a much greater impact, and the chances are then good that he will quit smoking. 

In the first six chapters, Amos preached to the people and begged them to stop their sin, but it was all in vain! They simply did not care for what he said! Now Amos paints a picture of some of the visions he has seen. Exactly how he experienced the visions we do not know, but it was something supernatural. For him it was so real and graphic, that he could not distinguish it from reality. He experienced a total of five such visions. It was almost like a five-episode television series playing before Amos, and it made a huge impression on him. 

In the first vision he sees how the Lord was forming a swarm of locusts. It was late spring, and the last rains before the bloody hot, dry summer had just fallen. All the grass had been cut down to make hay, and the new green grasses that had to feed the animals through the summer had just sprouted. With great shock and worry in his heart, Amos watches the growing locust plague. What he sees hatching there can only mean one thing! Once these locusts form a swarm, they will devour everything that is edible! There will be no chance for anything to grow again in the summer, because the rains are over. This will mean the end of the people, because the animals will die without grazing and the people will die of starvation. It will be a terrible disaster! 

Today, locust swarms do not get a chance to do really great damage, because there is good pest control. Grandma, however, told me how they experienced the destructive power of a swarm of locusts. When the cloud of insects fly over, it becomes dark. Where the swarm lands, it's like a eating machine devouring everything in front of them, every blade of grass, fruit trees, maize fields, vegetable gardens, everything! They tried in vain to chase them away with noise and hitting on cans, because if the one bunch flies up, there are ten others to fill the hole again. It was a nightmare! 

Locusts were seen in the Old Testament as the judgment of God, and He used them in Egypt against Pharaoh when he did not want to release the Israelites. Amos told the people about this terrible judgment, and then he begged the Lord not to punish the people. He appeals to the Lord's grace, and he does not even apologize for the people's sin, because there was no excuse. His only hope was that the Lord would at least remember their ancestor, Jacob. 

And the Lord was gracious! 

Amos sees a second vision, a huge consuming fire. It was something terrible! The fire was so bad that it dried up all the groundwater. The people believed that there was a huge pool of water deep under the earth. All the wells got their water from that pool. This fire would dry up the mother pool so that not a single well would have water any more. This would be a disaster, of course, because without water nothing and no one can exist. Once again Amos prays and begs the Lord, for this little nation is so insignificant and small! Now there was no more talk of the delusion of greatness of the people, of which Amos had spoken. 

And once again the Lord was gracious! 

In the third vision, Amos sees the Lord with a plumb line in His hand. He was measuring a wall. A plumb line is a tool with which you measure whether a wall is built upright or crooked. A builder determines with this whether the construction work is good enough. A crooked wall is of course dangerous. It does not comply with the standards, and it must be broken down! Not only is it a painful process for the masons who have to break it down, clean the bricks and redo the work, but also for the builder because his pride is gone! 

The Lord still calls Israel His people, even after this judgment. He is still gracious. He still wants to save the people! 

These visions also speak loud and clear to you and me. If we bear the name "people of the Lord", then there are certain standards for our lives that we must adhere to, certain life values that we must live out. We must live as is expected of the Lord's family. If we stubbornly continue to skew the construction of our homes, we can expect that it will have to be demolished at some point. This is a painful process! Let's rather build right from the start. 

Prayer: 

Lord, my construction is often bitterly skewed. Have mercy on me, and help me to correct it. 

 


17

Rejected by the State Church

Amos 7:10-17 

Audio 

The end of the road had come for Amos as a prophet. Or did it really? The church turned against him, and the priest Amaziah went to report Amos to the king. 

This explosive situation has come a long way. Bethel was seen as the sanctuary of Israel. After the empire split in two, Judah acquired Jerusalem, and of course the great sanctuary, the temple. It was a bitter pill for Israel to swallow, so King Jeroboam I established a new sanctuary for Israel in Bethel. It was a royal shrine, and thus in a sense a "state temple" or in today's terms a state church. 

We have been in almost the same situation in South Africa for many years, where the Dutch Reformed Church was regarded as the “state church”. Although no one wanted to officially acknowledge it, the church and government had an alliance. The government acted with the blessing of the church, and much of the politics that were conducted were approved by the church. It wasvery dangerous for the church, because the state and it’s ideology can become more important to the church than the Word. Think of apartheid that was even approved by the church and founded on the Bible! In 1994, everything changed suddenly, and for many people it was the end of the world. Suddenly the government was no longer "purely" Christian. Islam, Hinduism and traditional African religion were now part of the government, and the church lost it’s place. In a sense, it was a blessing for the church, which then had to reconsider exactly how we believe about these things, and go and see what the Word really says. 

Amos did not hesitate to say what the Lord had laid in mind, and it hurt. Even the church was not spared, and Amos pointed out the hypocrisy of the people. In chapter 4 we see how Amos came in uproar over the Israelites who sinned even inside the church, and that the Lord no longer wants their sacrifices. Amaziah was furious: "Get out of here!" he roars to Amos in verse 12. So he must go and preach in Judah, and there earn his keep, for then he is at least out from under Israel's feet, and will not make it so uncomfortable for the church in Israel. 

However, Amos had an answer ready. He was not a professional prophet who was paid to preach, he was a farmer, and he preached only because the Lord called him to do so, without any compensation. With him there were no human or financial considerations, only pure obedience to the Lord! Not only does the Lord tell him WHAT to preach, but also WHERE to preach, in this case against the people of Israel. There was therefore no question that he would return to Judah before he had finished carrying out the Lord's command. 

Amos says here a very important thing for everyone who has received a command from the Lord. When the Lord sends me to do something, I dare not listen to people, especially those who try to get me out of the way because they do not want to hear the Word of God. I must also not allow a difficult situation to prevent me from continuing with my assignment. 

It is not easy to be a prophet for the Lord, especially if you take your calling seriously. As we read through the history pages of the Bible, we see time and time again how the serious prophets are suffering. Elijah had to flee for his life after inflicting a severe blow to the Baal religion. Jezebel wanted him dead, and he had to go into hiding in the desert. His successor, Elisa, was mocked and bullied by children. John the Baptist was thrown into prison and later his head was chopped off and to the great amusement of King Herod's guests displayed on a tray at the party. Daniel was even thrown to the lions! 

But the message of Amos comes through very clearly: Do not tempt the Lord! Especially not if you know the Word, like this priest Amaziah. The punishment that Amos announces over this priest is humiliating and cruel. Thus we also see that the persecutors of the prophets were severely afflicted by the wrath of the Lord through the ages: Jezebel died a horrible death, and so did Herod, and the mockers of Elisha. 

Today you can still expect persecution, mockery, rejection if you accept God's calling and work fully for Him according to His will. But just as the Lord gave power to Elijah, Elisha, Amos and John, so through the Holy Spirit today He also gives unlimited power from an inexhaustible Source if you are only willing. Today there are numerous examples of people who have declared themselves willing, and in spite of much opposition, live out the full power of the Lord. To name just one example: Angus Buchan, incidentally also a farmer, who reaches millions of people because he is obedient and willing. You and I can too! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please make me willing to keep spreading Your word, even if there is opposition. 
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A Basket of Ripe Fruit

Amos 8:1-3 

Audio 

I deftly climb into the giant old plum tree next to our farmhouse near Waterval Boven. I am looking for ripe plums. There are only a few of these purple-red, juicy fruits left in the tree. Down on the ground, the melancholic zooming of bees and moths rises to the top of the branches - a lament of insects that come to swallow the juice from the carpet of overripe plums that have fallen off. I barely pick half a dozen plums that will fall off at any moment anyway. When I climb down from the tree, I have to step carefully so as not to step on a bee. The sick smell of fermenting fruit is overwhelming, and I quickly get up off my feet to get away from this vapour of death. I will not venture near that old plum tree again until the rotten fruit under the tree has been worked away by the worms and other insects. Eventually there will only be skeletons, dry kernels scattered around as a macabre reminder of the summer that has passed. Yes, and when winter is over, even the seeds will have disappeared into oblivion. 

Amos sees a fourth vision, short, powerful and very simple, only a basket of ripe fruit. While he still wonders about this strange sight, the Lord says to him, "The time is ripe for my people Israel, I will not spare them anymore." It just so happens that the time of ripe fruit has passed. If they have reached the point of overripe, then everything is over, they are rotten! 

The message that Amos receives is one of great sorrow. The cheerful songs of court singers in the palace will be replaced by moaning and lamenting. The macabre scene of corpses lying around will be one too many for anyone to behold. It was a disgrace not to be buried when you died. The fall of Israel, however, would be so great that there simply would not be the means to bury all the corpses. Amos can no longer even intercede for his people. He prefers to remain silent. The end has arrived. 

It is tragic the day when a nation no longer wants to listen to the Voice of the Lord, and they do not care about His grace being extended. So it was with Israel. Amos himself was silenced and chased away by the church because he upset the people and the king. Only one thing left, God's judgment! 

Our country, South Africa, is following the same path. The believers who still dare to say anything else are laughed at, mocked, silenced, taunted. In Durban, a sex shop is opened right opposite the front door of the old church building. Prostitutes are exhibited as in Walletjes Street in the Netherlands, in front of the church's front door! Provocation! 

A few voices still shout, still plead: "South Africa, turn back to the Lord!" but it's a few voices in the desert. Meanwhile, the churches are running empty. Many congregations have already gone bancrupt, closed because there are simply not enough people left to justify their existence. It's tragic! It only means one thing: the church is no longer growing! It does not even stagnate anymore, but is dying. The plum tree is becoming bare! The last ripe plums cling stubbornly to the branches! 

Amos' basket of fruit is an urgent call for you and me. The grace of the Lord is immense, and He still gives us time. Now is the time for the believers who still cling to their faith to begin working on their faith life. Maybe you're already overripe, and you're just a passenger on the church train. The time has come for every believer to step out of his comfort zone and begin working together to save the languishing church from total ruin. Yes, we can do it, because the Lord is omnipotent, and through His Holy Spirit He will give us the power for this task. 

There are already believers working in the Lord's vineyard everywhere. An example of this is a small Gideon gang that undertook the huge task of launching a Metropole ministry in Durban. Many miracles have already taken place. The old Smith Street NG Church which was physically dead and had only a dozen or so members left, has revived, and thousands of feet of all colors, nations and languages pass through the church every week. 

Durban is a hotspot where small groups of people or individuals work hard to spread the Gospel. Pray for this huge task that rests on the shoulders of a small group of people, to reach out to more than 5 million people between Durban and the Tugela River, most of whom are idolaters. The basket of fruits is ripe - are you going to let them rot? 

Prayer: 

O Lord, the task is enormous, and the labourers so few. I pray this morning for strength and also for people who are willing to help work in Your vineyard, before it is completely too late! 
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Business Ingenuity

Amos 8:4-14 

Audio 

I stand at the counter of the shop that sells building material. I came to buy stock for my boss - it is being entered for the end of the month. "Four buckets", the old Muslim speaks aloud as he writes. I am shocked, I see him writing not 4 but 7. "I think you made a mistake", I correct him. And there the man bursts into a flood of words about how important our builders are to him and that he never intended to write it wrong. But I can see right through him, that this is his old trick, and that he is just very sorry that he was caught out this time! 

"Business is business!", You often hear the old calibrated expression, and then it actually means that if you can cheat on someone, then you do it - just make sure you do it so cleverly that you are never caught out. "Time is money", is another expression you often hear, a thought that is often taken to great heights! 

Amos is upset! He saw the businessmen blatantly cheat people, it was not right! But it was not his personal feeling, it was the Lord who laid this injustice on his heart. In the first place, these men did not give the necessary glory to the Lord. The feast days were supposed to be to His glory, and the expression, "Time is money," made the feast days a great burden to them, for then they could not do business. They sat, wishing the holidays were over, and the minute it was over, they jumped in again to make money. Yes, of course they did not do business on the holidays, because they wanted to please the Lord with their outward religion, and of course show their clients how faithful and religious they were. Their image should not suffer damage! 

But when the market was open again, they did business again as usual. However, there was a twist because their affairs were not always so honest. They used all sorts of clever moves to make more money. They slyly made the weights lighter, and when something was weighed, it looked heavier than it really was. The buyer therefore received less than what he paid for. On top of that, the scales were tampered with so that they would show the wrong weight. On top of that, all sorts of strange things like sand or chaff were thrown into the bag along with the wheat so that it could look more. 

Not only were these practices dishonest, but it was especially the poor people who were exploited by them. This made them even more impoverished. It was so bad that these people were often sold as slaves to pay off their debts. 

The man who sold me the buckets was a Muslim. According to his belief, he was allowed to cheat, as long as it was not his own people. The people of whom Amos speaks, however, were the people of God, the believers. They had the Law, and they knew better! That is why the punishment of God on them was very great. He was merciful and He tried many times to convince them to walk the right path, but they stubbornly refused, and only continued with their greed. 

Today we can point the finger at all the awful injustice that is going on in our country. Corruption is the order of the day and especially the poor are exploited daily. We see daily the great cedars falling, men and women sitting at the very top of the scaffolding. Not just political leaders, but also executives of giant corporations. The poorest are exploited by a conspiracy of billions of rands. All sorts of clever schemes on the internet entice people who are in financial trouble to earn big money "quickly". Huge interest rates are promised, and then your last bit of money disappears into the swindlers' greedy pockets. This stuff makes your neck hairs bristle! 

But that's not what Amos wants to talk to you and me about. It is not the antics of the heathens, the unbelievers that worry him. It is the believers who are addressed! Are we honest when we fill out a tax form? Am I being honest in my working conditions? Am I not exploiting someone, enriching myself at the expense of someone else? If I sell a product of poorer quality at the same price as its more expensive partner, I exploit the customer. By making pirated copies of CDs or DVDs, I rob the artist of his income, and if I buy such pirated copies from a hawker, I'm also just as guilty. It's theft. If I, as an artisan, charges for an hour of work while taking only ten minutes to do the job, I exploit the client. Amos asks every believer to do his business honestly, and not exploit anyone. Let's do so! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please help me to always be honest in my affairs. 
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The Fifth Vision

Amos 9: 1-6 

Audio 

That terrible day in the city of Pompeii, when Mount Vesuvius erupted in all its might, was a terror to the inhabitants. People tried to flee in all directions, but there was absolutely no way out. It was the year 79nC. The whole city simply disappeared into oblivion, and with it all its inhabitants. Only 1600 years later was the city rediscovered under thick layers of volcanic ash. The astonishing were the castings obtained from the people who perished in the eruption. The anxiety and horror that could be read on their faces makes you get chills. 

Long before that, a similar fate befell the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. Today we can only guess where they were. The judgment of the Lord over them was terrible. Only Lot and his two daughters escaped because Abraham pleaded with the Lord for him. 

Still fresh in our minds is the tsunami that hit Japan a few years ago. It was not just something far back in history, but just nowadays! There was no warning, and no way out. People and buildings were simply swept away from the face of the earth. In absolute horror, we watched the aftermath of it on TV. 

Amos sees a fifth vision, and it certainly makes him shiver. This vision is the highlight of the series. The vision begins with the destruction of the temple. The epicenter of the destruction is the altar, where the Lord's people offered their sacrifices. We see the pillars of the altar tremble when their tops are destroyed and tumble upon those who sacrifice. Will you remember how Amos rebelled against the false religion of the people and how they made very pious sacrifices to the Lord? However, the Lord hated it because of their sin! With this destruction of the temple, the Lord wants to say to them, "Enough is enough!" After pouring out His grace on them so many times, and only forgiving over and over and over again, their time of grace has now expired! He decided to close the communication channel, the temple. This was the end of communication between the Lord and Israel! How awful! 

Just think, if you are in need that day, and you want to pray to the Lord, and there is simply no communication between you and Him! How horrible it must not be! Or if you try to read the Bible, the Word of the Lord, but it remains a closed book to you without any message, how terrible! 

The reality is that the Lord speaks to people over and over and over and offers His grace to them. There may even be someone reading this passage today that the Lord has spoken to repeatedly, and you still refuse to accept Jesus' salvation. The danger is that the Lord's time of grace may be running out, and that there may be a point in which the lines of communication may be cut off. This is going to be a very tragic day! 

However, this is not where Amos' vision ends: thereafter the destruction of the disobedient people begins. Just as during the eruption of Vesuvius there was nowhere for the people to flee, so there will be absolutely no way out for these people. To illustrate what an impossible situation it will be, he says that even if they flee to heaven or even to the realm of the dead, both impossible places for a living person, the judgment of the Lord will still strike them! And even if they flee to the very highest peak (Carmel), or the very lowest place (the seabed), they will still not escape. The wrath of the Lord is terrible to those who reject His grace. 

Amos concludes this vision with a song of praise to the Lord, to sing His indescribable greatness and omnipotence. 

Amos also speaks clearly and distinctly to us today in the year 2020. However, the message we receive is not that the Lord will punish every little sin we commit. However, there is one sin that will never go unpunished, the greatest sin of all, for NOT accepting the redemptive gift of Jesus. It is a slap in the face to the Lord, because with it you trample the grace of the Lord in the mud. The punishment for that is too severe to mention, and there is no way out. He stands at the door of your heart and knocks incessantly. His grace is infinitely great. However, grace time runs out, and the Lord's patience runs out. I knew many people for whom it was too late. Horrible! Do not let this happen to you! Make that most important decision of all today to follow Jesus. Accept His gift of life. If you do not know how to do this, contact me. 

Prayer: 

Lord, this morning I plead for everyone who reads this passage, who has not yet made a choice for You. 
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Sifted!

Amos 9:7-10 

Audio 

John decided to build a wall in his backyard here in Ballito. Now, how difficult can it be to tackle the job yourself? He kept a close eye on the builders, and he knew exactly how to get the wall square and perfectly upright. All he never really looked at was how they mixed the masonry clay. But it's just a simple formula of cement, sand and water - you just dig the sand out here in the backyard? And so Saturday dawned, and John dug his sand and mixed it carefully with just the right amount of cement and water to form a pliable clay. It was hard work, and in the steamy humidity of the North Coast, the sweat streamed down him! 

So he starts laying bricks. But something is not right. His bricks do not want to lie properly - he struggles right from the start. And then he discovers the pebbles that have crept into his masonry clay. They prevent the bricks from laying properly. But that's not all - another frustrating element in his "perfect" clay is the incessant roots and twigs and even a cricket or two that pops up everywhere and sours his life! 

John barely laid two rows of bricks, then he gave up hope. It is a hopeless case to try to work like this. He will have to throw away the whole heap of masonry clay on which he has sweated and worked so hard, because getting that rubbish out of it is an impossible task. Then John suddenly remembered the apparatus he had seen standing by the builders. He did not know what they were using it for - a sieve. Why did he not think of it? Once he sifted the building sand, all those pebbles and other rubbish were sifted out, and he was able to build his perfect wall with clay without a single pebble or root in it! 

Amos was certainly not a very popular man in Israel. We have already seen that even the priests tried to work him out! He should have had to deliver his condemnatory sermons elsewhere, and left Israel alone so that they could get on with their lives. Amos had said things that hurt. But he was obedient to the Lord, and the things he said were the messages God had given him to convey to the people. For Amos it was certainly not pleasant, for as far as he went, he picked up enemies. 

The Israelites were already fed up with Amos, when he came to tell them that they were not different from all the other heathen nations! That was the last straw! How could he? After all, they were the chosen people, the people that the Lord had saved from Egypt those years! They were the people of the Almighty! After all, Jacob was their ancestor! 

But then Amos dropped the bomb: Israel was not the only nation ever saved by the Lord from a situation like Egypt. He also saved the Cushites. They came from Ethiopia, the farthest end of the earth. Furthermore, he even saved the Philistines, Israel's greatest earth enemy from Captor, the island of Crete. Another earthly enemy of Israel, the Syrians from Kir (Mesopotamia) was saved by God. That exodus from Egypt was indeed a great event in the history of Israel, but it was certainly not unique! 

Israel should not think of itself as a nation that is better than any other nation. They were not chosen on merit to be the people of the Lord! So they were no better than any other nation. Please read the history of the beginning of this nation. From day one, they started doing awful things. Their ancestor Jacob was known as the deceiver par excellence. His sons, after whom the tribes of Israel were named, sold their own brother as a slave. On top of that, they killed and ransacked, to make your hair stand on end. There were certainly no merits there, but the Lord chose them out of grace alone. Because He wanted to! 

But now their apostasy has become so severe that His judgment will strike them. Israel is going to be wiped from the face of the earth! But still the Lord is merciful, because somewhere in between all the injustices there are still some people who truly love the Lord. And therefore He will sift them so that all the pebbles and chaff and rubbish are sifted out for judgment. But not a single righteous person will perish. The building of the Lord will be built with pure clay! 

You and I as believers must also realize very well that we are no better than the gentiles whom we so easily look down on. Not a single one of us is saved out of merit! Only the Lord's incomprehensible grace saved us. That's why we do not dare sit back and think we can do what we want - we are already saved! The Lord expects us as privileged who have experienced His grace, to live according to His will. As saved believers, we must reflect His grace so that the world can see the Lord in or through us. There is a very great responsibility on the shoulders of every believer, to actively live out the love of the Lord every day. 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank You that Your grace has also been poured out on me. Help me to express Your love with passion out of gratitude for Your wonderful mercy. 
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A New Beginning

Amos 9:11-15 

Audio 

We have come to the last devotional on Amos. Over the past month, we have seen Amos repeatedly pronounce the judgment of the Lord on the people of the Lord, Israel. In his last pericope, everything suddenly changed. It was like stumbling through a desert, where everything seemed completely lost to you afterwards, and the thirst overwhelmed you, so that you feel you simply could not go any further. Everything was over. And then, as you stumbled over the last dune, suddenly in front of you were the leafy palm trees and the deliciously cool refreshment of the fresh water of an oasis. 

Indeed, the prophecies of Amos came true. In the year 722 BC Israel (the Northern Kingdom) was destroyed, and in 586 BC it was again the turn of Judah (the Southern Empire) to be taken into captivity. Was this the end of the road for the Covenant People? Did the Lord finally close the chapter and write the people off? No! That judgment was a process of purification, and after that the Lord would make a whole new beginning with His people. The house of David would not perish, as the Lord had promised. 

How wonderful is the grace of the Lord! Together with Amos we wrestled through the wilderness of iniquity of the people of Israel. We saw how horrible their burden of sin was, and that they simply laughed at the poor prophet when he preached to them. They did not pay attention to Amos, much less to the Lord. And if his sermons came too close for comfort, then they tried to throw him out of the country. The Lord's judgment was absolutely inevitable because Israel did not want to repent. 

Yet the Lord does not cast them away, and after they have been struck by the judgment, He comes in His great mercy, and picks them up again and overloads them with love. The Lord is not unjust! Israel got exactly what they deserved. But the Lord's grace is far greater than His wrath. We saw it in the story of Jonah, where that unwilling prophet had to proclaim the judgment of the Lord over the pagan city of Nineveh. They deserved to be wiped off the face of the earth. But when they repented that day of their sin, the Lord's mercy intervened, and against Jonah's wishes, the Lord spared the city. 

But what was Amos' prophecy about Israel's restoration? The important thing was that the royal house of David, the great king, would sit on the throne again. Moreover, the dilapidated walls of Jerusalem would be rebuilt to regain it’s former glory, and the people could once again be proud of it’s heritage. But it was not only at the level of kings and strongholds that the land would be restored, but also nature would play along and yield crops in abundance. In Israel, harvest time was usually in April, and only six months later could plouhing and sowing take place again after the autumn rains. However, Amos prophesied that there would be such abundant fertility that the farmers would be able to sow again immediately after the harvest. 

As for their enemies, a time of prosperity for Israel would also come. They would be able to rebuild their cities in peace and quiet, without the fear of foreign powers interfering. The Lord would give them peace. He would give them prosperity and abundance. The emphasis here is on the work of the Lord, and what He does. Now it is no longer Israel's own goodness and their ingenuity, but the provision of the Lord alone. It all comes down to the fact that the covenant of the Lord will be completely restored, because He calls them His People again. 

Amos looks very far into the future with this prophecy. Everything that was predicted had not yet come true, it was still only partial. 

Today we are once again on the threshold of Christmas. And we cannot celebrate Christmas without also thinking about the events around the cross. As with Israel, we also see here the wrath of the living God on sin, and the terrible judgment, when the suffering of Jesus is brought to a climax. The difference is that Jesus was not the One who sinned, but that He had to bear the debt and pay for it in full. But we never dare, ever get stuck at the cross, because after the horror of the cross, Easter Sunday brings the glorious cool refreshment of the empty tomb. And then we just have to realize once again how great God's grace is. Not only does He forgive sins and give new life, but after the grave He establishes the new Kingdom. As Amos foretold, “the ruined hut of David” (Amos 9:11) was rebuilt, but much larger than Amos could ever dream. That descendant of David ascends the eternal throne as ruler over Israel, but also over the universe. His Kingdom is forever, and today we have the wonderful privilege of being a part of it. We are ambassadors of this Kingdom, and therefore we must promote and proclaim it to all who have ears. What's more, we are co - builders of the new empire, and in the near future we can already see the splendour of the new Jerusalem that is rising! 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank you for an Amos who fearlessly proclaimed Your Word. And thank You for Your great mercy on me. I want to be an ambassador of Your wonderful Kingdom, Lord, give me the strength to do so. 
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If you enjoyed this book, please consider making a donation using this ZAPPER QR code.  

Part of your donation will go towards Bible distribution. 
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