I WILL PASS THROUGH YOUR MIDST

Amos 1:1-5:17

Key verse: 5:17                                                                                      hymns: 51 and 325

“‘There will be wailing in all the vineyards,

for I will pass through your midst,’ says the LORD.”

The prophecy of Amos can be summed up with the image of the plumb line in 7:7 as the prophecy of Hosea can be summed up with his marriage to Gomer. Amos says, “This is what he showed me: The LORD was standing by a wall that had been built true to plumb, with a plumb line in his hand.’” If the wall is not true to plumb, it would collapse. Amos is known as the prophet of justice or of righteousness. May God raise 120 who see him standing by a wall with a plumb line in his hand.

I. Amos, the prophet (1:1)

Look at 1:1. “The words of Amos, one of the shepherds of Tekoa--what he saw concerning Israel two years before the earthquake, when Uzziah was king of Judah and Jeroboam son of Jehoash was king of Israel.”

Amos was from Tekoa in Judea, a town located about 10 miles south of Jerusalem, 6 miles from Bethlehem, on the edge of Judah’s wilderness stretched from south to north along the shore of the Dead Sea. The village was some 2,500 feet above sea level. That means from there you could enjoy the awesome view of the wilderness of Judah, the Jordan Valley and the Dead Sea. However, that also means the village was in the wilderness where nothing but shrubs could grow. Amos was one of the many shepherds who made their meager living by taking care of sheep in the place where the resources were scarce. He said to Amaziah the false prophet in northern Israel in 7:14 that he also took care of sycamore-fig trees. It is known that the sycamore-figs grew in the lowland region of Judah about twelve miles from Tekoa because the tree can’t grow in the highland. In order to provide for his needs, Amos had two jobs in two different places. This means Amos had to climb up and down a pretty long distance, something like twelve miles regularly to make his living. He can be viewed as a typical lower middle class hard-working person in our society.

His job description gives us an image of him as a typical, decent, but ordinary folk whose life is simply a struggle to make the ends meet. But in 1:1b, we see a totally different picture. He was a man of conscience. He was concerned about the northern kingdom of Israel. In the reading of his prophecy in 1:2-3:2, we see that he was concerned about all the surrounding countries, and was deeply conscious of historical development of God’s work from the time of Israel’s foundation as a nation. In the reading of 4:1-13, we find that he bore the burden of being conscientious of the sin of his times, the ignorance of his people who reject YHWH, the Only, God Almighty, the Holy One of Israel. The name Amos means “burden bearer” and that is a fitting description of the man. He is contrasted with the people of his times who were illustrated in 6:1, 4:1, 4:4 and 4:5. The men in northern Israel of his times were complacent because they were doing well. They were wise in their own eyes and clever in their own thought. They were heroes at drinking wine and champions of mixing drinks (Is 5:21, 22). There is a joke that man rules the world and woman rules man. The women in northern Israel were the masterful drivers of their husbands. Isaiah describes their skill this way: “The women of Zion are haughty, walking along with outstretched necks, flirting with their eyes, tripping along with mincing steps, with ornaments jingling on their ankles” (Is 3:16). Amos was different.  He bore the burden of his times, of his people from both the north and the south, and sought God fiercely as he urged them (5:4,14). 

What made him conscientious of his times? What made him different even from those conscientious people, the many good-for-nothing intelligentsias? Again, we find the answer in 1:1. Amos saw. He saw YHWH standing by a wall with a plumb line. In 3:8, we learn that he heard. He heard the Lion of Judah roaring. In 5:4, we learn that he saw and heard while he was seeking YHWH, the only God. In 3:2, we learn that Amos sought YHWH who is declared the Creator, the Sovereign, in his calling of Israel out of all nations. He was one of those holy people who meditated on the word of God daily with the burden of sin of their times while they worked in their God-given task to make their living. He had ears to hear and a heart to feel when YHWH told him, “Go, prophesy to my people Israel” (7:15b). He went and prophesied to the people in northern Israel because they were God’s own. He didn’t question God’s command despite the hostility between the two nations or the fact that he belonged to Judea, the southern kingdom of Israel. He went because he was God’s own, and they were God’s people. He was indeed a holy prophet of God for the people of Israel, for us and for the coming generations forever. The world owes him.

Amos spoke in the time of Uzziah (783-742 B.C.), who was the king of southern Israel, and of Jeroboam (786-746 B.C.) who was the king of the northern kingdom. Their archenemy Assyria collapsed into a temporary anarchy in 760 B.C. which was an inevitable result of her sustained war campaign. During the period of 883-783 B.C. under three great warrior-kings, Ashurnasirpal II, Shalmaneser II, and Adadnirari III, the warlike Assyrians fought against some enemy almost every year during the 100 years of their reign. When they collapsed because of their drained resources, Uzziah took advantage of the absence of threat from this superpower nation. He overpowered Philistia in the west, Edom and Ammon on the east. The Ammonites brought tribute to him. The nation of Judah became strong and powerful under his leadership. Jeroboam of northern Israel also took advantage of the vacuum of Assyria’s world power and expanded his territory. He recovered for Israel Damascus, the Syrian capital, and Hamath in the northwest which reached to the Mediterranean sea (6:13; 2 Ki 14:28). The combined territories of the northern and southern Israel were almost like that of David and Solomon at the peak of their rule. It is not surprising that the people of Israel considered themselves as “the foremost nation” (6:1) for they were very powerful, and they became complacent with their achievement and wealth (6:4-6). They celebrated themselves because they saw their achievements. But Amos was not swept away with the crowd or with the trend of his times. He did not indulge in himself as a religious person or an intelligentsia does. He saw others. He saw the times. He saw that the nation of Israel would fall because of her pride. He became concerned about the nation which was not his own. He did because he was awakened to God.

The prophet Amos gives us a prayer direction in his own example. We should pray for 120 who are like him to be raised, hopefully, by the year 2013. We are a discipleship ministry. Today, a Christian church is something like a community center where people meet together and help each other for the well-being of every member and the society. The well-being of the members and the society where the church belongs is the purpose for which they meet and the end goal of their congregation. The interesting thing is that all other religious groups as well as the pseudo-religious groups do the same thing. Christians are the people who hear the Sovereign, the Lord of the hosts of heaven, who is also the King of kings on earth, the Creator of all these and serve his purpose. From that aspect, Christians are supposed to be apostles of his Name. A Christian, therefore, is a burden-bearer of his times. That is what our ministry is about. In my recent trip to Ukraine and Turkey, I saw how a burden-bearer of his times affect the formation of a nation and even human history. In Ukraine, I visited the church of St. Andrew, one of the twelve apostles of Jesus, who is believed was martyred in Ukraine. He went to the people in Ukraine two thousand years ago all by himself and preached the name of Jesus and his cross and was martyred. The nation and the people of Ukraine cherish his contribution. Shevchenko was an eighteenth century poet known as the Bar of Ukraine. We visited Kiev University, also known as Shevchenko University. I saw how happy the young people there were under the huge statue of the poet. In Turkey, I saw the picture and statue of Kemar Pasha the Ataturk, the founder of modern-day Turkey. He died at 57 and ruled the country only for about 13 years. The people of Turkey, young and old, are all inspired by his name. We even ate a Turkish delicacy named after him. His name was their food, which nourishes their minds and souls. We should pray for the burden-bearer of our times that God may have mercy on our UBF ministry all over the world that we may not shrink back to become a self-help church but that we may be a discipleship ministry to the end. Yes, we are a corrupted generation. But the word of God will call his own prophet for his Name. Thank God for the gift of the gospel of Jesus Christ, which teaches us to what all these teachings in the Bible lead us. The gospel graciously leads us to God who is standing here with his plumb line. Amos reminds me of hymn 51 which teaches us the secret of Jesus, the Prophet, who was in our midst and yet walked with God in this way: “I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on the roses; And the voice I hear, Falling on my ear, The Son of God discloses. And he walks with me, And he talks with me…”     

II. The LORD roars from Zion (1:2-3:8)

In 1:2-2:3, Amos says YHWH is the King of kings of all nations. The idea is so overused nowadays that it means both anything and nothing. But we should pay close attention to what Amos said in 1:2a: “The LORD roars from Zion and thunders from Jerusalem…” He was saying that YHWH, whose name and whose worship was preserved in the southern kingdom, is the King of all nations listed in 1:2-2:3. Since Amos traces back to the book of Genesis and Exodus in 3:2, we can understand that here YHWH is declared to be the One who judges all nations on earth. He was not a small, regional, father-figure god who was upset with the bad behavior of his kids. YHWH is declared to be the Creator, the Father, and the Judge. We should pray that God raises some among us who hear the roars of the Lion as we study the Bible. We should also ask how big our God is. If your God in the temple of your mind is a household God, a nice and wonderful helper, throw him away and surrender to YHWH, the God of Israel, the Father of our Lord Jesus, who is God over all, forever praised, Amen (Ro 9:5). Our Lord is great. May you be great. Our Lord is holy. May you be holy. Our Lord roars from Zion. May you be the messengers of the Word.   

We learned in 1:1 that what Amos saw was concerning Israel. Yet in 1:3-2:3 we read what concerned the neighboring countries of Israel. We find a clue that the behavior of the neighboring countries mattered because the nations were related to each other in their ancestry yet they abused each other to an extreme degree. Syria, the descendants of Ishmael, fore example, raided Israel year after year and century after century. YHWH described their cruelty this way: “she threshed Gilead with sledges having iron teeth” (1:3). Amos was referring to the historical incident. The Syrians shredded the people of Israel with iron-teethed sledges.  Philistia, the descendants of Ham, one of Noah’s sons (Ge 10:14) took captive whole communities of Israelite people and sold them to Edom, the descendants of Esau. Tyre did the same. Edom cut down the Israelites, their brothers, with their sword. The Ammonites, Lot’s descendants, ripped open pregnant women when they invaded Israel. Moabites, the descendants of Lot, burned the bones of Edom’s king. 

But why did their behavior mattered to YHWH? In 1:9 and 11, YHWH accused them that they were cruel to their brothers. YHWH took their cruelty on their brothers as their cruelty against him. Just as a female bear become violent when her cubs are in danger, and just as a lion is provoked by the challenger, YHWH rose up against those who treated their brothers with cruelty. YHWH was reminding them that he is the King and the Father of them all. In all their cruelty, they could defend themselves and justify themselves. Edom, for example, could have reason why he was so angry with northern Israel’s people. But the problem was that their anger was unchecked. They did not fear YHWH. Actually, they raged against YHWH. We should think of what we do as a nation to other nations.

We should also think about the fact that Amos was referring to the historical incidents. What do you learn from the judgment based on the historical reference of the nations’ sin? We should learn that God never forgets what we did in the past. I often read the comments that we will pay for the sin of slavery, for the cruelty we did on the native Indians. That is one of the burdens we Christians should bring before God in our Bible study. We shouldn’t fool ourselves that there is a leeway. The judgment is inevitable. We should rather pray to seek God and learn what the Name of our Lord Jesus means to us in the inevitable and the eventual. That is, I believe, the task given to the Christians in America. 

Probably the people of Israel were happy to hear Amos up to this point because the prophet seemed to talk about God’s vengeance against their enemies. But in 2:4-16, Amos said that the LORD would judge both Judah and Israel for their sins. YHWH would judge Judah because they “… rejected the law of the LORD and have not kept his decrees, because they have been led astray by false gods, the gods their ancestors followed” (2:4). He would judge Israel for injustice, immorality and idol worship: “They sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals. They trample on the heads of the poor as upon the dust of the ground and deny justice to the oppressed. Father and son use the same girl and so profane my holy name. They lie down beside every altar on garments taken in pledge. In the house of their god they drink wine taken as fines”   (2:6-8).

What was the problem with their sins, respectively, according to YHWH? Look at 2:9-12. “‘I destroyed the Amorite before them, though he was tall as the cedars and strong as the oaks. I destroyed his fruit above and his roots below. I brought you up out of Egypt, and I led you forty years in the desert to give you the land of the Amorites. I also raised up prophets from among your sons and Nazirites from among your young men. Is this not true, people of Israel?’ declares the LORD. But you made the Nazirites drink wine and commanded the prophets not to prophesy.” When Judah indulged in idol-worship, it was the denial of YHWH who dwelt among them in their Bible. When Israel judged, for example, he received bribery and bent his judgment and punished the righteous. They were selling YHWH for silver. When a creditor sold the debtor for a pair of sandals, he was selling YHWH for that price. We see the extreme illustration in Jesus’ suffering who was sold for thirty shekels of silver and whose garments were divided. We should ask how worthy is our God for each of us because we sin against God for a bowl of soup as Esau did for a moment of pleasure.

How will YHWH judge them? Look at 2:13-16. “‘Now then, I will crush you as a cart crushes when loaded with grain. The swift will not escape, the strong will not muster their strength, and the warrior will not save his life. The archer will not stand his ground, the fleet-footed soldier will not get away, and the horseman will not save his life. Even the bravest warriors will flee naked on that day,’ declares the LORD.” 

But we ask why YHWH judged them. Aren’t they his own? We learn a surprising thing in 3:1, 2. “Hear this word the LORD has spoken against you, O people of Israel--against the whole family I brought up out of Egypt: You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins.” What was the logic for his judgment? Look at 3:3-6. ““Do two walk together unless they have agreed to do so? Does a lion roar in the thicket when he has no prey? Does he growl in his den when he has caught nothing? Does a bird fall into a trap on the ground where no snare has been set? Does a trap spring up from the earth when there is nothing to catch? When a trumpet sounds in a city, do not the people tremble? When disaster comes to a city, has not the LORD caused it?” YHWH is speaking of the covenant relationship which demands mutual responsibility. But we still are not willing to yield to the idea that the chosen ones are punished first. The justification of YHWH’s judgment is stated in 3:7-8. “Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing without revealing his plan to his servants the prophets.  The lion has roared-- who will not fear? The Sovereign LORD has spoken-- who can but prophesy?” 

We learn from Amos that people become abusive when they do not acknowledge God and they become immoral for the same reason. We also learn that their cynical and mocking attitude only reflects God’s judgment which rests on that person’s head. Amos teaches us here to recognize the judgment of the Sovereign LORD in the difficult to understand behavior of people, in the developments of the international as well as the national situations. Amos also teaches us that we can recognize God only when we hear him. When we hear him we prophesy. Here is the answer for us who go through the uncertainty of our times, the uncertainty which is unprecedented. We shouldn’t fear. There is always consequence from our actions for which we have to pay. But when we listen to God, we are saved to stand before him. Therefore, we can but prophesy when we listen to him. We know that no wrongs escape from God. We also know that he saves those who escape into him through his judgment of their sin. We should be strong and courageous to hear the word of our God and prophesy. God judges and he saves in his word. Those who hear him will be saved and those who refuse to hear him will be condemned. 

III. Prepare to meet your God, O Israel (3:9-4:13)

Who will be instrumental in judging Israel? In 3:9a, we learn that the Philistines and Egypt, who were not God’s own, would be used to punish. In what aspect did Israel not do right? There was oppression. They hoarded plunder and looted their fortresses, that is, plundering the poor and the weak. Instead of seeking to be right with YHWH, they saved money and ammunition. In 3:13-15, YHWH accused them of their extravagant religious activities and their sumptuous lifestyle. But in 3:10 we learn that the problem of their wrong doings is that “They do not know how to do right…” They were not right with God. His sentence is in 3:11-15.  “An enemy will overrun the land; he will pull down your strongholds and plunder your fortresses.” “As a shepherd saves from the lion's mouth only two leg bones or a piece of an ear, so will the Israelites be saved, those who sit in Samaria on the edge of their beds and in Damascus on their couches.” “ ‘On the day I punish Israel for her sins, I will destroy the altars of Bethel; the horns of the altar will be cut off and fall to the ground. I will tear down the winter house along with the summer house; the houses adorned with ivory will be destroyed and the mansions will be demolished,’ declares the LORD.”

In 4:1-13, especially in 4:13b, we learn that the sin of both Judah and Israel is that they abused the name of YHWH. 4:1-3 is the rebuke of the women in Israel. He calls them “cows in Bashan.”  “Hear this word, you cows of Bashan on Mount Samaria, you women who oppress the poor and crush the needy and say to your husbands, ‘Bring us some drinks!’”  The Sovereign LORD swore by his holiness that they will be exiled, and the women would be taken away with fishhooks.” 4:4-5 is the rebuke of their abuse of YHWH. They fed him with leavened bread, the symbol of their sinfulness and wickedness. They treated him as if he were a glutton. They bribed him with lots of their offerings.  4:6-11 is the testimony of YHWH warning them. They experienced difficulties in their lives, and yet they did not return to their God. They experienced the lack of food, having no rain when it was necessary for harvest and no water to drink. They experienced blight and mildew and locusts plague, epidemic diseases, slaughter in war, defeat in battles and destruction of cities. They could have returned to the LORD as their forefathers did. Instead, they beefed up their religious activities to help themselves feel like they were worshiping the LORD better. In their frustration, the women nagged their husbands and the men indulged more in either drinking or self-made religion.  They loved to do that.

Read 4:12-13. “Therefore this is what I will do to you, Israel, and because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God, O Israel. He who forms the mountains, creates the wind, and reveals his thoughts to man, he who turns dawn to darkness, and treads the high places of the earth-- the LORD God Almighty is his name.” He would meet them. That would be the judgment. Then their excuse would be blown away. The mountains would become new. God’s thoughts would be declared with thunder to the ends of the universe. He would become the Light of the world. For them, the meeting meant the judgment. For God, it would be the new beginning. What is the new beginning?

We have noticed in 2:10, 3:1, 7 and 13 and now in 4:13 that Amos is speaking to Israel as a whole. It was not right that they were divided. We also learn in the same verses that YHWH who had delivered Israel is declared to be the LORD God Almighty. The ultimate purpose of God’s judgment of Israel was to declare his name as God the Creator, the Sovereign. He was not the God of Israel only. He was declared to be the Lord of the hosts by Amos. What does he do? He deals with sin in the experiences of Israel and overcome it. We learn in Amos how foolish the question is of asking why all these bad things in the world should happen if God is living, or the question of why those things happen to those who believe in God. God has declared his name in all things. We should be right with God in all those things. If we do not do what is right, he will make us to become right with God. That will be unbearable.

IV. Seek God and live (5:1-17)

5:1, 2 is God’s lament concerning Israel. “Hear this word, O house of Israel, this lament I take up concerning you: ‘Fallen is Virgin Israel, never to rise again, deserted in her own land, with no one to lift her up.’”  When Israel meets YHWH, that would mean their fall. Only one tenth of their soldiers would survive. “The city that marches out a thousand strong for Israel will have only a hundred left; the town that marches out a hundred strong will have only ten left” (5:3). But the survival of the ten percent meant nothing. They would never rise again as a nation or as a race. 

So if the nations are finished, what is the usefulness of the teaching in 5:4-17? Let’s read 5:14, “This is what the LORD says to the house of Israel, ‘Seek me and live; do not seek Bethel, do not go to Gilgal, do not journey to Beersheba. For Gilgal will surely go into exile, and Bethel will be reduced to nothing.’” What’s the use of seeking God rightly if they are finished? What does he mean that they would live right after he said they were finished? We find the answer in 5:8-9 which is bracketed in parenthesis in our Bible. “…he who made the Pleiades and Orion, who turns blackness into dawn and darkens day into night, who calls for the waters of the sea and pours them out over the face of the land-- the LORD is his name-- he flashes destruction on the stronghold and brings the fortified city to ruin…” A similar teaching is repeated in 5:14-17. “Seek good, not evil, that you may live. Then the LORD God Almighty will be with you, just as you say he is. Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts. Perhaps the LORD God Almighty will have mercy on the remnant of Joseph. Therefore this is what the Lord, the LORD God Almighty, says: ‘There will be wailing in all the streets and cries of anguish in every public square. The farmers will be summoned to weep and the mourners to wail. There will be wailing in all the vineyards, for I will pass through your midst,’ says the LORD”

In our culture, we have been fooling ourselves as if God would bypass all our sins. We thus manage our Christian life with a hidden fear that God would strike us at any moment. So we watch him carefully. In the study of Amos, we meet a serious challenge against this hypocrisy. We learn from Amos that God judges all of what we have done. We also learn from him to meet our God who will pass through our midst just as in the time of the Passover. Thank God that he has become our salvation.  May there be new Exodus. May there be creation of his people who take the burden of the sin of this generation, of Islamic countries and of North Korea.

