AM SETTING A PLUMB LINE AMONG MY PEOPLE ISRAEL

Amos 5:18-9:15

Key verse: 7:7

“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.”

3:2 was a wake-up call for us in our study last week. "You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins." We learned that God saves his own through the punishment of their sins. That is a challenging message to us who are used to hearing the message that God saves. God's election doesn't seem too attractive. But isn't it true that unless he calls the elect, they would have died in their sins? Therefore, his election is grace, however hard the life might be. For the same reason, unless he deals with their sins with his holiness, the elect would die in their sins. His judgment of our sin is grace upon grace. 5:17 confirmed our conviction. "There will be wailing in all the vineyards, for I will pass through your midst," says YHWH in that verse. Anyone and anything which is not holy will perish as he passes through our midst. Only the holy will remain and there will be remnants. That is the picture of salvation. The study of the first half of Amos taught us the removing of what is not holy so that what is holy may remain. Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that is holy, we should be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe for our "God is a consuming fire." 

The existential truth of man and the creation must be that we go through the consuming fire. We expect every man who hears God's word would wake up and live in the fear of YHWH. We learn in 5:18-6:14, however, that the leaders of Israel, not to mention the ordinary people, were drowned in woe, drunken with religious delusion and pride. Their example gives us an insight of why the fearful must-be truth still bypasses most of us except with some emotional disturbance. I hope the study of the two woes and the five scenarios of God's judgment in the second half of Amos calls his own to stand before God's presence with repentance.  

I. Two woes (5:18-6:14)

What could have been the presumptuous expectation of people when they heard that YHWH would pass through their midst? As we read the grim utterance of the woe in 5:18, we see that they understood the prophecy as the coming of the day of YHWH. 5:18a says, "Woe to you who long for the day of the LORD! Why do you long for the day of the LORD?" They obviously took the prophecy as the Rapture when they would be saved and all their enemies would be punished. They could have been self-conscious and so fearful as they heard the prophecy of the first half of Amos just as we felt. But religion works like opium in the un-cleansed heart. They conveniently forgot that they were sinners. They only remembered that others were sinners. To be more precise, they evaded the truth that YHWH is holy. However, they only fooled themselves. What did YHWH tell them? Look at 5:18-20. "Woe to you who long for the day of the LORD! Why do you long for the day of the LORD? That day will be darkness, not light. It will be as though a man fled from a lion only to meet a bear, as though he entered his house and rested his hand on the wall only to have a snake bite him. Will not the day of the LORD be darkness, not light-- pitch-dark, without a ray of brightness?"
In 5:21-23, YHWH speaks of how they pushed him away as much as they exerted to come to God. "I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies. Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them. Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps." At first glance, YHWH seems to complain about the quality of their worship. Verse 21b provides us the clue that they were the problems. YHWH couldn't stand any of them. He could not tolerate them as a group as well. They offered the burnt offerings which meant they acknowledged their sins. They offered the fellowship offerings which meant accepting the grace of God who would reconcile them to him by accepting their offerings. Their songs meant the praises of him whose grace is wonderful. Why didn't he accept them who meant to acknowledge their sins by depending on his grace then? Didn't YHWH prescribe the sacrificial systems because he knew they were helpless in their sin? He did. Why is he now turning against them?
The answer is in 5:24. "But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!" This verse gives us an understanding that they might have been seriously sincere in their church but were godless outside of their church. In 5:12b we read, "You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts." We read in 5:15a, "Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts." Is YHWH calling for social justice? Obviously he does. If so, is YHWH demanding them to build a city where everybody goes to church and be nice to each other? This can be answered with the understanding of what justice is or righteousness is according to Amos. We learn in 1:3-2:3 the judgment on Israel's neighbors that justice means mercy to others in fear of God the Creator, recognizing him as the King of kings on earth under whom we are citizens and the Lord of lords in heaven under which we live. In the judgment sentence on Judah in 2:4, we learn that justice means upholding the decrees of YHWH as absolute with reverence. In the judgment on Israel in 2:6-12, we learn that helping the needy, upholding legal justice over money, and living ethically upright, however, are related to the remembrance of God's deliverance of them from their misery in Egypt and his faithful guidance of them with his words. We also learn that the practice of justice would be understood as their righteousness. Since no one can come up to the righteousness of God even if he saves the whole world by his effort, YHWH's acceptance of their practice of justice as their righteousness is grace. Even when they did all what was required of them, they had to confess that they did what they were supposed to do by the grace of God. In other words, Israel could be found short of God even when they practiced all the justice they could do. But in Israel, justice did not even exist. YHWH pronounced the death of justice in 5:24. Israel might have waited for YHWH in their religious practice but they despised him when they abandoned justice. They cut themselves off from YHWH when they did not worship YHWH, the King of kings, in their social life.
In 5:25-27, YHWH discloses how they corrupted their worship of YHWH itself. "Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings forty years in the desert, O house of Israel? You have lifted up the shrine of your king, the pedestal of your idols, the star of your god -- which you made for yourselves. Therefore I will send you into exile beyond Damascus," says the LORD, whose name is God Almighty."  In these verses is the answer to how their worship of YHWH degenerated. They turned from bringing sacrifice and offerings to YHWH to the service of themselves, seeking the answer to their need and benefit in their religious practice. Their worship would only ensure woe. The end of their self-serving religion would be exile. "'Therefore I will send you into exile beyond Damascus,' says the Lord, whose name is God Almighty." 
We can not simply criticize their corruption of social justice and their self-seeking religion. We should remember that they did all these things because they needed to survive and that they were very successful in their efforts. We learn in 5:18-27 that they built their survival on sand. Note the conclusion. YHWH declares himself to be YHWH Elohim, God Almighty, which means that YHWH alone is God and he is the foundation and the ground of our being. 

In 6:1 is the second utterance of woe given to the leaders of the northern kingdom. "Woe to you who are complacent in Zion, and to you who feel secure on Mount Samaria, you notable men of the foremost nation, to whom the people of Israel come!" Why were the leaders in Judah and Samaria complacent? It was because they thought they were the foremost nation. Why did they think so highly of themselves? In 6:8b, we find that they were drunk with their pride of their fortresses, their cities and their wealth.  According to 2 King 14:25, Jeroboam II conquered Hamath to the north and the Sea of the Arabah to the south. 6:13 might be referring to this conquest. As we learned in the last lesson, the combined territories of northern and southern Israel in those days almost equaled that of the reign of David and Solomon. They were not just complacent. They were even grateful to YHWH as we noticed in their religious zeal in 5:21-23. But YHWH uttered woe to them. Why is YHWH expressing deep sorrow over their happiness and content? Does he mean that God's people should not be satisfied?
YHWH speaks of two reasons why he expressed deep sorrow over their complacency. The first is in 6:2. "Go to Calneh and look at it; go from there to great Hamath, and then go down to Gath in Philistia. Are they better off than your two kingdoms? Is their land larger than yours?" Calneh was one of the cities built by the legendary Nimrod who was known as the mighty warrior on the earth in the ancient times, "The mighty hunter before YHWH" (Gen 10:10). Hamath was an important city of the Hittites who ruled the modern day Syrian region between 1800 B.C. and 1200 B.C. They were the first to use iron weaponry while others were still using bronze. Gath was a city of Philistia, who looked like a giant in the eyes of Israel at the time of the conquest under Joshua. All those cities were reduced to nothing in the time of Amos. What could have the leaders of Israel learned from the history of the fall of the stronger and larger neighboring countries? They could have learned that their complacency was groundless. More than that, they could have learned that they became just like the godless nations when they sold YHWH in their minds because they were proud of themselves.
How could they be so thoughtless? YHWH said in 6:3-6, "You put off the evil day and bring near a reign of terror. You lie on beds inlaid with ivory and lounge on your couches. You dine on choice lambs and fattened calves. You strum away on your harps like David and improvise on musical instruments. You drink wine by the bowlful and use the finest lotions, but you do not grieve over the ruin of Joseph." Was it power which made them ignorant of God or the comfort of their lives that made them godless? We are familiar with such stoic understanding and there are merits in that view. But we find in 6:6b the fundamental problem. What was the inherent problem of the leaders who were enjoying the rare prosperity? They did not grieve over the ruin of Joseph. Here, Joseph stands for northern Israel. The ruin means the destruction/degeneration of the worship of YHWH into self-serving and man-centered religion. In other words, none of the leaders seriously considered the absence of YHWH in their lives. YHWH's rebuke should help us and wake us up for there is hardly any serious repentance because of God’s absence while there are many outcries over the moral corruption of our society. Yes, we should pray for a humane society which is ruled with justice and mercy. But the task to seek God the whole way until we find him is far more fundamental and as serious a responsibility entrusted to us Christians. 

What will be the judgment on the nation? 6:7 says, "Therefore you will be among the first to go into exile; your feasting and lounging will end." What was the basis of the judgment? 6:8 says, "The Sovereign LORD has sworn by himself--the LORD God Almighty declares: 'I abhor the pride of Jacob and detest his fortresses; I will deliver up the city and everything in it.'" What was the course of the judgment? 6:9-11 says, "If ten men are left in one house, they too will die. And if a relative who is to burn the bodies comes to carry them out of the house and asks anyone still hiding there, 'Is anyone with you?' and he says, 'No,' then he will say, 'Hush! We must not mention the name of the LORD.' For the LORD has given the command, and he will smash the great house into pieces and the small house into bits." In the course of judgment, even the ten who was spared in 5:5 would be killed.  The name of YHWH would only remind them of horror and condemnation. The great and the small houses alike all will become bits. Nothing will be left. In the end, all will be crushed into bits. Finally, in 6:12-14, is the cause of judgment. "Do horses run on the rocky crags? Does one plow there with oxen? But you have turned justice into poison and the fruit of righteousness into bitterness-- you who rejoice in the conquest of Lo Debar and say, 'Did we not take Karnaim by our own strength?' For the LORD God Almighty declares, 'I will stir up a nation against you, O house of Israel, that will oppress you all the way from Lebo Hamath to the valley of the Arabah.'" The seriousness of the breaking of the covenant is that the covenant people become like the rocky crags. If a horse runs on the rocky crags, it would get hurt. Nobody would plow the rocky crags with oxen. In other words, the covenant people would become useless, even harmful. Their justice would turn into poison which endangers lives. Their fruit of righteousness would become bitterness. As we read elsewhere, their meeting would rather do harm and as we read in 5:21-22 would only make them more detestable to YHWH as much as they express their love for him.
II. Visions of judgment (7:1-8:3)

In 7:1-9 are the three scenarios of judgment which YHWH showed to Amos. What was the first vision? Look at 7:1-3. "This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: He was preparing swarms of locusts after the king's share had been harvested and just as the second crop was coming up. When they had stripped the land clean, I cried out, 'Sovereign LORD, forgive! How can Jacob survive? He is so small!' So the LORD relented. 'This will not happen,' the LORD said."  What was the second vision? Look at 7:4-6.  "This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: The Sovereign LORD was calling for judgment by fire; it dried up the great deep and devoured the land. Then I cried out, 'Sovereign LORD, I beg you, stop! How can Jacob survive? He is so small!' So the LORD relented. 'This will not happen either,' the Sovereign LORD said." What was the third vision? Look at 7:7-8. "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. And the LORD asked me, 'What do you see, Amos?' 'A plumb line,' I replied. Then the Lord said, 'Look, I am setting a plumb line among my people Israel; I will spare them no longer." What would come to Israel as a result of the plumb line being set among them? "The high places of Isaac will be destroyed and the sanctuaries of Israel will be ruined; with my sword I will rise against the house of Jeroboam."

What do we learn from the three visions of judgment? God has many scenarios of judgment. God relents. Unless he relents, we would not have survived. We would have become like Sodom and Gomorrah. What do you learn from YHWH’s words in 7:8 that he sets a plumb line “among his people”? We arrive at the same truth which we learned in 3:2. God's people are built on the righteousness and justice of God according to his righteousness and justice.  Secondly, God stands among his people with his plumb line drawn. What will happen when the building is not true to the plumb line? It will be demolished. What will happen afterwards? He will rebuild. He will continue until he builds a house true to the plumb line. This is the same truth which we learned in Hosea that YHWH married Israel permanently.

Look at 7:10-13. Who was Amaziah? He was priest to the idol-worship in Bethel. He accused Amos before Jeroboam king of Israel. What was the summary of Amos’ prophecy according to Amaziah? He said to Jeroboam in 7:10-11, "Amos is raising a conspiracy against you in the very heart of Israel. The land cannot bear all his words. For this is what Amos is saying: 'Jeroboam will die by the sword, and Israel will surely go into exile, away from their native land.'" Then Amaziah said to Amos, "Get out, you seer! Go back to the land of Judah. Earn your bread there and do your prophesying there. Don't prophesy anymore at Bethel, because this is the king's sanctuary and the temple of the kingdom." In what way was Amaziah’s rejection of Amos and his prophecy justified? He was patriotic, protective of his king.

What was Amos’ reasoning for speaking such discomforting message to Israel, to which he did not belong? Look at 7:14-17. "Amos answered Amaziah, 'I was neither a prophet nor a prophet's son, but I was a shepherd, and I also took care of sycamore-fig trees. But the LORD took me from tending the flock and said to me, 'Go, prophesy to my people Israel.' Now then, hear the word of the LORD. You say, 'Do not prophesy against Israel, and stop preaching against the house of Isaac.' Therefore this is what the LORD says: 'Your wife will become a prostitute in the city, and your sons and daughters will fall by the sword. Your land will be measured and divided up, and you yourself will die in a pagan country. And Israel will certainly go into exile, away from their native land.'" What do you learn from Amos’ attitude in time of rejection? He did not take it personally. He did not stand in the place of YHWH. Rather Amos stood before YHWH who was standing by him with a plumb line in hand and testified to Amos his message. What do you learn from YHWH’s sentence on Amaziah? We learn the truth that he stands by us with a plumb line in his hand. There are sins which can be forgiven. But the sin against him who stands by us with a plumb line in his hand is not forgivable. Amos built with YHWH while Amaziah was against YHWH.
After the judgment on Amaziah, YHWH showed Amos the fourth vision in 8:1-2. "This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: a basket of ripe fruit. 'What do you see, Amos?' he asked. 'A basket of ripe fruit,' I answered. Then the LORD said to me, 'The time is ripe for my people Israel; I will spare them no longer.' 'In that day,' declares the Sovereign LORD, 'the songs in the temple will turn to wailing. Many, many bodies--flung everywhere! Silence!'" According to YHWH’s verdict in 8:3-6, how had Israel ripened to the fullness of the judgment? Firstly, they gave in to the covetous desire. "Hear this, you who trample the needy and do away with the poor of the land, saying, 'When will the New Moon be over that we may sell grain, and the Sabbath be ended that we may market wheat?'-- skimping the measure, boosting the price and cheating with dishonest scales, buying the poor with silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, selling even the sweepings with the wheat." They sold out to the covetous desire.
Secondly, YHWH never forgets anything they had done. Look at 8:7.  "The LORD has sworn by the Pride of Jacob: 'I will never forget anything they have done." What is the Pride of Jacob? He must be YHWH who was standing by the northern kingdom Israel with his plumb line. Or we might say he must be Christ (ref. Ps 47:4). When and how would God’s judgment come to Israel? He will come at the peak of their success. Then there will be a sudden collapse of all their delusion.  Look at 8:8-14. "Will not the land tremble for this, and all who live in it mourn? The whole land will rise like the Nile; it will be stirred up and then sink like the river of Egypt.' 'In that day,' declares the Sovereign LORD, 'I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight. I will turn your religious feasts into mourning and all your singing into weeping. I will make all of you wear sackcloth and shave your heads. I will make that time like mourning for an only son and the end of it like a bitter day.'"

When everything collapses, that will be the experience of famine. Look at 8:11-14. What kind of famine would accompany the judgment? It will be the famine of hearing the word of YHWH.  In 8:14, we see that YHWH would still speak but they can not hear him. They can only swear by idols.  That will be truth of the famine. "'The days are coming,' declares the Sovereign LORD, 'when I will send a famine through the land-- not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the LORD, but they will not find it.' 'In that day' the lovely young women and strong young men will faint because of thirst. They who swear by the shame of Samaria, or say, 'As surely as your god lives, O Dan,' or, 'As surely as the god of Beersheba lives'-- they will fall, never to rise again." What is more fearful, the shaking of the celestial beings or the famine of YHWH’s words? Both of them are beyond what a man can bear. But we take note that the warning of the famine of YHWH’s words is taken more seriously. We learn from the prophecy of the famine of the word that the word of God is our life and truth and the way. We should repent of our attitude of taking the word of God for self-help purposes or turning it into mere religious delusion for the same reason. We should pray that we may learn to hear the Bible as what God speaks to us, as the Holy going through our midst. We should pray that we may learn to hear the Bible as what God speaks to us, standing by us with his plumb line in his hand.
Can there be some who will hold to the words of YHWH in the midst of famine? According to Mk 14:27, there would be none. What should we do in the time of the inevitable, approaching famine? We must go through his judgment with prayer.
III. A failing temple and a future tent (9:1-15)

What was the last vision which Amos saw? The prophet saw that YHWH speaks the word of judgment by the altar from which the people of Israel used to hear the word of grace, the word of forgiveness of their sins. Look at 9:1. "I saw the Lord standing by the altar, and he said: 'Strike the tops of the pillars so that the thresholds shake. Bring them down on the heads of all the people; those who are left I will kill with the sword. Not one will get away, none will escape.'" But men will still try to escape YHWH’s judgment. How would men try to escape God’s judgment and how will YHWH judge them? Some men would commit suicide. Others would try to escape into religion. Still others would try to hide somewhere high or far away.  There would be some who give in to fatalism as the exiles did. Look at 9:2-4a. "Though they dig down to the depths of the grave, from there my hand will take them. Though they climb up to the heavens, from there I will bring them down.  Though they hide themselves on the top of Carmel, there I will hunt them down and seize them. Though they hide from me at the bottom of the sea, there I will command the serpent to bite them. Though they are driven into exile by their enemies, there I will command the sword to slay them."  

Why is there no escape from the judgment of YHWH? Firstly, YHWH is God Almighty. What does it mean? That means he is the ground and foundation of our being. Who can escape from the foundation of his being? Secondly, YHWH judges man's sin.  He is the fiery Judge. He is the cause of all that is happening. Look at 9:4b-6. "I will fix my eyes upon them for evil and not for good. The Lord, the LORD Almighty, he who touches the earth and it melts, and all who live in it mourn-- the whole land rises like the Nile, then sinks like the river of Egypt-- he who builds his lofty palace in the heavens and sets its foundation on the earth, who calls for the waters of the sea and pours them out over the face of the land-- the LORD is his name." 
Israel thought they were exempt from the judgment because they were his chosen people. What do the words of YHWH in 9:7-10 tell Israel and us about the truth of his judgment of his elect?  His election is not a guarantee of exemption from the punishment of sin. YHWH will destroy the sinful kingdom, whether that is of the elect or not.  He will destroy the sinful kingdom from the face of the earth. But he will not destroy the house of Jacob completely. He will shake the house of Jacob and sift his chosen people. Only sinners will be condemned. "Are not you Israelites the same to me as the Cushites?" declares the LORD. "Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir?" "Surely the eyes of the Sovereign LORD are on the sinful kingdom. I will destroy it from the face of the earth-- yet I will not totally destroy the house of Jacob," declares the LORD." "For I will give the command, and I will shake the house of Israel among all the nations as grain is shaken in a sieve, and not a pebble will reach the ground. All the sinners among my people will die by the sword, all those who say, 'Disaster will not overtake or meet us.'" How is he going to sift his chosen people? He will put to death those who think they would be exempt from the judgment of death. 

What will YHWH do on the day of his judgment on sinners among Israel? YHWH will restore them and bless them to possess all the nations that bear his name. Look at 9:11-15. "'In that day I will restore David's fallen tent. I will repair its broken places, restore its ruins, and build it as it used to be, so that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my name,' declares the LORD, who will do these things. 'The days are coming,' declares the LORD, 'when the reaper will be overtaken by the plowman and the planter by the one treading grapes. New wine will drip from the mountains and flow from all the hills. I will bring back my exiled people Israel; they will rebuild the ruined cities and live in them. They will plant vineyards and drink their wine; they will make gardens and eat their fruit. I will plant Israel in their own land, never again to be uprooted from the land I have given them," says the LORD your God." We learn from Amos that our God saves us and creates us new through his judgment of our sin. We should stop seeking escape from judgment. We should submit to his judgment with prayer.

