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 Surprised by Love
Amos 9:1-2  I saw the LORD standing beside the altar, and he said: Strike the capitals until the thresholds shake, and shatter them on the heads of all the people; and those who are left I will kill with the sword; not one of them shall flee away, not one of them shall escape. 2 Though they dig into Sheol, from there shall my hand take them; though they climb up to heaven, from there I will bring them down. 


Amos 5:14-15   Seek good and not evil, that you may live; and so the LORD, the God of hosts, will be with you, just as you have said. 15 Hate evil and love good, and establish justice in the gate; it may be that the LORD, the God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph. 
Romans 5:6-8
 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.  7 Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person-- though perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die. 8 But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.

Matthew 5:43-45  "You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.'  44 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.

Surprised by Love

The past two weeks we’ve been taking a look at the book of Amos, a prophet of the Old Testament.  Over much of the ten or so pages of this book, Amos has been preaching a very clear message about why God was disappointed, hurt, and angry with the people of the nation of Israel.  Their worship has been nothing bur pretense, an empty show for the purpose of impressing each other instead of praising God and seeking to be obedient.  Greed has run rampant in the land as they have tried to cheat each other in business dealings.  They've exploited the poor, both on purpose - and unconsciously as they ignored the existence of the suffering members of society.  The justice system has been become a corrupt system for the rich to oppress the poor. 

The nation of Israel has sinned greatly and Amos often has a reputation for preaching doom and gloom.  Given their behavior, it’s easy to see how Israel deserves doom.  Bringing God’s message, Amos says, “The Lord GOD has sworn by himself: I abhor the pride of Jacob and hate his strongholds; and I will deliver up the city and all that is in it.” (6:8) “Fallen, no more to rise, is maiden Israel; forsaken on her land, with no one to raise her up.” (5:2) This isn’t a short sentence of punishment.  The nation will fall and never rise again, says Amos.  They can even expect the land itself to be tossed about when Amos declares, “The LORD has sworn . . . : Surely I will never forget any of their deeds. 8 Shall not the land tremble on this account, and everyone mourn who lives in it, and all of it rise like the Nile, and be tossed about and sink again, like the Nile of Egypt?” (8:7-8)

When most of us have a falling out with a friend or a spouse, we usually want to find a way to talk it out and find our way back into the relationship.  What will drive us mad is the silent treatment.  As long as at least one of you is being silent, refusing to talk, you know that things are going nowhere; there’s no end in sight of the hurt and pain.  In chapter eight we read, 
“The time is surely coming, says the Lord GOD, when I will send a famine on the land; not a famine of bread, or a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD.  12 They shall wander from sea to sea, and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, seeking the word of the LORD, but they shall not find it  . . .  they shall fall, and never rise again.”  (Amos 8:11-14)   
Amos pronounces that there will be harsh punishment.  “I saw the LORD standing beside the altar, and he said: Strike the capitals until the thresholds shake, and shatter them on the heads of all the people; and those who are left I will kill with the sword; not one of them shall flee away, not one of them shall escape.” (Amos 9:1)  “And though they go into captivity in front of their enemies, there I will command the sword, and it shall kill them; and I will fix my eyes on them for harm and not for good.”  (Amos 9:4)  It is passages like this that cause us to think about the wrath of God.  And we should never forget that God can be provoked to wrath.

There are also passages in Amos where we understand how much the people of Israel have hurt God.  In chapter four we read about how a whole lot of calamities have happened to Israel.  There has been starvation in the land.  There’s been draught, crop blight, mildew, and locusts.  The country has seen epidemics of disease and widespread death.  Now, you know how we often tend to say very little to God when things are going well.  We forget to be thankful for our blessings, our full bellies, warm homes, happy family times, good health, and generally peaceful lives.  But when tragedy strikes, when troubles are bigger than we can easily fix, then we’re likely to remember God and start praying for help.  But the Israelites, even in the midst of huge calamities, don’t call on God.  After each disaster is listed, God says, “Yet you did not return to me.”  You didn’t think of me.  You didn’t ask for help.  You ignored me.  You didn’t speak to me.  You gave me the silent treatment.   And God is hurt.
  
But there is a glimmer of hope.  Amos five, verse 15 says, “Hate evil and love good, and establish justice in the gate; it may be that the LORD, the God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.”  Again, in the same chapter, we read,  (Amos 5:4)  For thus says the LORD to the house of Israel: Seek me and live; (Amos 5:6)  Seek the LORD and live, or he will break out against the house of Joseph like fire, and it will devour Bethel, with no one to quench it.”  It isn’t much, but here is a tiny bit, a tiny sliver, of hope.

Have you ever heard the phrase, “Prepare to meet your God?”  It’s a direct quote from the book of Amos. (4:12)  For some reason, when I hear the phrase, “Prepare to meet your God,” I picture someone on the gallows just before the noose is placed around his neck and the trap door is dropped.  Or, I picture an execution squad.  Always, I picture impending doom.
My task is to go study each week and then come tell you what I've learned.  Here's part of what I learned this past week.  The great Hebrew scholar, Rabbi Abraham Heschel, explains the nuances in this text, revealing a meaning that we don’t expect.  In the Bible, the Hebrew term “to meet” (likrath) means either to go someplace to receive someone favorably upon arrival, or to oppose someone in battle.    However, it does not mean to head for disaster. 
The term “to prepare” means to prepare for war or for a constructive achievement, but not to prepare for defeat.  At Mount Sinai, the Hebrews are told to “be prepared.” (Exodus 19:10-11) The LORD said to Moses: "Go to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow. Have them wash their clothes 11 and prepare for the third day, because on the third day the LORD will come down upon Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people.  Both the term “to meet” and the term “to prepare” occur in the Old Testament in connection with an encounter of the divine, not with punishment.  Are we so determined to be afraid of God, that we can't imagine meeting God without it being painful?  

Despite all of the corruption and sin in Israel, despite all of the calamities that have befallen the nation, Israel has failed to seek God, so God will come to meet Israel.  Israel has a rendezvous with God.  Rabbi Heschel says, “Castigation failed; an encounter will save.”


At the beginning of chapter seven, God shows Amos a vision of locusts swarming over the land of Israel, eating everything in their path, the crops, the pasture grass, and stripping the leaves off the olive trees. Amos begs God not to send the locusts.  "O Lord GOD, forgive, I beg you! How can Jacob stand? He is so small!"    Then God showed Amos a shower of fire falling on the land, destroying everything it touched.  Again, Amos begged God, "O Lord GOD, cease, I beg you! How can Jacob stand? He is so small!"  In both instances, Amos offers no reason to save Israel, except that it is so small.  And God repents.  God is gracious toward the small, the weak, the underdog. (7:1-6) “’The Lord repented’ not because the people are innocent, but because they are small.  Rabbi Heschel says, “His judgment is never final. There is always a dimension of God’s pervading affection where compassion prevails over justice, where mercy is a perpetual possibility.”
 


The nation of Israel has been greedy and cruel to each other.  They've oppressed the poor.  They've ignored God and the suffering all around them.  God has said that their sin is unforgettable.  They will fall and never rise again.  God will turn his back on them and not speak to them.  That is what they've earned; that is what they deserve.

And yet, God declares that all hope is not lost.  God will forgive yet again.  God will redeem and save and rescue in spite of everything.   The book ends with this beautiful message of grace.  “On that day I will raise up the booth of David that is fallen, and repair its breaches, and raise up its ruins, and rebuild it as in the days of old; 12 in order that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations who are called by my name, says the LORD who does this.  . . .  the mountains shall drip sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow with it.  14 I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, and they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit.  15 I will plant them upon their land, and they shall never again be plucked up out of the land that I have given them, says the LORD your God.” (9:11-15)
 
God’s wrath is ultimately consumed by God’s love.  We cannot escape God’s steadfast love.  God’s grace surpasses any ability we might have to comprehend it.  We don’t get what we deserve; we get forgiven even though we are undeserving.  God is not out to get us.  God is pursuing us to love us, redeem us, save us from ourselves, even save us from the consequences of our actions.  There’s the gospel in Amos.  Paul wrote to the church in Rome centuries later, “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.”  While we were still sinners, God reached out to us, pursued us, made the first move – and the second, and the third, and on and on.  Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.”  Act like God’s children.  Act like members of the family.  Love your enemies, the folks who ignore and mistreat you.  Love them like God does, like God loves you in spite of the way you treat God.  There’s the good news.  Thanks be to God!  Amen.
Sisters and Brothers,

Open your Bible and find the treasure in it.

Be guided into relationship with God.

Get trained in righteousness.

Be equiped to do good works!

Numbers 23:3 Then Balaam said to Balak, "Stay here beside your burnt offerings while I go aside. Perhaps the LORD will come to meet me. Whatever he shows me I will tell you. 
Moses, himself, is told at Mt. Sinai to “be prepared.” Exodus 34:2 Be ready in the morning, and come up in the morning to Mount Sinai and present yourself there to me, on the top of the mountain.

Amos 7:1-6 This is what the Lord GOD showed me: he was forming locusts at the time the latter growth began to sprout (it was the latter growth after the king's mowings).  2 When they had finished eating the grass of the land, I said, "O Lord GOD, forgive, I beg you! How can Jacob stand? He is so small!"  3 The LORD relented concerning this; "It shall not be," said the LORD.   4 This is what the Lord GOD showed me: the Lord GOD was calling for a shower of fire, and it devoured the great deep and was eating up the land.  5 Then I said, "O Lord GOD, cease, I beg you! How can Jacob stand? He is so small!"  6 The LORD relented concerning this; "This also shall not be," said the Lord GOD.

� Abraham Heschel, The Prophets (New York, Harper & Row, 1962) p 45
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