12th July 2009
Amos 7: 7-15

A world turned upside down 
Strange signs

We seem to be living in strange times. Returning from a recent holiday in Greece, Jane and I were reflecting on some strange weather we experienced – cloudy days, rain and fog. The fog resulted in a cancelled flight home. I’m sure it’s no coincidence that the major discussion point at the G8 summit is how to best combat climate change.
But it’s not just the weather that is strange; many well known financial institutions are in turmoil which has a corresponding knock on effect for the economies of many countries, including places like Greece that relies heavily on the tourist euro. 

Well it is perhaps reassuring that we have no monopoly on strange times they’ve been about since the dawn of time. It’s interesting to recall the millennium in 2000 – all the hype there was around for that event. Social meltdown was being irrationally suggested alongside the complete failure of computer systems. One of the amusing commercial opportunities offered by that event was your very own millennium bug encased of course in a solid plastic block - so it couldn’t do any harm! It will be no surprise to learn that on the eve of the first millennium similar cataclysmic thoughts were around. 

Locusts, Fire and a Plumb-line
Talking of strange things the title of our reading from Amos is rather enigmatic – locusts, fire and a plumb-line. Having just mentioned the history of puzzling things, it comes as no surprise to recall that Amos lived and prophesied in a period of unsettling history for the Jews.

The Israel created by David and handed to his son Solomon had split after Solomon’s death, into two kingdoms – Israel in the north and Judah in the south. Amos we are told lived in Judah some few miles south of Jerusalem. The relevance of this will become apparent later. Whilst the Jews lived in two kingdoms Israel in particular became prosperous, politically secure but spiritually smug.

As we have seen from their history when the Jews became prosperous and politically secure they abandoned the ways of God. God’s reaction to their past unfaithfulness was forgotten and a reading of Amos reveals that His patience was now at an end.

A reading of two halves

Our reading is split between Amos speaking the truth and Amaziah’s denunciation of that truth.

At this point the prophet’s words are spoken in a series of visions – immediately before God has indicated He will send a plague of locusts and then fire. In both instances as a result of Amos’ intercessory prayer, God has relented but without the promise of forgiveness.
In this third vision God speaks to Amos and pointedly he does not ask God to relent. Why? Is it because Amos recognises that the first two threats are merely physical and Israel would recover their prosperity in their own strength?
But in the vision of the plumb-line God is saying something very significant. As we know the plumb-line is still used today to indicate whether parts of a building are straight and true. God’s people have been ‘built’ to God’s standard – scripture is quite clear about this. God’s people are expected to remain true to the plumb-line of His standard. But here Israel is found wanting, they had gone off message.

As a result God is promising to act. He describes the eventual collapse and exile of Israel. Historically Israel succumbs to the armies of Assyria. 

The denunciation that follows the vision concerning the plumb-line has the sense of name calling by Amaziah. He accuses Amos of being a professional prophet, implying that all he has said has been for gain and so he doesn’t need to be taken seriously. There is a sneering reference to him being a southerner said in much the same way that our own society’s prejudices’ can be heard. 
Perhaps the most telling line in Amos’ reply is this – ‘the Lord took me...and said, ’Go, prophesy to my people Israel’  (v15b).

How can Amos speak to us?

There are two aspects that are important in his message. The first is the call for us to remain faithful to God and the second is the challenge that the word prophecy and prophet bring to us today and our reaction to them.

Remaining faithful to God is something that Jesus majored on time and time again. He gave us His own example as He was faithful to His Father by always placing Himself under that authority. In turn Jesus Himself used a building metaphor to describe the importance of us remaining in Him – ‘the stone the builders rejected has become the capstone...’ (Mk 12:10).It is the stone that needs to be dependable in its position to ensure that the building is straight and true.
On a practical level for example it means not ignoring the need to bring before God the things we get wrong and ask for His forgiveness and importantly to follow that up by avoiding falling into the same level of temptation or weakness. It also challenges us to consider what we value in spiritual terms. Is it the tradition we have inherited and are comfortable with? Or does it lead us to recognise the need to move on and develop the faith God has given us, so that we too avoid Israel’s spiritual smugness?

Amos is one of what the Bible refers to as a minor prophet as distinct from a major prophet such as Isaiah. But it is significant that God raised up such people to speak His word to His people. Paul in his letters fully encouraged and expected to find the early church using its gift of prophecy given to it by the Holy Spirit, for example in 1Cor 12: 28 and Eph 4:11. There is however a subtle difference to note about the word prophecy and prophet at this point. There is as we shall see a distinction between the OT and the New.
An examination of the NT teaching on the gift of prophecy reveals that it should be viewed as the telling of something that God has spontaneously brought to mind. This is in contrast to the OT prophets who were able to speak and write words that had absolute divine authority e.g. ‘Thus says the Lord.’ By the time of the NT the term prophet was used widely to indicate someone who had supernatural knowledge or who predicted the future or even just a spokesperson without any reference to speaking with any kind of divine authority. So the NT prophet does not have the sense of actually speaking God’s words but rather one who speaks on the basis of some external influence. It is a word used then as now for ordinary Christians who simply report something that God has laid on their hearts or brought to their minds.

It should be recognised that these words have less authority than those of Scripture. We should always go to Scripture to hear the voice of the living God. Prophecy today in the sense that the NT has outlined it should be viewed in line with the purpose that Paul insists on in Ephesians 4 – ‘that the body of Christ may be built up’ (v12).

So in a practical way, prophecy today should be recognised and encouraged in the life of the church. For example during times of prayer when someone feels led by the Holy Spirit to pray for something or when a particular passage of scripture or a hymn comes to mind or indeed a sense of the tone and direction of where that particular prayer time should be moving to. The discerning test for all of us when those things arise is does it build up the body of Christ?
Prophecy then should not be viewed as something only for the early church, but words that can and do build up the church today.
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