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“Amos: Justice for All” 
July 12, 2020 

Old School: Prophets Series – Live stream 

 

In April 1963, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote a letter to fellow clergy from 

jail in Birmingham, Alabama after some of them had criticized him for his civil rights 

advocacy work in their community. Some of them had called it extreme. It’s a powerful 

letter that I invite us to read again as we engage these times we’re in and hear cries for 

justice around us. Rev. Dr. King was quick to point out many who may have been 

considered extreme for their times, including the prophet Amos: SHOW SLIDE Rev. Dr. 

King write, “Was not Amos an extremist for justice? ‘Let justice roll down like waters 

and righteousness like an ever flowing stream.’” 

We know that prophets usually aren’t very popular. And the minor prophets are 

no exception. Perhaps you’re not too surprised after hearing from Amos as he confronts 

the priest. The minor prophets aren’t usually our “go-to” Scripture for much of anything, 

except hard stuff like justice and righteousness. (We’ll come back to that later.) They 

don’t provide a lot of comfort, though they share glimmers of hope for God’s mercy.   

And most preachers would rather skip over them than engage them. And here’s 

why – because they tell us things we know are true, and we don’t want to hear it. They 

remind us of what God desires for us and for the world. They convict us of how far 

we’ve gone from what God intends for us and for others. We don’t like to be told we’re 

wrong. And we really don’t like to have to change, especially when things are going well 

for us.   

Now these prophets aren’t alone. John the Baptist and Jesus serve as prophets in 

the Gospels – calling people out for less-than-stellar behavior - but Old Testament 

prophets, especially these shorter books at the end of the Old Testament, are heavy on 

God who judges God’s people – not just individually, but as a holy nation whom God 

formed. They’re heavy on calling out God’s people to make sure that their worship of 

God shows itself in their actions. They’re clear to say that actions of worship aren’t 

enough.  An ethic that must follow – faithful behavior that affects them socially, 

economically, and politically - if they truly worship God. SHOW SLIDE  Perhaps this says 

it best: You cannot treat people like garbage and worship God at the same time. 

Prophets don’t have a “feel good” job. They usually don’t sign up for it; most 

even try to run away from it! Prophets are called by God and sent to share God’s 

message with the people. They are not fortune-tellers, but truth-tellers and fore-tellers. 

They are not predictors of the future, but messengers of God who share what God 
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wants from God’s people – and what the consequences will be if God’s people don’t 

change their ways.   

And if you’re starting to get a bit uncomfortable and squirm, don’t worry. You’re 

not alone. In what we read today, Amos is calling out a priest – a religious leader – 

spelling out how God will bring judgment on him and his family and on God’s people. If 

it’s any consolation, Amos is talking to the likes of me. So, the prophets may not be easy 

to hear, but we need to listen. 

And Amos’ word to God’s people is based on who God is. If you read through 

Amos, you know that early on Amos describes God like a lion – strong, mighty, powerful, 

even dangerous! If we’re honest, we focus on how loving God is rather than on the fact 

that God is the ultimate Judge.   

We say it in our creeds – that Christ will come again to judge - but we’re pretty 

comfortable with God as Pastor James Harnish describes: “a soft, cuddly deity who 

keeps us comfortable and secure in our cozy, little world” or “a celestial bellhop, waiting 

to service our needs or do our bidding.” Perhaps we’ve even treated God like a vending 

machine before – picking and choosing what we want from God or telling God what to 

do.   

But Amos is clear that God is fed up with how God’s people are behaving. God 

has lost patience. God is grieved and sad and angry about personal and systemic sin. 

And because God is God, God is holding them to account. God loves them. God has been 

faithful to them, but they haven’t been faithful to God. And we need to see that God’s 

judgment and God’s gracious love are tied together. We can’t have one without the 

other.   

And remember we’re talking about God’s judgment – not human judgment. I 

know we’re good at judging others, but this is about God who has made a covenant with 

God’s people all the way back to Abraham. God who has been faithful to give them the 

Law (remember the Ten Commandments?) and lead them to the Promised Land (not an 

easy journey, but God was faithful all the way). All along, God’s people have a pattern of 

being faithful for a while, straying from God, receiving God’s judgment, and then, by 

God’s grace, coming back to God.   

God’s people have been given every blessing and every opportunity to flourish, 

which they have, but then prosperity got the best of them. They became greedy, selfish, 

and prideful. Yes, they are God’s people, but that doesn’t mean they get to do whatever 

they want and forsake the covenant. They don’t have security simply because of their 

covenant. God cares about what they do, including how they use their power and 

wealth. Wealth itself isn’t the problem, but those who become wealthy by trampling on 

the poor are corrupt – not following God’s will and way. 



 

 

 3 

They could worship God all day long, but if their worship didn’t show what God 

called them to – generosity, caring for the most vulnerable, loving neighbor, and fearing 

God (remembering that God was worthy of their worship), then it wasn’t true worship. 

They were just going through the motions; they are hypocrites. God’s judgment isn’t 

only about saying what’s wrong; it doesn’t stop there. God’s judgment is also about 

setting things right again. So that’s where prophets come in.   

It’s also where justice and righteousness come in. True worship of God should 

lead to both. Justice is a legal and social term – to act with fairness and give people their 

legal rights based on God’s standards (not human standards). Righteousness is a 

religious term that has to do with our quality of our life when we’re committed to God.  

It actually comes from archery – think of trying to hit the bullseye – to have right aim 

before God.   

So the connection between justice and righteousness is how we live our lives 

because of our faith – how we talk the talk and walk the walk. In our Methodist 

tradition, we lift up grace as a gift of God, but we also lift up our responsibility to 

respond to God’s grace as a gift.   

Faithful living isn’t limited to what happens in the church or in a time of worship. 

That’s what Amos wants to be make clear. Worship – true worship - shows in our 

relationships, our responsibility to others in a community, and the structures of society. 

Dr. Walter Brueggemann writes, “The word pair of ‘righteousness’ and ‘justice’ is a call 

for transformative investment in the common good that inevitably includes the 

vulnerable and the disenfranchised.” John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist 

movement, said, “There is no religion that is not social, no holiness that is not social.” 

We’re called to care about others because of our faith in God.      

Speaking on God’s behalf, Amos demands justice for the oppressed. The image of 

the plumb line makes it clear that God’s people aren’t following God, and religious 

leaders like Amaziah are a part of the problem. A mixture of religion and politics has 

allowed for the “haves” to trample on the “have-nots,” and it’s not from God.  

God isn’t a nationalistic idol to be used as those in power and with wealth see fit; 

God is the God of every nation. God isn’t exclusively concerned about those with power 

and wealth, but always inclusive and concerned about those who are in need. Amos 

gives a call to solidarity between those in power and the most vulnerable.   

So Amos speaks truth to power – this farmer from the south tells the priest in the 

north that God’s people have to care about the ones without power. God cares about 

them, and God cares about what God’s people do. We can’t go around saying, “It 

doesn’t matter” because it does. We can’t assume that God will leave us alone because 

God won’t. God never has and never will because God loves us and wants us to get it 
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right. God wants us to care about justice because God cares about it. Social justice 

means that everyone deserves equal economic, political and social rights and 

opportunities, and we need to use the power we have to ensure that everyone has 

equal access to them.   

God keeps on us to see the truth about ourselves and our world – to see clearly 

when we’re not in line with God’s concern for the most vulnerable – perhaps the same 

ones Jesus lifts up in Matthew 25 – the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the 

sick, the one in prison.   

How have we treated the poor? How do we exploit others? Is it cheap labor? Not 

paying a living wage? Taking people for granted who do work every day that we 

sometimes don’t notice? Certainly this moment has reminded us that there are many 

working every day to make sure we have food, clean water, sanitation, medical care, 

education, and other things we take for granted – and we sometimes take them for 

granted, too. 

There’s always hope in the prophets – sometimes just enough – but always hope 

because God longs for God’s people to return, repent of their sin, and receive mercy. 

There’s always hope because God’s justice will come – like rushing water. Righteousness 

will be like a stream that doesn’t run dry.   

And we can trust that – but we can work for it now as people who want to love 

God and love neighbor. We can heed the call of God to examine our hearts and look 

around.  What would a plumb line look like dropped in our lives right now?  How would 

we measure up to God’s standard of justice - caring about the most vulnerable and the 

oppressed?  How are we seeking justice and living righteousness?   

Does the system we live in work for justice on God’s terms – or for just us – our 

terms, our needs, and our comfort?  How do we respond to the inequities we see and 

the struggles that are becoming more exposed in this time – to the violence that plagues 

so many and reality of injustice? 

Perhaps we’re both Amos and those to whom he spoke.  We’re called to speak 

truth to power in whatever way we can – to stand up and care about the most 

vulnerable.  We’re also called to hear the voices that call us to justice – justice for all – 

not just for some.  

Carol Winfrey Gillette is a gifted hymn writer, and these are her words: 

A prophet has a lonely task — 

To help the world to see anew, 

To name injustice, then to ask  

What God is calling us to do. 
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What is God calling you to do where you are – to help justice flow more freely, to make 

righteous ever present?  May we seek God’s vision for justice and work for it for all. 

Lord Jesus, what a vision—an ever-flowing stream of righteousness rolling down in a 

waterfall of justice! Embed that vision in my heart, and make me a channel through 

whom that stream can flow. Amen. 

PRAYERS of the PEOPLE & the LORD’S PRAYER 

 


