
Amos 3:3-8

Translator’s note: This Sermon from 16 October 2011 was preached in the midst of an economic 
crisis. Rev. Frans van Deursen suggests that the same message applies today in the midst of the 
corona virus pandemic.

 

Beloved church of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Every day you are reminded of it by newspaper and TV: Europe and America are in very difficult 
financial circumstances. The US is struggling with an astronomical debt and Europe is burdened by 
the euro crisis. We hear and read every day about hundreds of billions of euros in debts as if it were 
nothing. Large countries are also in danger of getting into trouble. [Due to the Corona crisis the 
problems are even worse!]

These days I often think of the Philistine idol Dagon who ignominiously fell on his face before the 
ark of the Lord. So now the great idol Mammon has fallen on his face. It will take hard work by his 
priests to put him back on the pedestal in his temples.

How did all this come about and who is to blame? One points to political mismanagement and 
another to unscrupulous bankers, but do you ever hear someone mention God in this regard? Or 
have you seen newspapers and magazines pointing above to Him? If you go by that extensive 
silence, it appears that God has nothing to do with the whole euro crisis and therefore has nothing to
say to us. But here we sing with Psalm 97: “The Lord is the Great King!” Do not the stock 
exchanges of New York, Frankfurt and Amsterdam fall under his kingship? Does He not govern 
them?

I would like to shine the light of the prophet Amos on this situation this morning, especially the 
word of God in Amos 3:6, “When disaster comes to a city, has not the Lord caused it?” 

But first the wider context of this text: when did Amos prophesy and what was the mentality like in 
Israel then?

Now, Amos was actually a sheep breeder who prophesied some forty years before the ten tribes in 
the northern kingdom of Israel went into exile in Assyria. At that time Jeroboam II was the king, a 
man “who did evil in the eyes of the Lord” (2 Kings 14:24). And he did that even though the Lord 
God in his great love and grace let Israel experience a kind of second golden age of Solomon, so as 
to entice Israel back to himself.

The economy was booming. Many lived in luxury and owned two houses, one for the summer and 
one for the winter. Walls and furniture were inlaid with precious ivory (3:15, 6:4). In chapter 6, 
Amos reproaches the leaders of the people: “You lie on beds inlaid with ivory and lounge on your 
couches. You dine on choice lambs and fattened calves… You drink wine by the bowlful and use the 
finest lotions” (6:4, 6). The people in those circles therefore led a luxurious life.

But at the same time social injustice was prevalent. People of lesser status were trampled on. Slaves
were abused by father and son. The judges were corrupt. In trade there was tampering with weights 
and measures. The poor were sometimes sold into slavery for a pair of sandals. Meanwhile, the 
villains appeared very pious and religious. In short, wealth and waste, prosperity and gross injustice.

What then was the mentality in Israel?
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All these and similar sins had already called forth God’s judgments on Israel in the previous 
centuries. If you read the book of Kings one after the other, you will see that the sentences are 
getting heavier. 2 Kings 2: the children from Bethel were torn apart by a bear. 2 Kings 3: war with 
Moab. 2 Kings 4: famine. 2 Kings 5: girls kidnapped by Syrian gangs, including the maidservant of 
Naaman’s wife. 2 Kings 6-7: The siege of Samaria, when mothers ate their own children from 
hunger. 2 Kings 8: Hazael the king of Syria became a scourge to God’s apostate covenant people. In
fact, Amos says that Ammonites had ripped open the belly of pregnant women in Gilead (1:13). So 
that had all happened in Amos’ time (2 Kings only speaks about Jeroboam in 2 Kings 14).

But what must have baffled a man like Amos the most after all those criminal convictions? That the 
Israelites – the church-goers of that time – did not understand and learn from the cause and 
background of all those disasters!

It had not led to them returning to their good God. The complaint of the Lord God in Amos 4 
sounds like a chorus: I sent this to you and hit you with that, I held back the rain, I hit you with a 
corn blight and sent grasshoppers, I killed your soldiers, “but you have not returned to me, says the 
Lord.”

What, had He had a hand in that? And why then? Well, it had been dry, but that is quite common. 
Grasshoppers came, but that was not the first time. Plague had broken out. The Ammonites 
sometimes just invaded Gilead. The Syrians were such an aggressive people. That is how many 
Israelites would have spoken to each other. They had only an eye for what “people” did to them and
were blind for what God did. They saw no connection between the calamitous things of the day and 
God Almighty. They did not look up, but only around them.

They were just like the Jews in the year 70 AD, when the Romans surrounded Jerusalem. Then they 
saw the besiegers, but not the connection between that siege and the crucifixion of Messiah Jesus.

Such was the mentality in the “Ten Tribe Church” in the time of Amos: they were insensitive to 
these connections and to God’s hand in events.

Then the Lord God tried through Amos to teach those blind church people to see connections, to 
recognise God’s punishing hand in what happened to them, to start to envisage God’s judgments.

Amos did this with the help of a few simple examples from everyday life in Israel showing his 
hearers how naturally they noticed connections in their everyday life. You see something and you 
immediately know what is behind it.

Look, there are two people walking together. Then they must have agreed to do this (vs. 3). Listen, 
there is a lion roaring. He must have caught prey, otherwise you wouldn’t hear him (vs. 4). Look, 
there a bird falls into a trap net. Then of course he saw the bait there (vs. 5). A farmer out in the 
field hears a trumpet in the city (we would say: the siren howling). Then he immediately knows that
something is going on there and that people will be shocked. In such ordinary things everyone sees 
a connection between what he hears and what is behind it.

In this way Amos tries to open the eyes of his contemporaries to a completely different connection, 
namely that between the disasters that had struck Israel in the past centuries and God’s covenant 
curses. All previous questions result in this question: “When disaster comes to a city, has not the 
Lord caused it?”

And by that, in this context, Amos means, of course, judgment penalties, the covenant curse we 
have already talked about: drought, crop failure, locusts, women ripped open. Seeing this, he now 
asks his blinded contemporaries: “When disaster comes to a city, has not the Lord caused it?”
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Applied to Amos’ time, would there really be no connection at all between your self-willed 
religiousness among the golden calves in Bethel, your sky-rending social iniquity, your violation of 
justice, and all these disasters? Do you really not see any connection between them?

No, people (vs. 7), all of this really did not just come out of the blue. The Lord never takes his 
people by surprise with his judgments. God does nothing (it is meant of course: He does not come 
with his judgments) “without revealing his plan to his servants, the prophets.”

And how many had He sent since the time of Moses? Hundreds! Before finally being taken into 
exile, warnings had rained down on Israel for centuries!

If Amos is prophesying, it would be for only forty more years and then the cruel Assyrians came to 
deport Northern Israel from his country. And this great calamity then comes at the hands of the 
Lord. But not unannounced! A Lion has roared in Israel: God the Lord has spoken! Amos has heard 
his voice, an overwhelming word of God, so that he must prophesy and pass it on to his people. We 
can all read it in his book.

Thus we can understand the times and Israel’s mentality.

What about us, brothers and sisters? What do you think? Are we focused on what God is doing in 
church and world today? Or does God also represent our awareness outside the world of the news 
and do we actually see everything purely in the human plane? I asked you whether you have often 
heard of God referred to in the euro crisis. Or are many Christians as myopic in these things as the 
contemporaries of Amos and the other prophets?

I am now thinking of a column by Prof. De Bruine from Kampen in the newspaper, in which he 
recently wrote that “September 11th, 2001” – the attack on the Twin Towers in New York – was a 
judgment from God. A forewarning of God’s final judgment. A “writing on the wall” of our 
Western, American-led culture. “Weighed, weighed, and found to be too light!” I heartily agreed 
with him.

But others immediately wrote against it. He was wrong. God does not deal with the West as He 
dealt with Israel, one wrote. And another objected that Christians in the Twin Towers would also 
have been affected by God’s judgment and that could not be true. Has not Christ already borne 
judgment for us?

What confusion! But so much of the Scriptures are rendered ineffective by the theological axiom: 
God deals with his church very differently under the New Covenant than He did with Israel.

But what about, for example, the vanished churches in Turkey that Paul had founded, and North 
Africa where Christianity flourished? Augustine lived there but now Islam dominates. Doesn’t that 
prove that God’s anger can also kindle over New Testament churches?

Added to that is this. As believing people, do we still read the Bible as the Book of God’s covenant 
with His people? And is it still recognised by us that God’s covenant consists not only of promises 
of salvation and beneficial commands, but also of threats of disaster or curse?

And then this question: who in our day belongs to that people of God? With whom did He make his 
covenant? Only with some biblically-faithful churches and congregations? I think we’d better start 
with holy baptism for that. That is the sign and seal of God’s covenant of grace. So then God has 
made his covenant of grace with every baptized person, that is, with millions of baptized Europeans 
and Americans.

That means that God promised complete forgiveness of sins and eternal life to every baptized man 
or woman through the atonement of Jesus Christ. Doesn’t baptism seal that? Every church tower in 
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our country and continent proves that the Holy Spirit has come there with his Word and baptism. 
But for that He does require faith and conversion. Anyone who stubbornly refuses to do so may 
eventually be struck by God’s covenant curse. That is the downside of the gospel.

And contend then with the fact that holy baptism always remains a full, valid baptism. People may 
say, “I don’t care about that baptism, I didn’t ask for that, by the way!” But here’s what Luther once 
said succinctly, “Gold remains gold, even if a whore wears it.” God’s Word and baptism are 
untouchable. Not the receiver, but God determines their value and strength. It is not their baptism, 
but God’s baptism.

When in the days of the king some Israelites sacrificed their children to Moloch – we would say, 
“Well, they turned to a completely different religion” – then the Lord said through Ezekiel: You 
have sacrificed my children to Moloch! That is how long He maintained His covenant claim! A 
person will never come out of that. Someone may say to the church “just strike me off,” but he’s not
finished with God and his baptism! Baptismal water never dries up. Not even in hell.

If we let the magnitude of God’s covenant of grace and work of grace operate on us in this way, 
how greatly has our formerly Christian, baptized Europe sinned over the centuries and despised 
God’s grace.

What an abuse of power against the non-Christian continents, what untamed greed and selfishness, 
what pride and racial hatred. And then that so-called Enlightenment and French Revolution with its 
terrible motto: “No God and no master!” And then in the last half century the murder of hundreds of
thousands of unborn children, crushed in the belly of their mother. And in the same years the 
unheard of sexual revolutions, the flood of pornography on TV and the internet, the self-willed 
religiosity, the mass self-indulgence. Let us confess that as Christians and churches we have become
accustomed to much of it. We are also part of that Western Christianity!

But no matter what else changed in the New Testament, no other God has come with a very 
different character and a very different way of doing things. All that evil of the last centuries was 
done before Him last week, for a thousand years are with Him as yesterday (Psalm 90). Therefore, 
we should be fearful that in our day God will come with his judgments on apostate Christendom.

But didn’t Amos say that He warns through prophets first? Well, didn’t He do that by giving us a 
Bible of sixty-six books from which we can learn more than enough about His way of doing things?
And that Bible is still the most widely distributed book in the world!

By the way, have you ever thought that no one in the entire Bible has spoken as much about God’s 
judgments, especially about the Last Judgment, as our Lord Jesus Christ? Did God warn the world 
or not?

How then could he visit Europe and America with his anger? Now, for example, just as He has 
punished ancient Israel several times: in its economy and through depreciation of money. He did the
latter in the days of Haggai. I will read it to you: “Give careful thought to your ways. You have 
planted much, but have harvested little... You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in 
it.” (1: 6)

Reducing the value of the euro to that of a dime – that’s a trifle for God Almighty. And if He did 
and if we clearly felt that in our purchasing power, then should we not humble ourselves and 
acknowledge before God with King Rehoboam: the Lord is just! (2 Chronicles 12:5f).

“Yes, but does He, in his anger at the unbelieving crowd, also punish believing Christians?” Yes, 
sometimes He lets them suffer with them in his judgments. Joshua and Caleb as spies brought back 
a believing report, but they had to go back into the desert with the unbelieving ones for forty years. 
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And how about pious Daniel and his friends? They were among the first deportees! That is how it is
in times of judgment when God comes to punish the sins of his people. Then Ezekiel must even lose
his wife for that and not even cry about it (Ezekiel 24)!

Let’s be thankful if this crisis were to be limited only to the euro and our purchasing power! If we 
recall the overall history of Israel again, the Lord God could punish apostate Christianity even more
severely, for example by making Islam a scourge, or by releasing a deadly virus [this was in the 
original sermon from 2011. Translator]. Or by confusing the political and economic leaders and to 
cause them to make foolish decisions (Isaiah 19, 1 Kings 22:5f).

For count on God to take nothing so seriously as rejecting his gospel and despising his Son and the 
blood of his Son. Countries and nations that offend Him as a result, if they stubbornly refuse to 
repent, are seriously warned with these words (they are found in Hebrews 10:29-31):

How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the 
Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that 
sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know Him who said: “It is 
mine to avenge, I will repay.” And again, “The Lord will judge His people.” It is a dreadful 
thing to fall into the hands of the living God!”

But I don’t want to end with that. If we humbly acknowledge God’s supreme right to come with his 
judgments, then we may comfort ourselves with God’s promise from Isaiah 66: “This is the one I 
esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word.” (Isaiah 66:2).

Or as the Saviour Himself said: “Whoever believes in Him is not condemned!” (John 3:18)

Amen.
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