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August 21, 2016 Poverty Week 3 – let justice roll on like a river Read Amos 5:6-7, 10-15, 24 

Privileged visit with our 3 grandsons this week.  Baby Gabriel.  Sawyer / Wells.  Photogenic Wells 

As we are doing this sermon series on God’s Heart for the poor, I am reminded us of our blessings and the Joy 
of family - that I am thankful our family does not live in poverty and the prayer that as these 3 grow, they will 
experience a world in which there is less poverty. 

When Jim Wallis was a seminary student, he and his classmates did a little experiment.  

They went through all 66 books of the bible and underlined every passage and verse that dealt with poverty, 
wealth, justice and oppression.  Then one of Jim’s fellow students took a pair of scissors and physically cut out 
every one of those verses out of the bible.  There were about 2,000 verses. 

When Jim went out to preach, he would hold his ragged bible in the air and proclaim, “Brothers and sisters, 
this is our American Bible; it is full of holes.”   

That project resulted in the publication of The Poverty and Justice Bible. Where all the verses about poverty 
and justice are not cut out, but highlighted in orange. 

The topic of Justice in the Bible is mentioned TWICE as many times as "love" or "heaven" -- and 7 times more 
often than "hell." 

Thomas Jefferson did a similar thing  

In his bible, Jefferson cut out the miracles and any suggestion that Jesus is God. The virgin birth is gone. 
So is Jesus walking on water, multiplying the loaves and fishes, and raising Lazarus from the dead.  

Jefferson’s version ends with Jesus’ burial on Good Friday. There is no resurrection, no Easter Sunday. 
Jefferson called this version  
“The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth.” 

Could you imagine a Bible without MIRACLES?  You have NEUTERED THE GOSPEL.  You have taken 
away its power – you would have a Hole in your Gospel 

Could you imagine a Bible without JUSTICE and care for the poor?  Many Christians do just that. 

Cutting out 2,000 verses? That would also NEUTER THE GOSPEL.  There would also be a Hole in your 
gospel.  Book.  Richard Stearns, President of World Vision U.S.  2010 Christian Book of the Year.  

I read the book a few weeks ago, and found myself weeping at parts of the book.   

Steans says The Real Gospel, the Whole gospel, is a gospel that embraces the “least of these” that 
Jesus talked about.  The poor, the sick, the grieving, cripples, slaves, women, children, widows, 
orphans, lepers and aliens.   

By the numbers alone, it's obvious that justice is a pretty big deal to God. Justice / Poverty = 2,000 verses.  So, 
this is a BIG deal to God.  He set up a system so that ALL of the Israelites could flourish.  That the poor would 
be lifted back up and given a chance.  

I read a quote this week in Sojourners Magazine on justice that I think is very appropriate.  It was a comment 
on the COP 21 international gathering in Paris this year to attempt to reverse the tide of climate change. 

“On a global scale, there was a recognition that all movements toward justice are one: Climate change, 
immigration, refugee resettlement, inequality, minimum wage, access to healthier food choices, racism, 
prison reform.  Injustice is at the root of all these issues, and when we strike at the root, we weaken all 
manifestations.”  Katharine Preston.  
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LAST WEEK:  God’s Blueprint for Caring for the poor. 

Q:  What do you remember about God’s plans for caring for the poor from last week?  

Compassion / Justice    Compassion:  God’s people are called to be generous to the poor, to remember that 
they themselves were poor. 

Justice:  Legal implications as well – Laws re:  

 Gleaning 

 Third year tithes 

 Debts forgiven every 7 years. 

 Providing a freed slave with the means to survive and flourish 

 No interest loans for the poor. 

 Fair wages, paid daily 

 Day or rest for everyone 

 Impartial justice system 

 Year of the Jubilee 

The Torah included provisions to level the playing field.   

Q:  So, what do you think happened when Israel conquered the promised land?   
How did our ancestors do? 

God had set them free from their oppression in Egypt.  He had miraculously led them across the River Jordan 
to conquer Jericho, then the rest of the Promised Land.  Everyone entered the Promised Land on a level 
playing field.  But it did not stay that way for long.  

Yahweh had told them, There Shall Be No Poor Among You. 

The post Desert story of the nation of Israel begins by telling how Israel came to possess that land and goes 
on to relate how Israel came to lose it. The story ends with the collapse first of the northern Kingdom, Israel, 
then the fall of Jerusalem and the southern kingdom Judah.  What happened? 

The most fundamental principle is that Israel’s future depends on it faithfulness to God expressed through 
obedience to the Torah. 

They began to be more and more like the nations around them.  They even worshipped some of their gods.  
But it might surprise you that also at the heart of God’s displeasure with his people was what happened to 
the poor.   

That is the thesis of the book:  There Shall be no Poor among you!    

It all began well.  Joshua succeeded Moses and led God’s people into the promised land.  And throughout 
the time of Joshua, the people served Yahweh.  They had no king.  No taxes to pay, only tithes and offerings 
to the LORD.  No forced labor to build the projects that a king might want for himself and his royal entourage  

Joshua presided over the distribution of land.  The Torah had said there was to be no poor among them, so 
all the families were given land – basic in an agricultural society.  All of the Israelites had access to the means 
of production. 

GREAT START:  The people, who have not had land for 440 years, now have their own land.  Well, it is really 
Yahweh’s land that they are to be stewards of.  The assertion that there were to be no poor in the land was 
not some idealistic dream but a genuine possibility.   
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After the amazing events of the book of Joshua, the Israelites began to worship the Baals and follow other 
gods in the book of Judges.  The book of Judges describes religious, moral, spiritual, economic. ups and 
downs.   

The story of the last judge, Samuel, begins with the story of someone on the margins of Israelite society, an 
infertile woman, Hannah.  To be barren in an agricultural society meant no future family.  She prays to God.  
1 sam 2:6-8 

He raises up the poor from the dust;   
He lifts the needy from the ash heap. 

The Ash heap = town dump (burned garbage) provided a place for the poor to spend the night.  Already 
destitute poor in the Land.     

Around the world today, the poor live around the garbage dumps (picture from Guatemala). We have  
baby Gabriel at our house (Grandson #3)   Makes me sick seeing a baby in a cardboard box in a garbage 
dump.    

Hannah’s song acclaims a God who reverses the fortunes of the poor so that they can enjoy the good 
things of this world.  God takes the side of the poor so that they too can enjoy the benefits of God’s 
creative work. 

During the waning days of Samuel – the miracle child born out of Hannah’s prayer, the leaders of Israel 
request a king.  Hey, everyone else has a king!  Why can’t we?  Besides, Samuel’s sons were corrupt.   

The Lord told Samuel, go ahead, give them a king.  It is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected 
me as their king.  But Warn them about what a king will do.   

1 Samuel 8    10 Samuel told all the words of the Lord to the people who were asking him for a king. 11 He 
said, “This is what the king who will reign over you will claim as his rights: He will take your sons and 
make them serve with his chariots and horses, and they will run in front of his chariots.  

12 Some he will assign to be commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties, and others to plow his 
ground and reap his harvest, and still others to make weapons of war and equipment for his 
chariots. 13 He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. 14 He will take the best of 
your fields and vineyards and olive groves and give them to his attendants. 15 He will take a tenth of your 
grain and of your vintage and give it to his officials and attendants. 16 Your male and female servants and 
the best of your cattle and donkeys he will take for his own use.  
17 He will take a tenth of your flocks, and you yourselves will become his slaves. 18 When that day comes, 
you will cry out for relief from the king you have chosen, but the Lord will not answer you in that day.” 

Samuel’s words fell on deaf ears, but they came to pass.  What Samuel says about what a king will do is that 
he will pervert justice.  He will appropriate people and property through forced labor and heavy taxation, all 
to support his lavish lifestyle.   

So, the transition from the period of Judges to the period of the Kings is one of creating a new class of 
people in Israel.  The poor.  Isn’t that what they left in Egypt?  Slavery to the king of Egypt?   

The 3rd king of Israel (Saul →  David →  Solomon – was a very powerful and wealthy king.  He built the 
temple,  

Solomon used forced labor, prisoners of war and foreigners, but also Israelites.  Solomon also built the 
royal palace, fortifications in Jerusalem, Megiddo and Gezer, other towns, store houses for his chariots 
and horses and ships as well. (1 Kings 9)     
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But, the glory of his reign was, in large measure, based on taxing the peasants in order to provide for 
the king and his court.   

After Solomon the kingdom of was split into 2, chiefly because Solomon’s son Rehoboam refused to lighten 
the burden of taxation.    

When Rehoboam was crowned king, the people begged him to lighten the load – the harsh labor and the 
heavy yoke that his father Solomon had placed on the Israelites.  He took 3 days to consider his options.  
His elders recommended he lighten the load, but Rehoboam rejected the advice of his elders.  My father 
made your yoke heavy; I will make it even heavier.  (1 Kings 12:14) 

The people revolted and the Northern Kingdom (10 Tribes) was birthed because the oppressed said 
“enough”.   

During the next 100 years or so, when the country prospered, there was building activity paid for by the 
poor. To survive, the poor had to borrow at a very high interest rate.  Law – do not charge interest to the 
poor. To repay their debts, they sometimes had to mortgage their land or sell themselves and their 
children into slavery.  They forfeited their land to their wealthy creditors, who began amassing large 
estates.   

Q: How did this square with God’s provision in the Torah? 

Israel’s prophets frequently spoke out on behalf of the poor – and condemned the rich oppressors. 
Jeremiah, Zechariah, Isaiah, Micah.   

Today, I’d like to look at some of what Amos wrote.  Amos was a shepherd (Lower Class) – lived in Judah.  He 
was minding his own business, taking care of sycamore fig trees.  Yahweh called him from tending his flock 
and said, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’   (Amos 7:15)  

→  Northern Kingdom.  Follow along in Pew Bibles.  Phone. 

Homework:  Read through Amos.  Highlight what he talks about re: justice, poor 

Amos 2 
6 This is what the Lord says: 
“For three sins of Israel, 
    even for four, I will not relent. 
They sell the innocent for silver, 
    and the needy for a pair of sandals. 
7 They trample on the heads of the poor 
    as on the dust of the ground 
    and deny justice to the oppressed. 
Father and son use the same girl 
    and so profane my holy name. 
8 They lie down beside every altar 
    on garments taken in pledge. 
In the house of their god 
    they drink wine taken as fines. 
 

 They are selling people as slaves, denying justice,  
“Can’t pay your debt – sorry, gonna have to take your property – I’m really sorry, but that’s the deal we 
made.  Sorry man.   
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Oh, and I need to take your daughter to pay your other debt. Sorry man. 

 Father and son are using the same sacred prostitute using as the garment of a poor person taken as a 
pledge for a loan.  

Amos 3 
10 “They do not know how to do right,” declares the Lord, 
    “who store up in their fortresses 
    what they have plundered and looted.” 
 
15 I will tear down the winter house 
    along with the summer house; 
the houses adorned with ivory will be destroyed 
    and the mansions will be demolished,” 
declares the Lord. 

 These are RICH DUDES.  Summer houses and winter houses (= 8th Century BC air conditioning) – BIG 
MANSIONS.  Top of the real estate market.  Best finishing’s – Finest imported carpets. 

Excavations at Samaria.   Archeological evidence shows that during this period, large homes – estates 
are found, with many many small structures for the peasants.  There was created a class of servants 
and slaves. 

Amos 4     Hear this word, you cows of Bashan on Mount Samaria, 
    you women who oppress the poor and crush the needy 
    and say to your husbands, “Bring us some drinks!” 

 The Women oppress the poor by demanding that their husband bring them more drinks:  “hey 
honey, bring home tonight some Mt. Gerazim Merlot and some  
Carmel Cabernet Sauvignon – only the best! 

Q: What does Amos calls the wealthy women:  Cows!   
Alternative title:  the sermon, You cows of Bashan… 

The implication – their desire for luxurious goods and opulent housing is part of the cycle of 
oppression, because the poor are oppressed as part of their consumption.   
Hmm.  Is it hitting close to home yet? 
 

Amos 5    Barb Read – highlight a few verses 
7 There are those who turn justice into bitterness 
    and cast righteousness to the ground. 

10 There are those who hate the one who upholds justice in court 
    and detest the one who tells the truth. 
11 You levy a straw tax on the poor 
    and impose a tax on their grain. 

12  … There are those who oppress the innocent and take bribes 
    and deprive the poor of justice in the courts. 

Remember in the Law – do not show impartiality to the poor in the court. 
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15 Hate evil, love good; 
    maintain justice in the courts. 
Perhaps the Lord God Almighty will have mercy 
    on the remnant of Joseph. 

PERHAPS.  Most of Amos is a scathing judgment on the people of Samaria.   
The Day of the Lord is coming, but it will not be like they imagine it.  It will be a day of reckoning, a day 
of judgment.  They will be sent into Exile.  But here, there is this slim hope.  If you hate evil, love good, 
and maintain justice, perhaps….  God will have mercy.   

Amos, speaking for Yahweh, goes on to say how much he despises their religiosity.   
21 “I hate, I despise your religious festivals; 
    your assemblies are a stench to me. 

Q:  What is the picture we get from Amos? 

Upper class – “Religious”.   

 They go to Religious festivals,  

 they like to sing and strum on harps like David.   

 Bring sacrifices every morning and burnt offerings and grain offerings and fellowship offerings and 
thank offerings 

 Bring tithes every 3 years 

 Boast about their religiosity  

But Yahweh says he hates their religious festivals.  Outwardly, they are doing the religious stuff.   

I wonder how God feels about worship in America Today?  Where some preach a prosperity Gospel, 
where we as Americans spend almost all our $ on ourselves (after taxes).  

Could you imagine God saying, I hate your worship at Monroe Covenant.  I despise your offering 
basket.  I wretch when Sunday morning comes every week.   My ears ache when you sing about how 
much you love me.  And that pastor you have – he is the worst. 

I would say, wait a minute God.  We are doing some things right! 

And God would say to the religious elite of Samaria, and maybe the religious elite of America:  

24 But let justice roll down like waters, 
    and righteousness like a never-failing stream! 

This was a favorite verse of Martin Luther King Jr.  who preached justice for African Americans.   – and the 
real TITLE for the sermon 

Amos 6 

4 You lie on beds adorned with ivory 
    and lounge on your couches.   Lazy Boy.  Barcaloungers!   
You dine on choice lambs 
    and fattened calves. 
5 You strum away on your harps like David 
    and improvise on musical instruments.  Nice Guitars! 
6 You drink wine by the bowlful 
    and use the finest lotions, … 
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7 Therefore you will be among the first to go into exile; 
    your feasting and lounging will end.  … 

Amos 8 

4 Hear this, you who trample the needy 
    and do away with the poor of the land, 
5 saying, “When will the New Moon be over 
    that we may sell grain, 
and the Sabbath be ended 
    that we may market wheat?”— 
skimping on the measure, 
    boosting the price 
    and cheating with dishonest scales, 
6 buying the poor with silver 
    and the needy for a pair of sandals, 
    selling even the sweepings with the wheat. 
 

Q:  What is this picture? 

 Upper class – lifestyle of extravagance 

 Very “Religious”.   

 Oppressing the Poor:   
1. economic structures in place – benefitting from the labor of the poor 
2. Dishonest Business Practices 

 Skimp on measures 

 Boost Price 

 Dishonest Scales 

 Sell even the sweepings with the wheat 
3. No justice in the court.  

 Take Bribes – rich control the court 

 They were NOT following Torah:  not putting into practice the parts of the Law that protected the 
poor.  They only applied the scriptures that they chose to apply.   
=  Selective Theology.  I will believe and practice that which is comfortable to me.   

 The oppression of the poor is a crime that exposes Israel to divine judgment.  The wealthy needed to 
support a lifestyle of extravagance.  Their pursuit of luxury was made possible by the oppression of 
the poor.  

Q:  My friends, does this picture look at all like our world today?   
Q:  Has the American church (at least the American middle / upper class church)  
  become the oppressors while worshipping God?  ` 

As I read Amos, this is the impression I get:  

Jesus came to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable 

And it makes me a bit uncomfortable.  Makes me want to examine my life – our church – our theology.  
Do we have a Selective Theology? 
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So, in due time, both the northern kingdom and the southern kingdom were taken into captivity.  But not 
everyone was taken.  The poor remained in the land.   

How ironic!  It took the fall of Israel the deportation of both Israel and Judah’s elite to free the poorest of the 
land from the iron grip of the wealthy and the corruption of the economic system.  The people of means 
schemed and cheated to disposes the poor but, in the end, the poor were able to repossess what was 
rightfully theirs.   

Full circle.  Those without land receive the land of Canaan as an inheritance from God, the true owner of 
that land.   

Homework:  Read the book of Amos 

CONCLUSION    Repent.   

 Personal repentance 

 If we are not guilty of the sins of the book of Amos, our country is and the “church” is complacent 

 Ask for God’s help. 


