Daily Bible thoughts 220: Friday 2nd November 2012: Amos 4
Today’s passage contains one of the Bible’s best known statements: ...prepare to meet your God... (12b). They had met with God’s disciplines, but the next step was to meet with God Himself.

The people of Israel were quite happy to meet their gods at Bethel and Gilgal. These deities did not make moral demands on them. (Bethel and Gilgal were Israel’s two most popular centres of worship in those days. But God never authorized that sacrifices should be offered there. The only rightful place for sacrifice was in the Jerusalem temple and on the altar therein.) The people of Israel enjoyed their idols and went right on living in luxury and oppressing the poor. The two realities were connected. They loved religion, but they did not want to change. Their religion meant they didn’t have to. However, they were completely unprepared to meet their great God (13) in judgment (12).

In the opening verses, Amos directs his words to the high-class women of Israel, whom he courageously likens to the well-fed cows of Bashan, the best breed of cattle in Israel. The implication is possibly that, in their extravagance and luxurious carelessness, they had been fattening themselves for the day of slaughter (i.e. God’s judgment.) Amos, in a graphic depiction of what actually did happen, says that they will be led away into captivity through the broken walls of their cities (2, 3).
Tom Hale in his commentary on the Old Testament says that in (5) Amos paints a picture of many religious people, especially those from affluent countries. For them religious worship is a sham and a show, a means of winning approval or of networking: gaining new business contacts and, I would add, widening the (often elite) social circle. He points out that such worship is condemned by God (5:21-24), and adds that if we want our worship to be acceptable to Him we must worship from our hearts and according to His revealed will (p.1245) On that last point, note the reference to offering leavened bread (5). This was against God’s law. Any grain offering burned on the altar had to be prepared without yeast (Lv.2:11). So it was the wrong offering being offered in the wrong setting. Religion had gone right off the rails and had become a train wreck, with many casualties caught up in the disaster.
...yet you have not returned to me... is the sad refrain repeated through the chapter (6, 8, 9, 10, and 11). In these verses (6-11) God mentions five actions He has undertaken on Israel’s behalf. In each one He was seeking to lead them to repentance and back to Himself. These mini-judgments, if you like, were actually acts of mercy, seeking to prevent the ‘big one’ that did eventually have to come (12, 13). There is so much of a contemporary ring to these words with their depiction of weather (7, 8) and food problems (6). Every morning our Radio alarm goes off around 6 minutes to six, and we hear the end of the ‘Farming Today’ programme on Radio 4. It cannot go without notice that this year’s bad weather has had drastic consequences for many farmers. There has been so much discussion of this and the possible consequences for us all in terms of shortages and higher prices next year. Could it not be that God is speaking to the UK also at this time? We have gone far from Him, but through these difficulties is He not calling us back to Himself? We cannot afford to ignore His loving warnings. We must not think that this applies only to peoples long ago and far away. I believe Dr. Billy Graham once said that if God does not judge America, He will have to apologise to Sodom and Gomorrah. Similar words of warning could be addressed to the UK. 
Prayer: Lord we pray for our leaders and fellow-citizens; we pray also for ourselves. Help us to return to you.
