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The Heart of the Matter 

Amos 5:1 – 6:14 

 

In over 40 years now of pastoral ministry, I’ve had a part in at least 329 funerals and 

memorial services. 

Over the years I’ve seen some changes in funeral customs. For the first 30 years of my 

ministry, typically when someone died, depending on the time of the death, within two to three 

days there’d be an evening family visitation followed by the funeral and burial the next day. 

Occasionally there’d be a private burial followed by a memorial service. Often, the service 

would simply be a full service at the graveside rather than at the church or funeral home. Then it 

became common to have the visitation for an hour or two just prior to or right after the service. 

At our last church in Knoxville, Tennessee, almost all the time, funerals and memorial services 

were in the evening following a visitation time. Nowadays, especially with the majority of 

people in our area choosing cremation over burial, it may be a week or more after the person has 

died before we have a memorial service. And of course COVID-19 has changed even that! 

Another change has been in how people approach the service. Until just the last decade or so, 

the funeral was viewed as a time of mourning—for Christians, a time to come before God in 

worship, bringing our broken and grieving hearts to him, asking for his mercy, grace, comfort, 

and strength. Many services today take the approach of celebrating the life of the person who has 

died. There’s nothing wrong with that, but I don’t think it needs to be an either/or choice. There’s 

room for both mourning and celebrating in the same service. I heard Dr. Mike Cogdill once put 

this way, that grief and gratitude can dwell in the same heart at the same time. And always for 

Christians, it should be a time of worship! I remember hearing Dr. Wayne Stacy put it this way: 

“In the ancient world, when a pagan died, family and friends got together and talked about the 

person. When a Christian died, they got together and talked about God.” 

Have you ever wondered what it would be like to see or hear your own funeral? You’ve 

probably seen it on a television sitcom or other show before—a character stages their own death 

to see how family and friends will react, and maybe even secretly watches or even attends their 

own funeral in disguise. 

Well, through a sermon given by the prophet Amos, the northern kingdom of Israel had that 

opportunity. In his sermon, Amos carried out a common practice in ancient funerals—he sang a 
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funeral dirge for Israel, before the nation experienced God’s judgment. 

 

Amos’ funeral song 

In 5:2-3, Amos offered this lamentation for the fallen nation, even though it had not yet 

fallen. The rest of chapters 5 and 6 are an elaboration on the dirge and a call to repent before the 

judgment comes. Listen to his dirge. 

 
  Fallen, no more to rise, 

is the virgin Israel; 
forsaken on her land,  

with none to raise her up. 

 For thus says the Lord GOD: 

  The city that went out a thousand  
shall have a hundred left, 

and that which went out a hundred  
shall have ten left  
to the house of Israel.1 

 

Now Amos 5 and 6 give us the third of three sermons that Amos began with the call, “Hear 

this word . . . .” We already looked at the other two in chapters 3 and 4. 

Amos’ funeral dirge laments Israel’s fall before it has even taken place. It describes in the 

present tense what things will be like in the future: Israel will be forsaken with no one to raise 

her back up, and only a tenth of the population will remain in the land. 

 

Three calls to seek the LORD 

In 5:4-17, Amos proclaims three calls from the LORD to seek him. 

The first call is in 5:4-5. The LORD declares: 

 
“Seek me and live; 

but do not seek Bethel 
and do not enter into Gilgal  

or cross over to Beersheba; 
for Gilgal shall surely go into exile 

and Bethel shall come to nothing.”  
 

They were to seek the one who could deliver them, not those who will be judged! 

 The second call is in 5:6-13. The LORD declares: 

 
“Seek the Lord and live,  

lest he break out like fire in the house of Joseph, 
and it devour with none to quench it for Bethel, 

O you who turn justice to wormwood 
and cast down righteousness to the earth.”  
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He goes on to declare that the LORD is sovereign over the heavens and over nature, and he judges 

the hearts and actions of people. He knows their great sins as they increase their wealth through 

injustice and oppression. 

 The third call is in 5:14-17. Again the LORD declares: 

 
“Seek good and not evil, that you may live; 

and so the Lord, the God of hosts,  
will be with you,  

as you have said.  
Hate evil, and love good,  

and establish justice in the gate; 
it may be that the Lord, the God of hosts, 

will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.” 
 
If they would turn and do what it right, God would be with them, and he might be gracious to the 

remnant. If not, the only alternative would be his judgment! 

 

Two woes on Israel 

At this point, Amos pronounces two woes on Israel in 5:18 – 6:14. Now to pronounce woe on 

someone is to declare that calamity or distress is coming on them. 

Amos’ first woe is to those who desire the day of the LORD (5:18-26). They thought it 

would bring judgment on their enemies and blessing on them. They didn’t realize that it would 

bring judgment on them, that they had also become God’s enemies! Amos describes it vividly in 

5:18b-20: 

 
It is darkness, and not light, 

as if a man fled from a lion, 
and a bear met him,  

or went into the house and leaned his hand  
against the wall, 

and a serpent bit him. 
Is not the day of the Lord darkness, and not light, 

and gloom with no brightness in it? 
 

 He goes on to tell them that God is fed up with their sacrifices and offerings without 

righteousness! Their judgment will be inescapable. Instead, they should let justice roll down like 

waters (like a wadi—a streambed that was usually dry but became a torrent in the rainy season), 

and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream fed by a spring. If they will repent and practice 

justice and righteousness that grows out of a right relationship with God, it will wash away the 

injustice and oppression. 

The second woe Amos pronounces is to those who are at ease in Zion, and to those who 

feel secure on the mountain of Samaria (6:1-14). Their confidence in these seats of power is 
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misplaced. He tells them to look at the nations around them and asks them, “Are you better than 

these kingdoms?”  

Now most English translations of 6:4 use another “Woe” here, but in the Hebrew text it’s 

implied, not explicitly stated. It’s a continuation of the second woe, describing the excess luxury 

of those who are rich at the expense of those they oppress. But God has sworn judgment because 

of their sin, and he will bring it about! 

 

Amos’ message for today 

Amos declared that God would judge Israel because justice and righteousness were absent 

from the nation. The only thing that might prevent that judgment was for Israel truly to repent 

and seek God, so that justice might roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 

stream! Indeed, justice and righteousness were the heart of the matter for Amos. 

Think of it this way. A judge, who is known for his integrity, has a son who is nothing like 

his father. Though his father has taught him well, and set a proper example, the son has chosen 

another way of life. On the outside, things look proper when it’s important—the son attends 

church and participates in the right functions in the community. But in his personal and business 

dealings, he is unethical. He’s underhanded. He takes advantage of people and finds ways to take 

what belongs to others through means that while not illegal, are certainly unjust.  

He thinks he’s protected by his position as the judge’s son. But one day he’s caught in an 

unethical activity that has crossed the legal line. Rather than being repentant, he thinks that being 

the judge’s son will get him off.  

Instead, he is held to an even higher level of responsibility, and receives the harshest 

sentence. 

That’s what was happening with Israel. They, along with Judah, were God’s chosen people. 

God had been gracious and patient with them. He had forgiven them time and time again. But 

they had continually broken his covenant, and now they had no remorse. He called them to 

repent, pronouncing judgment on them if they didn’t. 

But what does all this mean for us? Simply this: when it all boils down, the heart of the 

matter is a right relationship with God and justice toward other people! Jesus declared this same 

truth when they asked him which is the greatest commandment. His reply was simple. The 

greatest is to love God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength. The second is like it, to 

love our neighbor as ourselves (Mark 12:28-34)!  

Now we find this right relationship with God through faith in his only begotten Son Jesus 

Christ, who came as the promised Messiah, lived a perfect life, died on the cross for our sins, 

was raised on the third day, and ascended back to heaven and is seated in glory at the Father’s 

right hand as both Lord and Messiah. All this was according to the Scriptures of the Old 

Testament. Because of who he is and what he has done, we yield our lives to him, take him at his 

word, and trust him to forgive us and make us like himself as a part of his family, the church. 

This relationship with him impacts how we treat other people. 

As we seek to live as he would have us to live in this world, justice toward other people is the 
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fruit of that right relationship with God. If we truly love God, we will love our neighbor! That’s 

not necessarily a feeling, but rather an attitude and way of life! When anyone who professes to 

love God is not living properly toward their neighbor, something is wrong! There’s a disconnect! 

Unrighteous living and injustice toward others stem from false security or a severe 

misunderstanding of true faith. This will also be judged! 

 

 For Amos and for us, the heart of the matter is a right relationship with God and justice 

toward other people! 

For four months now, we’ve been living with the fear of COVID-19. Some of us personally 

know people who have had it; some of us know people who have died from it. Suppose 

tomorrow the medical community announced that they had found an absolute cure, guaranteed to 

work without fail in every case, regardless of the severity. It’s the one and only complete cure 

than not only cures but also guarantees you can never get it again. 

What would you do if you got COVID-19? I don’t know about you, but I’d take that one and 

only cure!  

The only cure for our unrighteousness and injustice is repentance and amendment of life with 

God’s help! And there’s only one way to experience it—by turning to Jesus Christ, repenting of 

our sin as we trust in him. Have you done that? If not, will you today? 

 MEG 

 
1 Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (2011 text edition). 


