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Amos 5:24 

”24But let justice roll on like a river, 
righteousness like a never-failing stream!” 

 

In 2012, we began our celebrations of 200 years and highlighted that we would mark each 
year up to 2015 with a different focus.  We began by talking about Hope—and now continue 
with Advocacy, to be followed by Innovation and Faith. 

  

I turn our attention to Advocacy, often thought of in terms of a political process in which any 
individual or group participates to influence public policy and make a difference in the 
direction of a community. 

  

We note that it is 200 years since our own Edward Eagar received a conditional pardon and 
became a leading advocate in the emancipation cause. 

  

Wesley Mission has always sought to demonstrate a concern to be at the leading edge of 
advocacy, but social situations change … and, therefore, the issues do too. 

  

I turn to the Book of Amos from the first half of the eighth century before Jesus Christ. Amos 
was not a poor peasant, but a wealthy sheep breeder and an owner of sycamore orchards. 

  

Amos speaks with clarity and we hear him in the light of the challenges we address today.  
An intense awareness of God’s presence led the prophet to think about human experience 
… and Amos was a person of stature, who coined some of the most powerful and endearing 
words of the whole Bible: 

  

‘… let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!’ (Amos 5:24) 

  

Justice can be an alienating theme. Some Christians feel we should spend most of our time 
bringing comfort to people or seeking to win souls, without any reference to the social 
systems of the day. This makes religion very attractive in giving warm feelings about God 
and invariably better feelings about ourselves. But we must reach beyond nostalgia and 
discover the gospel interacting with the brokenness of our society. 

  

The prophets were not afraid to alert their contemporaries to both the present and the future.  
They combined an understanding of the past, a grasp of the present, and revealed the 
consequences for the future. This means recalling the past and understanding how it has 
shaped us, facing up to the urgency of the present, and looking to the future as a challenging 
opportunity. 

  

Every week in our city, thousands of young people are involved in Christian communities and 
yet fail to engage with their social communities. Social engagement at Wesley Mission is par



 

 
 

of what we believe constitutes a wholesome gospel. However, we need to awaken a new 
generation to the ‘whole’ gospel. 

 

We must be careful not to choose ‘popular’ religion over against the need to be faithful to the 
vision that God has given to us. 

 

The total disengagement of church from the issues that matter is illustrated by the humorous 
tale of the vicar who was in hospital and was visited by his churchwarden, who said, ‘Vicar, 
we had a meeting of the Parochial Church Council last night and a resolution wishing you a 
speedy recovery was passed by 14 votes to 12!’ 

  

The prophets brought religion into the public arena and drove home the strong message of 
justice!  In the context of the eighth century, they believed God was coming to judge his 
people and particularly those who were strangely ambivalent towards need. 

  

It is possible for us to be very high on personal hurt and low on community damage; to be 
concerned about localised church politics with little regard for the larger scheme of how a 
community is or is not developing. 

  

Amos reminded his audience that the times were not good; in fact they were anything but 
(5:13) … and told them: 

  

‘Seek good, not evil, 

that you may live. 

Then the Lord God Almighty will be with you, 

just as you say he is. 

Hate evil, love good; 

maintain justice in the courts. 

Perhaps the Lord God Almighty will have mercy 

on the remnant of Joseph.’   

(Amos 5:14–15) 

  

Amos reminded the people they should seek God and live. He lifts the bar of what it means 
to live and I think of the words of Jesus who said, ‘… I have come that they may have life, 
and have it to the full.’ (John 10:10) 

  

For Amos, fullness of life meant seeking a goodness which flowed from God and his 
righteousness. 

  

Amos is saying that an ethical response to God requires people to be concerned about their 
community and not just personal ethics. It requires us to understand that living in integrity 
before God will result in credibility about the politics of a nation and the fairness of people’s 
lives, especially the poor. 

  

As long ago as 1890, WG Taylor led a deputation to the Premier of New South Wales saying 
that proactive responses were required because of the poverty and distress that was being 
caused by lack of work. 

  

This has to be understood in its particular social context. At different times in history 
Christians have exercised a direct and detailed political and social involvement. Many find 
themselves at one in relation to democracy and the obligations to be good citizens, but fewer 
accept the social and political responsibility that follows. 

  



 

 
 

God has not revealed his goodness to us for our own sakes, but in order that we might be a 
testimony to others (Deuteronomy 4:6–8) … the gift of Jesus Christ is offered to the people of 
God and bears witness for the world.   

 

Bishop John Robinson was right when he said, ‘The Church’s perennial failing is to be so 
identified with the world that it cannot speak to it, or to be so remote from it that again it 
cannot speak to it.’ 

  

What does it mean for us to be committed to advocacy? 

  

Seek good—the only way to live 
  

This is the foundation of all meaningful witness. Witness does not necessarily mean that we 
must create ‘God-talk’ as a way of understanding everything that happens. But it does mean 
that there is no part of life which should be separated from our understanding of God. 

  

We might unpack this thought of ‘seeking good’ in terms of: 

  

 A life which is not self-centred. 

 

Selfishness is not a new experience in our world and can be observed in many cultures 
throughout history.  The contrast in Amos is that there is an appropriate modesty.  He 
refuses any title that suggests he is a professional prophet and designates himself ‘a person 
of lowly status’. 

  

Amos looked after both sheep and cattle. He also worked with sycamore fruit trees … and it 
is worth noting this was the fruit of the poorer members of the community. He may not have 
been a poor peasant himself, but there is a clear identification with them through his work. 

  

This has many lessons for us in our mission today. It does not necessarily infer everything is 
given away, but it is bound to affect the way we view ourselves. 

  

We put life into a new perspective. The Swedes have a thought-provoking saying:   

 

‘Fear less, hope more; 

Eat less, chew more; 

Whine less, breathe more; 

Talk less, say more; 

Love more, and all good things will be yours.’ 

  

Life centred on self cannot embrace what God has to offer, nor can it be fulfilled. Amos was 
not professionally trained as a prophet, nor did he come from a prophetic dynasty (7:14).  
However, this did not prevent him functioning as a prophet at a significant time. 

  

His business as a herdsman took him to the northern kingdom of Israel and he was not afraid 
to identify people’s needs and then allow himself to be used as God’s mouthpiece.   

 

 A life captivated by God. 

 

Amos, called by God, was removed from the care of a localised flock to become a prophetic 
voice. One writer says: ‘This implies a sudden seizure by a power not of himself.’ 

  

 

 



 

 
 

This is has already been indicated in Amos 3:8: 

The lion has roared—who will not fear? 

The Sovereign Lord has spoken—who can but prophesy? 

  

To recognise we have a call to advocacy and to restore justice means we are consumed by a 
burning fire, locked up in our bones and longing to give expression. Amos was the prophet 
who was: 

Brutally frank with his hearers. 

  

Courageous and dynamic in declaring God’s word. 

  

These are the same qualities we see in Jesus Christ. 

  

George Caird wrote: ‘The only glory which Jesus ever sought for himself or offered to his 
disciples was to be caught up into God’s redemptive purposes.’ 

  

Hate evil—but especially injustice  

  

There were other sides to the commands of God through the prophet. As well as seeking 
good, there was the need to hate evil. Amos identified a remnant, a small faithful group who 
remained, as they held fast to what they knew to be right. Amos expressly identified two 
specific evils in his own day: 

 

 The oppression of the poor by the rich. 

 The corruption of the courts of the day. 

  

Amos was concerned about these twin matters. It caused him to ask: 

  

 Who are the poor? 

 

We at Wesley Mission understand poverty is much more than the lack of material 
possessions … it is also the lack of opportunity such a situation creates. 

  

Amos came from Tekoa, about 16 kilometres south of Jerusalem … and, in a way that is not 
uncommon amongst rural and agricultural people, he had a sense of spiritual insight. 

  

Those who live close to the land often have an acute sense of the ‘otherness’ of life.   

 

During my time here in Australia, I have been involved in speaking for the poor of our city, 
but recognise that so many of the poor live outside our large cities. I was very conscious of 
this last year, when visiting the Northern Territory and talking with some Indigenous leaders 
and hearing of some the projects being undertaken. 

  

It is essential that we remain committed to those who are what we might call ‘absolutely 
poor’. Those without food or a roof over their head and forced to beg in order to live … but 
there is a wider concept emerging. 

  

The poor in our day includes those who are ‘couch surfing’ for survival, those navigating the 
social systems, and an increasing number of older members of our community who are 
fearful that there will be no opportunities left for care when they need it most. 

  

Amos exposed the needs of the poor by addressing the opulence of the elite. He confronted 
the ‘upper crust’ women of society … the Hollywood Housewives of their day. He saw them 
as pampered, overfed and self-indulgent. He described them as ‘cows of Bashan’ (4:1). 



 

 
 

You can imagine the indignation amongst his hearers. He talked about cows not out of 
arrogant sexism but because, as a cattle breeder, he knew such cows needed special 
attention, while others went hungry. 

  

 Who are the corrupt? 

 

The fact that Amos is concerned for justice would be difficult for some to hear. Amos from the 
south travels north and his message could seem austere. There were those who lived in 
opulence (6:4–6) who were indifferent to the plight of the poor. There were elaborate and 
superficial religious practices (4:4–5; 5:21–23), exploitation of poor debtors, and people were 
even subjected to slavery (2:6; 8:4, 6). 

  

Amos had a marvellous style for capturing the attention of his audience. He condemned all 
the surrounding nations (and was no doubt applauded for doing so) … but then he drew 
attention to his own people! 

  

It is far too easy to identify the corrupt when they are in government, leaders in the church, 
police officers or, of course, lawyers.  But all of us recognise that the matter is much closer to 
home. The word can be used in the context of ‘to alter, debase, mar and spoil’. Such 
corruption happens every day and not one of us can stand above or outside of it. 

  

Maintain justice—to enjoy real sustainability  
  

We talk about sustainability today in relation to organisations and the environment.  
However, the deepest form of sustainability is about peoples, nations and our world … and 
maintaining the best of life from one generation to the next. 

  

We must link sustainability and justice. In a developed world … social welfare, education and 
health concerns are under great pressure. A cry is rising from among us that we must seek 
God’s healing for the whole of our world and for the whole of our community. 

  

The vision of Amos concludes with a concern for the future. His strong words on justice must 
lead to something better. 

  

 Putting real value on life. 

 

 In both the way the poor were treated and their inaccessibility to justice, human life seemed 
to be cheap. Denial in the law courts (2:7; 5:10, 12) and cheating in the marketplace (8:5) 
suggested there was no real value on life.   

 

When visiting a museum of slavery, we walked behind a young Black couple who 
experienced the horror of a past generation as they passed the displays telling the story all 
too graphically. The couple were clearly disturbed as they realised that their forebears had 
been denied the basic quality of human life. 

  

 Living above pretention. 

 

The people of Amos’ day saw themselves as God’s people and Amos pointed to 
righteousness as the only foundation of hope. 

  

Amos concludes his vision with an understanding of hope. Despite all the tough words he 
had spoken, he was not bereft of hope. He had an intense passion that saw purpose 
everywhere. 

When I consider our own history, there may have been times when we could have lost our 
way and given up.  But we are captivated by the message of Jesus Christ and see justice as 



 

 
 

a ‘now moment’ in which we can declare the good news that is not eradicated even on a 
cross. 

  

The fundamental thought of Amos is to ‘do justice’ and that feeds into our understanding of 
advocacy. It links Word and Deed in an inseparable dynamic. 

  

Amos saw justice as very different from a static concept … but in terms of ‘rolling on like a 
river’! The image that Amos calls to mind is like a surging, churning, cleansing stream! 

  

Our advocacy is for the long haul. Our immediate response to calamities is to plunge in to 
grab those who are drowning, but we also need to build lifeboats.   

 

The adrenalin which flows through the spiritual life of a community of faith is that which 
brings transformation. Such strategic activity not only seeks to change values … but also, 
ultimately, systems. 

  

At the beginning of this new year together those of us who are hungry for transformation 
must work together and eagerly pray for three things: 

 

 We pray for God’s revival. 

 We must find ways to share our faith in an increasingly secular culture. 

 We must advocate for change for those for whom all the odds seem stacked against 
them … but not when we see the world from God’s perspective. 

  

Many of you will have been to the cinema to see the translation from stage to screen of 
Victor Hugo’s monumental Les Misérables. It contains brilliant performances from Hugh 
Jackman, Russell Crowe and Anne Hathaway. 

  

There is a concern when such an epic tale, which involves war, revolution and the poverty of 
children, is translated into the popular question: ‘Have you seen Les Mis?’ Hugo’s novel is 
explicitly theological, drawing on the central aspects of Christian teaching about sin, 
forgiveness and the limits of justice. I wonder how many will have journeyed to the cinema 
and never ever seen that? 

  

A hard task today, but one we cannot avoid, is to discover how the gospel of Jesus Christ 
can be translated into the specifics of life for a modern Australia. To fail to do it will leave us 
short of the gospel.   

 


