
“Damned Through The Church”                                               January 24, 2016 
Amos 3:1-15 !
SCRIPTURE INTRO:   
When’s the last time you read your Bible, and closed it a frightened  
   man or woman? 
This winter we’re studying the little book of Amos. 
Amos is not a book of the Bible that we read very much. 
   I suspect that’s because it has a message  
  that many American Christians never hear. !
Amos is about God’s judgment.   
   Not his judgment of the world, but his judgment of the church. 
It’s a message that’s not intended to comfort us at first—but to frighten us.   !
But if you open yourself to Amos’ message,  
   and accept it as God’s inspired word, 
   and if you let it have its way with you,  
   then there is profound safety and comfort to be found. !!



!
INTRO:  My sermon title is “Damned Through The Church.” 
   I didn’t come up with that.   
That’s actually the title of a small volume of sermons written by the Lutheran  
   scholar John Warwick Montgomery.   
Listen to the way he explains what he means by the phrase  
   “damned through the church.”  He writes: 
“I’ve heard people say very often, ‘It’s better to go to church than not to go; 
   it can’t hurt you.’  Well, my friend, it can hurt you!  The church can be a place 
   of accelerated salvation; but it can also be a place of accelerated damnation.” 
What do you think of that last statement?   
   That the church can be a place of accelerated salvation,  
   but it can also be a place of accelerated damnation. !
Well, that first phrase is certainly true.   
The church is the primary means God has established  
   to bring Christ’s salvation to the world.   
The church has the truth that sets men free.   
   It is in and through the church that the Holy Spirit pours out his saving power. 
   It’s his grace that brings men and women and children into the church. 
Those who are saved become part of the church’s life and draw strength from 
   worship in God’s house and fellowship with the saints. 
As the historic creeds say: 
   Outside the church there is no ordinary possibility of salvation. !
But what about other phrase, that church can be a place of accelerated damnation?   
Well, that’s exactly what Amos says. 
   In fact, damned through the church” could just as well be the title of Amos.   
Amos warns Israel over and over that the Lord’s judgment is coming against them. 
   But Amos never says God’s judgment is coming because they are neglecting  
   worship.  They weren’t.   Worship attendance was high in Amos’ day. !
It was a time of economic prosperity for many people. 
   Not all.  There was a poor, lower class that was struggling to make ends meet. 
But the middle and upper classes in Israel were enjoying prosperity and leisure. 
   And along with that prosperity and leisure came surging worship attendance. 
Amos later mentions the generous offerings people were giving. 
   They had the means to give, and it must have made them feel good to give. 



There are hints in Amos that worship music was flourishing. 
   That was probably a big draw—awesome music, a positive atmosphere. 
Worship was popular.  People felt good going to worship.   
   It made them think God was on their side and that’s why they were so blessed.   
   They felt like they had God in their pocket.  
If they were using our terminology they would say:   
   We’re saved, we’re Christians, we’re blessed by God. 
Then the prophet Amos came along and said: 
   Listen Israel, the Lord is a roaring lion and he hates how you are living, 
   and he’s going to pour out his judgment if you don’t repent. !
Repent of what?   
Well, we saw it last week in chapter 2.  Among other things, Amos said: 
You love your money and your luxuries and your leisure.  Those are your idols. 
   The Lord hates your idolatry, and he’s going to judge you for it if don’t repent. 
You mistreat people, especially poor and weak people.  Ignore them or use them. 
   The Lord hates that too.  And he’s going to destroy you if don’t change. 
You do what you want sexually.  You don’t think it’s a big deal to have sex 
   outside of marriage.  But the Lord hates your immorality and his wrath coming. 
These and other ways, your hearts are far from God and his Word. !
Your status as God’s people, your regular participation in the life of the church,  
   instead of putting God in your pocket and causing him to turn a blind eye— 
   it’s compounding your judgment.   
As Jesus said to the church in his day:   
   It will be worse for you on the day of judgment than for Sodom and Gomorrah. !
Here’s the Bible’s teaching in a nutshell.   
Being in the church is either a means of your salvation, 
   or it makes your judgment worse than it otherwise would have been. 
You are better off never having been in the church if you do not believe in Christ  
   and follow him, and if you do not embrace God’s Word and follow it. !
I’m afraid that much American Christianity presents God as a therapist.   
   He’s an nonjudgmental therapist who only makes positive affirmations. 
   Amos reveals that God’s relationship with the church is something far different.   !
Let’s look at this passage under three points: 



   1.  God’s love for the church is fiercer than we imagine. 
   2.  His warnings to the church more urgent than we imagine. 
   3.  His judgment of the church more thorough than we imagine. 
MP#1  The Lord’s love for the church is more fierce than we imagine. 
Amos begins his message with a lesson in God’s love. 
Remember the people of Israel were divided into two kingdoms at this time, 
   north and south, Israel and Judah. 
Amos speaks to both of them lumped together, the whole family. 
   Hear this word the LORD has spoken against you, O people of Israel— 
   against the whole family I brought up out of Egypt: 
   “You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth . . .  !
You only have I chosen.  You only have I known. 
It’s a word that speaks of intimacy and deep, exclusive love. 
   And it is used to speak of the great love story that led Lord to choose Israel. 
What a strange match—The Lord and Israel.  How odd of God to choose the Jews. 
It’s like those weddings where you say:   
   Why did he choose her?  Or, what does she see in him? 
God had all the nations of the world to choose from—great nations of antiquity 
   with their learning and wealth and laws—but he chose Israel. !
Why did he choose them?  He explains in Deuteronomy 7. 
   The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his  
   people, his treasured possession.  The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you  
   because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples.   
   But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he  
   brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery. 
He loved them because he loved them.  That’s what all couples say. !
When the people he loved were threatened, he came and engineered their rescue 
   and brought them out of slavery in Egypt and into the Promised Land. 
And he said:  Live before me and love me and be a witness for me. 
   But they didn’t.  Many times and many ways, over numerous generations,  
   they treated God poorly and turned hearts against him and he stood by them. 
Then the time came when his patience ran out and he declared war on his people. 
   “You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth, 
    therefore I will punish you for all your sins.” !
God’s love is not sentimental.  



And he regards the sins of his people against him—understand— 
   blatant, unrepentant, persistent  sin as intolerable. 
Being in the covenant community does not give you immunity from God’s 
   judgment if you continue to disregard his law. 
Listen to how the Good News Bible puts this verse: 
   Of all the nations on earth, you are the only one I have known and cared for.   
   That is what makes your sins so terrible, and that is why I must punish you for them. 
God’s love for the church is fiercer than we imagine. !
You understand, I’m using Israel and the church interchangeably.   
Israel was the church of old.  It was the assembly of God’s people. 
   The church today is the new Israel—as New Testament notes again and again. 
The Lord does not change.  When members of his church callously and persistently  
   disobey his word and law and reject his warnings, he acts in judgment. !
What did Jesus say would happen to every branch that does not abide in him 
   and that does not bear fruit?  He says those branches will be cut off, 
   gathered up, thrown into the fire, and burned.   
Branches—branches of what?  Jesus was not talking about the world. 
   He was talking about of the church—whether individuals or congregations. 
He said to the church of Laodicea that he would spit out of his mouth.   !
Whether I take the message of Amos and apply it to myself—I’d be stupid not to— 
  or whether I apply it to congregations and denominations— 
   and it certainly speaks to that bigger context—either way, it’s frightening. 
We’re not used to this kind of talk.   !
Here’s an exercise in a Bible study guide from a Christian publishing company. 
It says:  Think about one of your mistakes or sins.  (Interesting combination.) 
Now imagine a conversation God has with you.  These are the questions he asks. 
   Tell me what happened.  Did you let yourself down? 
   Did you let someone else down?  Are you troubled by it? 
   Have you forgiven yourself?  Do you feel forgiven by me? 
   Did you learn anything from this failure? 
It never asks:  What does God think about it?   
   And this is how the exercise ends.   
   The writers have no idea how the readers of this study have answered questions. 
But they say anyway:  God is now going to reassure you he still loves you, accepts  



   you as you are, and calls you to a future that is part of his purpose.   !
That certainly feels good, but how do you reconcile it with Amos? 
   You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; 
   therefore I will punish you for all your sins.  
Is the Lord gentle with sinners?  Of course he is.   
   A bruised reed he will not break, a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. 
   He is patient with the hardhearted who resist him.   
But Israel in Amos’ day thought because they were Israel and because they were  
   going through motions of worship and said right words, they had God in pocket. 
   They couldn’t imagine how fierce God’s love is for the church.  !
MP#2  The Lord’s warnings to the church are more urgent than we imagine. 
What Amos was saying about God was so different from what the people thought 
   and what they had been taught, that they wrote him off as a crank. 
They looked at their lives and saw everything going fine, they were financially 
   successful, their worship services made them feel positive about selves and God. 
   They wrote Amos off as a crank with a negative message of gloom and doom. 
So Amos presents a series of rhetorical questions in verses 3-8 to impress upon 
   Israel the urgency of God’s warnings to them.   
There are a couple of different ways of looking at these questions. !
First, Amos is making the case that just because you are in the church, 
   that doesn’t mean you escape the law of cause and effect.   
You see two people walking together in the middle of nowhere— 
   they’re only together because they have made an appointment. 
You hear a lion roaring in the woods, it’s because he has cornered his prey. 
   You see a bird trapped, it’s because the snare has snapped shut. 
   You see the people in a city trembling, because the trumpet has sounded. !
And the final question sums it all up: 
   When disaster comes on a city, has not the Lord caused it? 
When you see disasters, it’s because the Lord’s judgment has fallen. 
   What a man sows, that will he also reap.   
   God will make sure of it—even when the church is the object of that reaping. 
Don’t think you can ignore God’s laws and nothing bad will happen— 
   as if you’re somehow immune by being his chosen people.  You’re not. !



And then the second point Amos is making with these series of questions  
   is that after warnings, there comes a sudden point of no return. 
The lion roars, then it’s all over and you hear his contented growl as eats lunch. 
   The bird lands on the trap, and then it’s all over when it snaps shut. 
   The trumpet sounds, and then it’s all over when enemy breaks through gates. !
Maybe when the Israelites heard Amos’ message they did acknowledge that 
   there was some truth to it.  Yeah, you’re right, we probably shouldn’t do this. 
But we’ve got time.  God’s tolerant.  Nothing bad is going to happen. 
   We’ll make the changes when we get around to it. 
   You think you have time, but you don’t know.  
The moment arrives when the Lord’s patience has ended. 
   The lion pounces and you’re dragged off to his den. !
We all know Romans 8, and how that great chapter ends. 
Paul asks a question:  If God is for us, who can be against us?   
   Then Paul answers—nothing can be against us, not life, death, angels, demons. 
   You know the passage.  It’s wonderful. 
But Amos says another side to the coin:  If God is against you, who can be for you?  !
Here’s how Amos concludes this matter of God’s warnings: 
Surely the Sovereign Lord does nothing without revealing his plan to his servants the prophets. 
In other words—listen up church, listen up all you who consider yourselves to be 
   God’s people, listen up all you who believe you are saved,  
   who call yourselves Christians—this isn’t secret, it’s in the Bible. !
Your persistent, presumptuous, callous unrepentant lifestyle can turn God 
   against you—and then who will save you?   
But God doesn’t want that.  Not at all.  That’s why he gives these warnings. 
   So that everyone who hears will turn to him in repentance and receive his mercy. !
That brings us to the last point 
MP# 3  The Lord’s judgment of the church more thorough than we imagine. 
Israel didn’t listen to Amos.  There were a few faithful believers who heard him. 
   They hoped and prayed that the nation would listen, but it didn’t. 
The judgment that came 20 years later was the Assyrian invasion. 
   Assyria devastated the northern kingdom and deported the people. 
   They became known as the 10 lost tribes of Israel. 



!
There are two aspects of God’s judgment of the church that Amos foretold. 
These came true when the Assyrians invaded. 
   But they also continue to be true.   
   This is the way the Lord acts.  We can see it even today. 
The first aspect of God’s judgment is that when he judges the church, 
   it’s not a private affair, he calls the pagan nations to watch and witness. 
Gather round, Amos says—He calls out to Ashdod—the Philistines, and Egypt. 
   Assemble yourselves on the mounts of Samaria. 
Samaria was the capital city of northern kingdom of Israel. 
Fill the gallery.  Watch what I am going to do. 
   And then God exposes all the evil, foolish things Israel is doing. 
   He exposes their sins and hypocrisy for the world to see. !
Israel was supposed to be a light of the Gospel to all the nations around. 
It was God’s intention that unbelievers would look at Israel and see the goodness 
   of their civil life, their peace, their happiness and freedom and generosity. 
And the pagans would respond:  What a God you Israelites have. 
   What a blessing to serve such a God.  We want to know your God. 
But Israel did the opposite, they became a disgrace. 
   So God called the nations to gather and see their  apostasy, hypocrisy, downfall.   
   God’s judgment was to destroy their credibility and influence.  !
At God’s invitation, the world judges the church.  He still works this way. 
I won’t name names, but how many times in American life in recent decades  
   have churches or ministries been exposed for financial improprieties,  
   or sex scandals, or for covering up abuse.    
The world cheers and mocks.  Don’t blame them for doing that. 
   Don’t attack the secular media.  God has given them that role.   
   They have come at his invitation.  Fill the mountains of Samaria. 
The Lord will not allow churches that bear his name and which are called 
   to be witnesses to the light to continue to disgrace his name. !
But then the second aspect of his judgment, is that he saves his true people. 
Amos was a shepherd first and a prophet second.  He knew the shepherd’s life. 
   If a sheep was killed and eaten by a wild animal, the shepherd had to bring 
   back some evidence to the owner, to prove he himself had not stolen the animal. 
Amos describes that— 



   The shepherd saving from the lion’s mouth two leg bones and the piece of an ear.   
Even in the most disastrous, immoral, apostate churches that God is judging are  
   some who really know him—just spiritually speaking, a chewed up ear. !
I’m reminded, when I read this, of a friend of mine who was called to an old church 
   that was dying, under God’s judgment.  50 years of false teaching almost killed it. 
My friend said that when he got there, as far as he could tell, 
   only two members were really born-again Christians—and they were pitiful. 
But God had spared them.  Two leg bones and the piece of an ear.   
Let me warn you, that’s the best news in Amos until we get to chapter 9. 
   Make the most of it.  It’s going to be a long winter! 
So why am I preaching this?  This morning?  Here?  To our church? 
Is it because I think Christ Covenant is toying with God like Israel was? 
   Do I think our church is in danger of his imminent judgment? 
Is that why I chose to preach on Amos this winter?   
   No.  I don’t think that at all. 
   I think that by God’s grace we’re walking before him in faithfulness. !
As I look out over the American church scene, there are specific preachers and  
   churches and movements that I think really need to hear Amos’ message. 
What they call God’s grace and love is really just a bunch of therapeutic nonsense.   
   It’s not the gospel because it totally excludes the message of God’s holiness. 
But I don’t think any of you are going to get sucked by them, too well-grounded. 
   Naming them probably wouldn’t do much but make us feel self-righteous. !
So how does the Lord’s fierce love and urgent warnings and thorough judgment 
   apply to us and to our church?   
How is Amos useful to a group of believers who,  
   as far as they know their own hearts, are walking with Jesus? 
Let me ask it another way.  Let’s leave Amos and go to Matthew. 
  How do you feel when you read Jesus’ words: 
   Many will say to me on that day: Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and do many  
   miracles?  And I will say to them, Depart from me, I never knew you. 
What’s your gut response?   
   Lord Jesus, may that never be said of me!  Never say those words to me. 
   Keep me close to your heart and keep my love for you warm. !
See, that’s the application.  Warnings have a use, even for faithful believers. 



They are one of the means the Holy Spirit uses to keep us close to Jesus.  
   They don’t have to become your favorite verses in the Bible. 
   You don’t have to like Amos, and we won’t study again for a long time, if ever. 
But every so often, we need these parts of the Bible.   
   Of all the nations on earth, you are the only one I have known and cared for.   
   That is what makes your sins so terrible, and that is why I must punish you for them. !
All Scripture inspired . . .  
    God’s warnings are expressions of his grace.  Take them to heart.


