January 4, 2009

Seek the Lord and Live!

Amo 5:4-5

Intro:   1.
Typically on the first Sunday of the month we take the time to focus on the communion table, then take communion at the end.


 2. This morning, however, on this first Sunday of the new year as well as the first Sunday of the month, I believe the Lord has a special word for us.


 3. As such, we're going to receive communion before the message! (serve communion)


 4. Tonight begins the week, of prayer and fasting when we will be gathering every evening to seek the Lord together for the coming year.


 5. In preparing our hearts for that time, I believe the Lord would have us consider the admonition:
 

Seek the Lord and Live!

Amo 5:4-5


Amo 5:4-5  “For thus says the LORD to the house of Israel, 'Seek Me that you may live.  (5)  'But do not resort to Bethel And do not come to Gilgal, Nor cross over to Beersheba; For Gilgal will certainly go into captivity And Bethel will come to trouble.'”


 I. Circumstantial Parallels


 1. While preparing for this morning, I read the following quote which really struck me:

“Amos prophesies during a period of national optimism in Israel.  Business is booming and boundaries are bulging.  But below the surface, greed and injustice are festering.  Hypocritical religions motions have replaced true worship, creating a false sense of security and a growing callousness to God's disciplining hand.  Famine, drought, plagues, death, destruction – nothing can force the people to their knees.”



 2. What really struck me about this paragraph was, at least in my mind, the parallel between Israel in Amos day and America in my lifetime!


Illus:
I read a revealing news blurb the other day which said the recession is not resulting in an increase in church attendance in America today!
 


 3. On Christmas Eve I made some observations about some things that have happened in my lifetime which are indicative of this great nation of the United States of America going in the wrong direction.


(1) I had heard a story on the radio that morning where Apollo 8 Astronauts read from Genesis as they circled the moon on Christmas Day in 1968.
Gen 1:1-2  “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  (2)  The earth was formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters.”


 i. I then stated that today, at best, they would be required to also read from the Koran, the writings of Buddha and whatever document the atheists would say represents them in order to balance it out!


 ii. Then again, the other documents could probably be read to the exclusion of the Bible without any challenge, but the Bible itself could never be read in such a situation except possibly with the inclusion of others.


(2) In my lifetime, Bibles were removed from classrooms at such an early part in my educational experience that I don't remember them being there.


(3) So too prayer was removed, though it has often been said that as long as there are tests in schools, there will be prayer!


(4) Christmas used to be the biggest holiday celebration of the year, with the manger and the birth of Christ as the centerpiece.


 i. Now Halloween is the holiday which boasts the most decorations, with ghosts, witches, death and fear as the focus..


Illus:
Skeletons – symbolizing death – seem to be more and more prominent on a daily basis; I've even seen teens on two separate occasions lately with hoodies that apparently zip up the front so all you can see is the white skeleton printed over the black hoodie!


 ii. Christmas today in America is more about the impact on the retail stores than the birth of the Savior of the world!


 iii. So too, manger scenes which were once honored as representations of the birth of Jesus must now be secured with chains due to theft and destruction.


Illus:
Recall the news story about multiple baby Jesus statues being stolen, and one being found smashed a few blocks away.


 4. While there are parallels as I've tried to point out, it is important to make a clear distinction between Israel and the United States of America as well.


(1) Israel came into being at the direction, oversight and orchestration by God Himself, who called them to Himself as His chosen people in a covenant relationship.


(2) While America was founded on Christian principles, primarily by Christian men, and for generations was recognized as a “Christan” nation – mistakenly still so in some places – the truth is we are not  in a special covenant relationship with God as a nation.


(3) Still, by the grace of God, we in this county have enjoyed generous measures of peace, safety and material prosperity for the vast majority of our 200+ years of existence!


(4) Only those individuals who are surrendered to the Lordship of Jesus Christ, and the organizations they make up, qualify as being in a covenant relationship with God!


 5. It is these individuals – us and those like us – that I believe the Lord is calling to today!


 II. God's Call to the Church Today

Amo 5:4  “For thus says the LORD to the house of Israel, 'Seek Me that you may live...” 


 1. It may seem elementary, perhaps even unnecessary, but I believe it is important to emphasize it is the Lord Who is speaking to the Church today:  “...thus says the LORD...”


(1) While we're part of a great organization known as the Assemblies of God, and the national office would certainly agree with this call, it is not originating in Springfield, nor have I been instructed by them to preach this, but it is the Lord Himself!


(2) While there is a leadership team in place here in this local congregation, they are not the ones dictating what is preached, nor are they the ones issuing this call, even though they undoubtedly agree with it.


(3) While it is my privilege to serve as Pastor of this local church, and I am the one through whom God is sending the message, I am merely a messenger – a mouthpiece if you will – that God Himself is using, and that by His choosing!


 2. The Lord declares through Amos that this word is “... to the house of Israel...”


(1) Let me be perfectly clear here, we are not Israel, nor have we replaced Israel as some would assert.

Rom 11:1-2, 11, 17-21  (Paul writes) “I say then, God has not rejected His people, has He? May it never be! For I too am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.  (2)  God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew. Or do you not know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah, how he pleads with God against Israel?...(11)...But by their transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous...(17) But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive, were grafted in among them and became partaker with them of the rich root of the olive tree,  (18)  do not be arrogant toward the branches; but if you are arrogant, remember that it is not you who supports the root, but the root supports you.  (19)  You will say then, "Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted in."  (20)  Quite right, they were broken off for their unbelief, but you stand by your faith. Do not be conceited, but fear;  (21)  for if God did not spare the natural branches, He will not spare you, either.”


(2) Having been grafted in, however, we who are in the church now qualify as people of God to whom this word is going forth!
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1Pe 2:9-10  “...you are A CHOSEN RACE, A royal PRIESTHOOD, A HOLY NATION, A PEOPLE FOR God's OWN POSSESSION, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous light;  (10)  for you once were NOT A PEOPLE, but now you are THE PEOPLE OF GOD; you had NOT RECEIVED MERCY, but now you have RECEIVED MERCY.”


 3. His message to us as it was in the days of Amos is:  “... 'Seek Me that you may live...'”


 4. This is not some new revelation or secret insight, but God's will for His people from the beginning of time!


(1) Speaking prophetically to the nation of Israel about their future abandonment of their God for Idols which would result in them being scattered among the heathen nations, Moses tells them

Deu 4:29  “'But from there you will seek the LORD your God, and you will find Him if you search for Him with all your heart and all your soul.'”


(2) These events having now come about, the prophet Jeremiah later encourages Israel in their captivity that God has not forgotten them, knows the future which lies ahead of them is bright, and promises to restore them, declaring:

Jer 29:13  “'You will seek Me and find Me when you search for Me with all your heart.'”


(3) Jesus told the disciples as recorded in the gospel of Matthew to keep their priorities right and to

“'...seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.'” (Mat 6:33)


(4) He elsewhere promised:

Joh 10:10  “'...I came that [you] may have life, and have it abundantly.”
 

Joh 1:12  “...as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name...”


(5) God through His servant Moses declared to the nation of Israel near the end of Moses' life:

“'I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So choose life in order that you may live, you and your descendants,  (20)  by loving the LORD your God, by obeying His voice, and by holding fast to Him; for this is your life and the length of your days, that you may live in the land which the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give them.'” (Deu 30:19-20)  


 III. God's Caution to the Church Today

Amo 5:5  “'But do not resort to Bethel And do not come to Gilgal, Nor cross over to Beersheba; For Gilgal will certainly go into captivity And Bethel will come to trouble.'”


 1. The prophet warns to “...not resort to Bethel...”


(1) Bethel – which means “God's house” – had become known as Bethaven – “idol's house” – as seen in Hos 4:15.



 i. Here had been erected “...the golden calves which were the source of all 'the transgressions of Israel' (1Ki_12:32; 1Ki_13:2; 2Ki_23:15, 2Ki_23:16)”



 ii. The regrettable modern day parallel all to often is seen in the established institution of the church, which has lost its moorings in the Word of God, becoming a place of idolatry of traditionalism and worthless religion, “...holding to a form of godliness, although they have denied its power...” (2Ti 3:5)


Illus:
It was ten or more years ago that God began speaking to my heart, showing me the stratification in the church which cuts across denominational and organizational lines!


(2) We as both individuals and a local congregation must be ever vigilant, lest we fall prey to the pitfalls of Israel and countless churches down through history.


 i. Paul writes in 1Co 10:11-12 concerning the record of Israel's failures: 

“...these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come.  (12)  Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed that he does not fall.”


 ii. Likewise, the writer of the book of Hebrews, having recounted the great historical record of men and women of faith in chapter 11, declares:

“Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us,  (2)  fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  (Heb 12:1-2)


 iii. How much more are these admonitions appropriate here in the 21st century, with two thousand years of church history on top of all these New Testament writers are pointing out!


(3) The admonition of the prophet is to not “resort” to Bethel; don't choose to do things the way they have been done.


(4) We must learn from the past failures of the people of God, or we are destined to repeat them!


Illus:
Mike Booth's expressed concern about the A/G's increasing emphasis on education back in the early 80's!


 2. The prophet also cautions “... do not come to Gilgal...”


(1) “...once a holy place to Jehovah (Jos_5:10-15; 1Sa_10:8; 1Sa_15:21); afterwards desecrated by idol-worship (Hos_9:15; Hos_12:11; Amo_4:4; Amo_5:5...”



(2) We cannot go back to the places, events, structures, even programs which in the past were used mightily by God but have now fallen into dead form, perhaps even become idolatrous in the hope of regaining the glory once enjoyed there.


 3. As with the two other locations we've looked at, so too Beersheba had once been a place dedicated to the One True God which had now become a center for idolatry.


 4. God tells Israel, and He is telling us today, all these things will fail, but He will prevail!


Concl:


(1) The end of the matter is this:  we need to seek the Lord!


 i. We need to hear afresh and anew today, for today.


 ii.  We need to hear afresh and anew here in McKees Rocks, for McKees Rocks.


 iii. We need to hear afresh and anew in each of our lives, for each of our lives!


(2) Will you join me this morning, this evening, this week in seeking the Lord!
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