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WORD GA M ES 

 
Have you ever played “Stinky Pinky”?  My boys have.  I’ ll think up a rhyming pair of words and give 
you a verbal clue – a definition – to help you guess my rhyming words.  Just call out your answers… 
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I love all kinds of word games, word play, words puzzles – I called it Wacky Words in Ian’s grade three 
class and it was some of the most fun we had in school all week.  I take pleasure in words – their sounds, 
their meanings – their feel in my mouth.   
 
Amos must have liked words, too judging by this account of his fourth vision of God’s judgment:  Amos, 
what do you see?  God asks, and Amos answers, A basket of summer fruit. (The people would have 
heard in Hebrew:  qayits � ��  [kayits] – the word for summer fruit.)  
 
The end has come upon my people Israel, responds the Lord.  (And Amos’  listeners would hear: qets � � �  
[kates] – the word for end.)  These ancient Hebrew speaking people would have heard a play on words 
qayits and qets almost in the same breath – wacky words.   
 
Summer fruit, potentially a vision of hope; of harvest and celebration and prosperity, becomes instead an 
end; ruin rather than renewal.  The image is of the fruit sitting in the hot, desert sun – darkening, 
splitting, rotting before our eyes – becoming corrupt and putrid – filled with decay.  This is the image 
Amos extends to his society.  He tries to shake the nation out of its complacency before it is overcome 
by disaster – what is really ripe is God’s frustration with the people’s sin.  
 
Amos points to a nation which seems to be doing well.  It is prosperous, the economy is flourishing and 
the people are visibly religious.  But like the ripe summer fruit it is not all that it seems.  The people’s 
success and wealth have been achieved by disobeying what God says about fair trade and the just 
treatment of the poor.  The overt religious practices are faithfully observed but regarded as a nuisance 
because a day of dishonest trading is lost in the process.  It all begins with Amos’  wacky words – his 
theological pun of sound alike words:  qayits and qets.  
 
As I mentioned last week Amos has the almost impossible task of preaching at a time of national 
security – military strength and economic prosperity are the buzzwords of the day.  No one wants to hear 
about sin and injustice.  The people are conscientious in their religious duty despite its inconvenience 
and find Amos’  message of social justice, morality, and relationship with God tiresome to say the least.  
Yet Amos is specific and strident in his criticisms:  You take advantage of the poor, you can’ t wait for 
the religious festivals to be over so you can go back to making money, you buy low and sell high, 
cheating those who can least afford it, you trade in human flesh.  Your business practices are shameful, 
your concern for others, lost in the quest for the almighty dollar.  
 



Amos makes it very clear that there is a price to be paid for such behaviour and it is not one which the 
people can pay out of material riches achieved by immoral practices. He envisions a time when God, 
who sees all and remembers all, will end relationship with the people.  Amos sees a time when military 
power won’ t save them and financial assets will crash into oblivion.  Amos sees corpses littering the 
land.  He hears wailing that will not abate.  He describes an earthquake of huge proportions.  Amos tells 
of the extinguishing of the sun and of unceasing, unbearable grief.  Amos sees the summer fruit 
darkening, splitting, rotting before his eyes. 
 
Still, Amos continues with words of even greater menace – There will come a time when you will starve, 
not for bread or water, but for the word of the Lord.  You will be desperate for the relationship you once 
had, seeking everywhere for the sustaining word of God.  You will not find it; your deprivation will be 
absolute. 
 
By prophesying a famine, Amos draws attention to the current feast.  The people are riding the wave of 
fiscal achievement, bumper crops and vats of sweet water.  Opportunities for worship are abundant.  
Divine answers can be sought through God’s prophet, Amos.  However, the people are resentful of 
religious activities, they are irritated by Amos and they ignore the word of God.  Amos sees the results 
of these actions.  When the crops fail and the storms blow in; when death and despair are all around, the 
people will recognize their hunger for the word of God but will be too far away to find it.  They will be 
like a butterfly fluttering against the limits of its cage in vain hope of transcending the prison of its 
situation by finding the opening.  The people will be struggling to find the opening to the divine.  They 
ignored the word of the Lord in times of material comfort and safety, not recognizing that what they 
spurned was the only source of life.  Eventually they will seek God’s word with the desperation of 
people whose stomachs are empty and whose tongues are parched.  Their knowledge of the Lord will be 
the anguish of absence. 
 
This is what the Lord God showed me – a basket of summer fruit – abundant hope.  Hope that decays 
into futility and despair because of a famine that is …not a famine of bread, or a thirst for water, but of 
hearing the words of the Lord. 
 
Jump ahead now about 800 years to a much different scene.  Gone is the dusty Samarian market place.  
Long dead is brilliant, poetic and largely unwelcome prophet Amos.  We are now some 60 kilometers 
south of Samaria in a village outside of Jerusalem.  A traveler has just arrived at the outskirts of town 
and is welcomed to the home of a woman and her sister.  The traveler is a preacher, as was Amos and 
his message is similarly unsettling and often annoying to those he encounters.  He has been advocating 
social justice all along his journey.  He speaks of loving God and loving neighbour – of relationship and 
change and new life.  He is on his way to Jerusalem – to trials that await him there.  Today he is in this 
village, at the home of these women and he is welcome. 
 
Martha is the hostess.  She invites the traveler in – knows who he is – knows how important his 
teachings are.  She is honoured to have him in her home – to have him as a guest and a friend.  She 
wants to prepare a tasty meal – to set a pretty table – to create an inviting atmosphere.  So much to do – 
so little time! 
 
When she made the invitation Martha assumed that her sister Mary would help out a bit, but Mary plants 
herself at the traveler’s feet the moment he steps through the door – hangs on his every word.  Martha 
says some quick words of welcome and gets busy with her tasks – becoming increasingly agitated by her 
sister’s behaviour.  Eventually she complains – not to Mary, but to their guest.  Jesus – true to form – 



does not do what Martha expects.  He doesn’ t encourage Mary to get up and get busy.  He doesn’ t do 
what a modern man might do and get up himself to offer help.  He doesn’ t even suggest that Martha sit 
down and forget about what she is doing.  Instead, he speaks intently to her, saying…you are worried 
and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. 
 
Only one thing…  Martha gets so caught up in what she is doing that she forgets why she is doing it – 
she loses her perspective – loses the words of the Lord.  Martha is distracted and loses her sense of 
purpose – loses her focus on the one thing that is important – the words of the Lord.  Jesus provides the 
firmly gentle reminder that rushing about doing many things is not necessary – one thing is all that is 
needed and that one thing is the word of God. 
 
We hear again the familiar words:  One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from 
the mouth of God.  True life comes from God’s word – the rest is empty worry and futile distraction.  In 
John’s gospel, Jesus asks the twelve if they will turn away from him and Simon Peter answers:  Lord, to 
whom can we go?  You have the words of eternal life. 
 
Words of eternal life come to us from the Lord and Amos sees that the very worst fate that can befall us 
is the absence of God’s word.  The abundance that is offered to us – the basket of summer fruit – the 
word of God – will not nourish if we abuse and pervert it – allowing it to sit in the bowl untouched.  We 
are hungry for God’s word and it is here for us to consume – to enrich and enliven us. 
 
Each week anyone whose stands up to preach has the word of God upon his or her lips.  We are charged 
with proclaiming the good news to people seeking understanding, direction, assurance, and challenge.  It 
is an ominous responsibility that might well be overwhelming without the support of elders and 
colleagues, communities of faith and courts of the church.  It is a serious task only to be undertaken by 
the grace of God, but it must be done.   
 
The words of God must be spoken and they must 
be heard – Amos tells us that we will starve to 
death without them.   
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This Sermon Copy reflects the style of the spoken word rather 
than the written word.  Al lowances should be made for 
grammatical  style and sentence structure that are characteristic 
of the spoken word.                   
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