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MERCY AND JUSTICE 
Pastor Jim Dunn  
(With much indebtedness to Reed Lessing, Concordia Journal, Summer 2012, pp 280-81) 

 

 

Amos 5:6-7, 10-15 

6 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, 7 O you who turn justice to wormwood and 

cast down righteousness to the earth! 

10 They hate him who reproves in the gate, and they abhor him who speaks the truth. 

11 Therefore because you trample on the poor and you exact taxes of grain from him, 

you have built houses of hewn stone,  but you shall not dwell in them; you have 

planted pleasant vineyards, but you shall not drink their wine.  12 For I know how many 

are your transgressions and how great are your sins— you who afflict the righteous, 

who take a bribe, and turn aside the needy in the gate. 13 Therefore he who is 

prudent will keep silent in such a time,  for it is an evil time.  14 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.  15 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. 

 

 

They had names like Rattlesnake Bill and Crazy Willie.  Some of them, until recently, still 

carried firearms holstered to their hips. They came to live near the old gold mines of 

Arizona, like Rich Hill. So named because back in 1863 a scouting party reported 

they’d found gold nuggets the size of potatoes lying exposed on that hill. Others came 

to live in Quartzsite, which had its own gold, lead, and mercury mines in the late 

1800’s. Rattlesnake Bill and Crazy Willie arrived after these mines had already given up 

their gold. They came to search for gold among the remnants, rocks that had been 

discarded, tossed aside as worthless.  
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Today the prospectors on Rich Hill belong to clubs who camp in luxury RV’s and use 

metal detectors. Recreational gold prospecting, it’s called. And at the town of 

Quartzsite, they’re called rock hounds. Who aren’t worried so much about whether 

they strike gold. They don’t mind searching through the remnants of rocks tossed aside 

by miners. They’re looking for geodes or other kinds of rocks they can turn into artwork. 

Some make intricate bracelets, rings, and necklaces. Others carve arrowheads. But 

these places aren’t as tame as they sound. The people who come to live at these old 

gold mines are living in the middle of nowhere, searching for a remnant of the Old 

West. 

 

A remnant of Joseph is what God was searching for through His prophet, Amos. But 

why was it called Joseph’s remnant? Because Joseph’s brothers tossed Joseph aside, 

discarded him like a remnant, like a worthless bunch of rocks. First, they threw Joseph 

into a cistern. Then, they sold him to some Midianite merchants in order to be rid of 

him. (Genesis 37:23-28) So, throughout the prophecy of Amos, Joseph symbolizes those 

in Israel who were being tossed aside like a remnant, discarded, marginalized, and 

excluded from mainstream society. Joseph’s remnant was the poor who were being 

deprived of justice economically, judicially, or vocationally. (Amos 2:7, 5:10-12, 5:15, 

8:4-6)   

 

The Lord did not say that the remnant of Joseph was being deprived of mercy. He said 

they were being deprived of justice. He called Israel to “establish justice in the gate,” 

because they had been turning justice into wormwood (Amos 5:7), bitterness. He 

called Israel to establish justice, because God loves both mercy and justice. As He 

spoke through the prophet Micah, “And what does the Lord require of you? To act 

justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8) 

 

Mercy is what we do privately, as a church. Justice is what we do publicly, as citizens 

of the nation. “Establish justice in the gate,” the Lord says. These days, the gate is the 

public square or the public sphere. In this verse the Lord was speaking to Israel as 

public citizens of their nation. Regarding politics? No. Regarding their moral 

responsibility as citizens? Yes!  Regarding their moral responsibility to the larger family.  
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Joseph and his brothers were a family. Their descendants, the Twelve Tribes of Israel, 

were a family.  

 

America also is a family. In our U.S. Constitution it reads: “We the people, in order to 

form a more perfect union, establish justice, provide for the common defense, 

promote the general welfare…” This is the moral “we.” That says, “Yes, we are our 

brother’s keeper.” That says, “Yes, the poor are often among the tossed aside 

remnants of society, so they need justice.” That’s why throughout Luke’s Gospel the 

poor are included in the same lists as the other discards of society: “The blind receive 

sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, and Good 

News is preached to the poor.” (Luke 7:22) “When you give a dinner, do not invite your 

friends, your brother or relatives, or your rich neighbors…but invite the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, the blind…” (Luke 14:13, see also Luke 4:18, 6:20, 14:21, and 16:20-

22)   

 

It is injustice that causes the poor to be discarded. We are concerned about injustice 

towards the unborn – they are discarded, tossed aside like remnants. Are we equally 

concerned about the child who is born? Are we concerned that the child born into 

poverty receives good nutrition, good healthcare, and a good education? All of 

which are necessary for that child to make it to adulthood and someday earn a living. 

Instead of dying in a gang shootout, or stealing, or spending life in and out prison, or 

becoming another one of the working poor. There’s a lot of talk these days about 

choices. We don’t believe in choice. We recognize that an unborn child has no 

choice. So, we stand up for them for justice to be done. But when it comes to the five-

year-old born into poverty, we somehow believe: “That child has a choice. He 

chooses his life. The poor get the life they have chosen. The poor get what they 

deserve. No one else is responsible for their fate.” Such thoughts come very close to 

Cain’s way of thinking: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4:9) In such thinking, the 

Word of the Lord – that speaks of “the poor being trampled” and “the needy being 

tossed aside at the gate” (Amos 5:11-12), seems itself to be tossed aside and 

discarded like a remnant.  
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But the strong Word of the Lord expresses hope for the remnant. “It may be that the 

Lord, the God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.” (Amos 5:15) This 

Word holds out hope for the remnant, because the Lord loves those who are tossed 

aside. Hagar was tossed out into the desert because of Sarah’s fears. But the Lord 

called out to her from heaven and both provided for her and made her a promise. 

(Genesis 21:8-19) Hannah was shoved aside because she was barren. But the Lord 

answered her prayer for a child. (1Samuel 1:1-20) Elijah was threatened to be 

“discarded” by Queen Jezebel. The Lord came to his side and gave him food and 

encouragement. (1Kings 19:1-18) Zacchaeus was ostracized by society and 

synagogue, because he was a tax collector. Jesus took notice of him and went to his 

house. (Luke 19:1-10) Joseph was tossed into a cistern and sold into slavery. The Lord 

lifted him up to be the number two leader in Egypt.  

 

The Bible is full of people who were tossed aside like a remnant, all of whom God 

deeply loved. Jesus also was tossed aside and discarded like a remnant, like a bunch 

of worthless rocks. Mocked by the crowds, betrayed by Judas, denied by Peter, 

forsaken by the ten, unjustly treated in court, sentenced to death by a weak-willed 

Roman governor, crowned with thorns by those who spat on Him, and scourged just 

short of death. But the stone the builders tossed aside as worthless has become the 

cornerstone, your cornerstone. (Psalm 118:22)  

 

God loves a remnant. God loves you.  

 

Empowered by that love, empowered by His strong Word of hope for the remnant of 

Joseph, our thinking about the poor begins to change. Empowered by God’s strong 

Word, we begin to acknowledge that just as the poor could be deprived of justice in 

ancient Israel, so can they be deprived of justice in any country, including our own. 

We begin to acknowledge that inequities still exist based on color, gender, economic 

status, social status, and level of education, inequities that five-year-olds still face. 

Empowered by God’s love for us, we begin to acknowledge the double indignity that 

the working poor suffer, of doing the lowliest kinds of work while still dependent on 

others to make ends meet.  
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Empowered by God’s hope for the remnant of Joseph, we begin to refuse to give up 

hope, to instead work to establish justice in the gate, in the public sphere, first with a 

change in our own thinking. Joseph is our brother. “It may be that the Lord, the God of 

hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.”   

 

Amen 


