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This summer we have been learning about and from the prophets of the 
Old Testament. When we read scripture it is important that we have some 
understanding of the historical context in which it was recorded and written.

Amos was a herdsman - an animal farmer and a “dresser of sycamore 
trees”. A “dresser” of the sycamore tree was someone who would slit the top of 
the fruit to hasten its ripening so it would be sweeter and more palatable. At the 
time he lived, Israel was divided into two 
kingdoms. The southern kingdom was called 
Judea, and that’s where Amos lived in the town 
of Tekoa, south of Bethlehem. The northern 
kingdom was called Israel. The northern 
kingdom was ruled by Jeroboam II. Amaziah was 
the priest of Bethel, north of Jerusalem, and a 
representative of King Jeroboam II. This was a 
time of relative peace and prosperity from 
786-746 BCE.

The Book of Amos as a whole is a 
collection of sayings and visions of the prophet 
Amos. In the prophetic tradition, Amos is 
considered “the crier for justice.” While Israel 
was prospering, social inequality existed and the 
religious practices were devoid of promoting justice and righteousness. The 
peace Israel was experiencing was an “unholy peace” maintained with fear and 
oppression. Amos knew it. He names the specific sins of Israel: (1) the innocent 
and people in need were sold into debt slavery; (2) the oppression of the poor; 
(3) the abuse of poor women; and (4) the exploitation of people in debt. The 
social, political and religious structures were not upholding their ethical 
responsibility. They were breaking their covenant with God that was established 
when God led them out of slavery in Egypt to the Land of Promise and showed 
them how to live justly. Israel broke this covenant by not living up to the ways of 
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God, by not living in caring community based on justice 
and love. As a result, the wealthy prospered while the poor 
withered (see Amos 6:4-7; 8:5-6), and he critiques empty 
worship that failed to promote justice and righteousness 
(see Amos 5:18-24).

So what does God do about this? He turns Amos 
into a second-career prophet and sends him to the 
northern kingdom to tell the ruling elite what they are doing 
and what is bound to happen to them if they do not 
change their ways. Our text today picks up in the midst of a series of three 
visions in chapter 7 of the book of Amos where he sees destruction coming upon 
Israel. The first two visions (verses 1-6), are visions of destruction: locusts 
devouring the grass and a fire burning the land. In each case, Amos intercedes 
and asks God to forgive Israel. Each time, God replies that the vision shall not 
come to pass. The third vision, which is the text for today, is about a plumb line. 

A plumb line is a cord with a weight attached to the end. It is used to mark 
a line that is vertically straight. Carpenters would use a plumb line to set their 
vertical stones, build their walls, to keep their their work straight. If they do not 
follow the plumb line as they construct or build, their work will be off. 

The image conveys that God is taking measurement of Israel’s actions by 
judging them according to God’s plumb line which is faithful living. If the 
cornerstone of the social, political, and religious life of Israel is set and built out of 
alignment with the God’s plumb line of faithful living, their society will be out of 
line with God. Israel is “out of plumb;” she’s morally crooked. The relationship 
between God and God’s people is strained, not by God but by Israel’s actions. 
God hasn’t rejected Israel. Israel has rejected the Lord. And, unlike the first two 
visions where God says the destruction won’t happen, this vision ends with their 
sacred places being destroyed and these words:

‘Your wife will become a prostitute in the city,
and your sons and your daughters will fall by the sword,
and your land will be measured and divided up;
you yourself will die in an unclean land,
and Israel will surely be taken away from its land.’
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Ouch. That’s disturbing. We usually prefer hearing about God’s mercy and 
forgiveness. Reading about judgment and destruction in the Old Testament can 
make us, in this century, wonder how God could be that way and what the 
message is for us in our time and place. Some interpret Amos and the other 
prophets as foretelling the judgement and destruction of God’s people by an 
angry God. However, we might think of Israel’s fate as one she chooses for 
herself. Others interpret Amos and the prophets as sending up warning signals 
and encouraging repentance. Whichever of these interpretations resonates most 
with you, I want us to recognize that this vision is powerful because it implores 
that God is disturbed and offended by injustices in the social, political, and 
religious lives and communities of God’s people. 

Disturbed is how the priest Amaziah, the religious official representing King 
Jeroboam II felt, too. He is alarmed that the kingdom will fall and he makes it very 
clear that Amos and his messages are not welcome. He also tells the king that 
Amos is spreading rumors that the kingdom will fall. He does not heed Amos’ 
words or remain faithful to God - the God of whom he is a priest. Instead, he 
places his loyalty with the King and proclaims the temple and the sanctuary are 
the King’s, not God’s. Ouch. Now that’s disturbing.

We have two contrasting examples of faithful living, of plumb line living, in 
this passage. We have Amos who makes it clear that he does not have any 
family history of or training in the vocation of prophesy, has not sought out power 
and prestige, but has been called by a vision away from him primary vocation 
and away from his home to speak truth to the corrupt powers at be. He is led by 
a holy vision of justice and righteousness and met with suspicion and fear. And 
we have Amaziah, a trained priest who wants to silence Amos and protect the 
powerful, a priest who has strayed away from God toward earthly power and 
corruption.

What I want us to take away from this is how both responded. First, Amos. 
Amos accepted the invitation to be the prophet, to do what was difficult and 
unpopular, and to engage in what is definitely not considered to be “polite 
conversation”. Contrast that with Amaziah who was unable to spiritually hear 
what Amos was saying. Amaziah became offended and afraid, rejected Amos, 
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ran to the King, claimed Amos was starting a conspiracy against the King, and 
tried to maintain the status quo that did not align with God’s vision of faithful 
living. The priest’s first priority is not the living God or God’s Word. So while 
Amaziah recognizes Amos as a “seer” (12), he does his best to silence the 
prophet or at least redirect his criticism to other people.

Honestly, I have empathy and compassion for both Amos and Amaziah. 
Preaching is not for the faint of heart! Prophets are not necessarily popular 
people. They take people to the margins so they can see what they might not 
want to see or are unable to see. People tend to feel uncomfortable when 
prophets speak because they speak truths that challenge the status quo, that 
challenge the powers at be, that challenge others. Amaziah felt criticized and 
acted on the urge to silence the voice that made him uncomfortable. That’s pretty 
relatable.

This summer we’ve been talking about spiritual pilgrimages. A spiritual 
pilgrimage involves going deeper into our spiritual lives by hearing God’s word for 
us, and frankly, to allow ourselves to be challenged and changed by it. God’s 
word might come to us in our private prayer, scripture reading, worship, and other 
spiritual practices. God’s word might come to us from an untrained prophet. God 
might tell you to be the prophet, and God might tell you to listen to the prophet. 
God might tell you to be both. Regardless of what God tells you, allow yourself to 
be on a journey of discovery even if it’s uncomfortable. I pray that each of us can 
reflect on God’s visions and words from whichever prophet speaks them to us 
and that we can pause when we feel offended, not reject the message or the 
messenger, and not try to maintain the status quo of in our lives. I pray that we 
can align and maintain alignment with God’s plumb line for faithful living and 
participate in creating God’s vision of justice in this world. Amen.
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