Sixth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 10)
July 12, 2009
Amos 7:7–15

7This is what [the Lord God] showed me: behold, the Lord was standing beside a wall built with a plumb line, with a plumb line in his hand. 8And the Lord said to me, “Amos, what do you see?” And I said, “A plumb line.” Then the Lord said,

“Behold, I am setting a plumb line in the midst of my people Israel;

  I will never again pass by them;

9
the high places of Isaac shall be made desolate,

  and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste,

  and I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword.”
10Then Amaziah the priest of Bethel sent to Jeroboam king of Israel, saying, “Amos has conspired against you in the midst of the house of Israel. The land is not able to bear all his words. 11For thus Amos has said,

“‘Jeroboam shall die by the sword,

  and Israel must go into exile away from his land.’”

12And Amaziah said to Amos, “O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, and eat bread there, and prophesy there, 13but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.”

14Then Amos answered and said to Amaziah, “I was no prophet, nor a prophet’s son, but I was a herdsman and a dresser of sycamore figs. 15But the Lord took me from following the flock, and the Lord said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’

Ephesians 1:3–14;  Mark 6:14–29
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
For the prophet, it’s trouble.  The prophet Amos stands in front of the Lord’s people, and he has a word for them.  He must say it.  He cannot not say it.

“This is what the Lord God showed to me,”

says Amos.

(This is going to take guts.  There is an altar, a false altar, an altar built by evil King Jeroboam to keep the people who were under him from going down to the Lord’s Temple in Jerusalem, and standing in front of this false altar, standing in front of King Jeroboam’s priest, Amaziah, Amos has some words to say.  Its going to take guts.  How do you tell a king and his chief priest that the altar they have built, the altar they have invited the Lord’s people to come to, is a joke?)

“This is what the Lord God showed to me,”

says the prophet Amos.

The Lord God stood in front of me.  He came down in the flesh, as a man, with a mouth, and the Lord God stood in front of me and said,

“Amos, what do you see?”

“I see a plumb line.”


[Amos 7:8]

A plumb line in the midst of Israel.  That’s how you measure a wall for straightness.  That’s the weighted line you hold up, so that the line hangs straight, and anything not perfectly straight, when lined up against the plumb line, will be shown to be crooked, and defective, and worthy not of building on, but only of tearing down.

“I see a plumb line.”

The plumb line for evil King Jeroboam, and his phony priest Amaziah, and his ridiculous Bethel altar built apart from the Lord’s word, and the plumb line for all those people and all those families going to that altar—the plumb line is . . . the Law of God, the Ten Commandments, those ten words delivered from Heaven by which every person of the face of the Earth is measured-up to be either straight and worthy, or crooked and defective.


But where were those Ten Commandments?  

They weren’t at that phony altar in Bethel, because that altar was not instituted by the Lord, but was only a building project of a King trying to exalt his own name.

The Ten Commandments were at the Altar in Jerusalem, the Lord’s Altar at the Lord’s Temple, in the Ark of the Covenant, which the Lord instructed to be encased in the Temple’s Holy of Holies.

If you want the Ten Commandments, go to Jerusalem.  There the Lord’s priests keep the Lord’s families in the Ten Commandments.  There, at the Jerusalem altar, people learn to love their neighbor, to take care of their families, to respect parents, and . . . to call on the Name of the Lord and keep his Sabbath holy.  But apart from Jerusalem, you’re up in Bethel, under the control of King Jeroboam, watching his ridiculous priest Amaziah prance around a manmade altar, and, you are apart from the Ten Commandments.

What happens when people are apart from the Ten Commandments?  They learn to pray to gods other than the Living God.  They use sacrifice not as the Lord’s gift for the forgiveness of sins, but as man’s way to buy favors of the false gods.  A man receives his wife not as a gift from the Lord, but as his own possession, and with possessions, you can never have enough, so they start marrying multiple wives.  They neglect their neighbors, treating them dishonorably, not paying fair wages, not honoring contracts, and stealing property and possessions, so that the prophet Amos stands in front of these people and says,

Woe to those who are at ease in Zion, 

to those who feel secure in the mountain of Samaria . . . 

Those who recline on beds of ivory,

and sprawl on their couches . . . 



(Amos 6)
[Woe to them.]

To be prophet of the Lord, it’s not easy.  You’re not going to have a good day when you stand in front of a bunch of people who consider themselves Christians, and you hold up a plumb line, and say to them, “You’re crooked as a snake.  The Law of God has been held up, and you are found wanting.  Woe to you.”


Then Amaziah, the false priest, the manmade priest, the priest who looks like a priest because he wears an alb just like the Lord’s priest, but the priest who has taken the Lord’s people away from the Ten Commandments—then Amaziah comes up to Amos’s face:

“O seer, [O prophet,] go, flee away to the land of Judah, and eat bread there, and prophesy there, 13but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.”


[Amos 7:12]


The Law of God is a tough thing.  When the prophet Amos holds it up like plumb line before Jeroboam and Amaziah, he ends up under threat to his own life.

700 years later, another prophet, John the Baptist, stands in front of another king, Herod, and speaks the same Law.  The Ten Commandments will not be kept silent by any earthly king or government.  The plumb line is held-up as the prophet John speaks:

You are guilty, O Herod, of the Commandments.  You have received marriage not as a gift from the Lord, but as something you control.  You have taken another man’s wife.  Adultery.

The prophet’s mouth has spoken, he has held up the plumb line, the sinner is found crooked, and the prophet is in trouble.  John’s head comes off.  Herod will never have to listen to John’s mouth again.  (And Herod can’t complain that it was Herodias’s fault—Herod himself imprisoned the holy prophet, and he gave the orders.)

Mark 6:27:

And immediately the king sent an executioner with orders to bring John’s head. He went and beheaded him in the prison 28and brought his head on a platter and gave it to the girl, and the girl gave it to her mother. 29When his disciples heard of it, they came and took [John’s] body and laid it in a tomb.

The Law of God is a tough thing.  A plumb line held up in front of us.  How do we measure up?  

Love of God?  Love of neighbor?  That’s what the Ten Commandments say:  You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind, and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.

When that plumb line is held up in front of us, who stands straight?

There is only One.

The One who was tempted in the wilderness to gain the riches of the world by bowing down to other than his Father, and did not—he stands straight.

The One who saw a leper and who, instead of blanching or turning the other way, touched him, and made him whole—he stands straight and holy.

The One who stands in front of an adulterous woman, and instead of looking on her with shame, he speaks to her kindly and gently, bringing her into honor—

The One who stands in front of his neighbors and when they speak behind his back, and insult him, and spit on him, and bring false charges against him in court, he does not plot against them, he harbors no bad will against them, but he loves them, takes their sin upon himself, and goes to the cross not only at their hands, but for their benefit—he stands, upright, straight, holy.

There is One—Jesus our Lord.


He is now our plumb line.  All men are stood up before him.  All people are judged according to how they stack up to the love Jesus has for his Father and his neighbor.

That’s a tough plumb line.

But he is Jesus our Lord.  He is the One to whom Amos appealed, 

“O Lord, forgive, pardon, do not destroy [your people], for they are too weak.”


[Amos 7:2]

He is the One to whom the prophet John pointed, telling all the people to look at him,

“Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”


[John 1:29]

Jesus is the Law perfectly kept.  The Ten Commandments are now whole.  He has loved his Father with all his heart and all his soul and all his body, and he has loved his neighbor, loved us, more than self.

Jesus is now the plumb line, straight, holy, undefiled.  And he stands in front of us.  The mouth of the prophet speaks, and the speaking is the word of love:

I forgive you your sins.

I place my name on you with the water and the word.

I come to you, my Body, my Blood, to your bodies and your blood, for the forgiveness of your sins.

I am you Lord, you are my people.

The mouth of the prophet speaks.  He who was once cut down on Golgotha by Herod, now lives, reigns in Heaven, and speaks his Gospel to his church, to us, to our families, here on Earth.  Ephesians 1:4:

[The Father] chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love 5he predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. 7In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, 8which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight 9making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ 10as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in Heaven and things on Earth.

11In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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