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 A Prophet Speaks: God’s Measuring Tool 

 Amos 7:1-17 

 

 For many years my father owned a paint store.  He sold paint, wallpaper and did picture 

framing. I think my mother was one of his best customers because we were always repainting or wall 

papering a room with something new.  I remember being an elementary school child when my father 

allowed me to help with wall papering.  And one of the things he used was a plumb line.  For as you 

know - if you ever hung wall paper back in the day when that was the thing to do  - you had to be sure 

the first piece especially was straight or the patterns wouldn’t match.  And mother never chose 

something without patterns in them!     

 A plumb line is a string with a non magnetic weight at the bottom that tests whether something 

is perpendicular to the square -in other words straight up and down.  When the string is held in such a 

way that the weight can dangle freely an exact vertical can be determined.  Builders use it all the time 

to be sure that walls are straight.  The truth of the matter is that it is very difficult to know if something 

is straight without a plumb line.  In my reading this week I came across a powerful example of how 

important this is.   

 One school decided to add an elevator during a renovation project.  An elevator shaft was 

constructed alongside the building.  Bricklayers carefully laid each row of brick, but when it was 

finished, the elevator car could not be installed.  The entire shaft was out of plumb.  The measurements 

were carefully made from a beginning point that was not level.  It looked straight to the naked eye but 

had to be demolished and rebuilt.  (Hosea, Joel, and Amos, Westminster Bible Companion, Bruce C. Birch, Westminster John 

Knox Press, 1977, p. 235)    

 In his vision Amos saw God standing by a wall with a plumb line in his hand.  God asked what 

he saw.  Amos replied a plumb line.  And God said  the purpose of the plumb line was to measure the 
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people of Israel - in other words to see if they were living faithfully.  And what we know from having 

read Amos to this point is that although created upright and true and blessed through the ages - God’s 

people were not measuring up to God’s standards.   And God had finally lost patience with the people. 

For the king and the people, although still worshiping regularly, had forgotten what really mattered to 

God. They had moved the boundary markers of compassion in their own hearts so they could trample 

the needy. They had ignored clear signs of justice so they could bring wealth and success to 

themselves. They had placed added taxes and rules to ruin the poor. They had worshiped God with 

their lips but not served God with their lives. The plumb line set in their midst revealed how very out 

of line God’s people were with God’s intentions.   

 For God’s standard is justice and righteousness for all.  Amos said earlier “let justice roll down 

like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream.”  Justice and righteousness are the life 

giving water - the power and the constancy that give form to God’s peoples life together.  Over and 

over throughout scripture God calls for justice for all and especially speaks against the injustices to the 

poor and disenfranchised.  God’s people were always to keep their eyes on caring equally for all 

people.  If we take time to reflect on the ten commandments and the laws and statues found in the 

Torah we find that they were all given so that the people could live in peace and harmony with one 

another and so that all people would be cared for - all of God’s creation supported.   

 But the people of Israel had forgotten God’s commands.  That was why Amos had been called 

as a prophet.  To call them back to right living.  Friends, the measurement God uses to decide if God’s 

people are faithful is how just we are with one another and whether our lives are in right relationship 

with God’s laws.    

 In the first two visions of locusts and fire recorded in our passage when Amos interceded and 

prayed to God for forgiveness for the people God relented.  But when God held up the plumb line there 

was to be no relenting.  As a matter of fact the consequences were dire.    
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 "Look! I am setting a plumb line in the very midst of my people;  

  I will never again pass by them."    

Remember Israel has been long defined as those whom God "passed over" in the escape from Egypt. 

No more Passover, says Amos; God will now pass through them wreaking desolation and waste on the 

"high places of Isaac" and "the sanctuaries of Israel." Their lack of concern for justice in the 

community, their rejection and abuse of the poor of the land, will lead to God's utter rejection of them. 

 And these words caused Amaziah, the priest at Bethel, to bring charges against Amos to King 

Jeroboam.  Amaziah didn’t want to hear what Amos was saying and he surely did not want to be 

measured in the way Amos said God would.  And Amaziah knew the King would not want to be 

either.  Did you notice Amaziah’s words to Amos?  They are very telling.   

 “O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah,  

 earn your bread there, and prophecy there;  

 but never again prophecy at Bethel,  

 for it is the king’s sanctuary,  

 and it is a temple of the kingdom.”   

Amaziah admitted that his house of worship had little to do with God, but everything to do with King 

Jeroboam - it is the king’s sanctuary and a temple of the kingdom. And there lay the problem.  

Amaziah was more concerned with doing things that were pleasing to the King than to God.  When the 

church - when the people of God - become so inculturated that they forget God’s commands there will 

be consequences. 

 These words were hard for Amaziah to hear and they are hard for us to hear.  It is always hard 

to be reprimanded especially when we hear truth in what is being said.  But these words remind us that 

when God speaks we better listen carefully.  For my friends, the reason we have Amos’ words to read 

today is because what Amos prophecied happened.  In just a few years the nation of Israel was 



 

 

4 

destroyed and the people were sent into exile into Babylon for years.   

 And so Amos’ words, as hard as they are to hear, remind us that God continues to hold up his 

measuring tool - his plumb line - to our lives as the body of Christ.  And friends, the time has come for 

the church of Jesus Christ and for every follower of Jesus to take a long hard look at our individual and 

corporate lives and see if we have bought into the culture or if we are living by God’s standards.  And 

God is not measuring how beautiful our sanctuaries are or how well formed our worship services are, 

or how beautifully our choir sings.  God is not even measuring how often we pray or how many bible 

studies we attend.  God is measuring how we live our lives.  How we are part of bringing about justice 

and righteousness to our communities.  How what we profess when we gather is lived out in the day to 

day world.   

 I recently posted on the Covenant Presbyterian Facebook page a saying which I have heard for 

years but really believe with all my heart.  

  “The mark of a great church is not how many people come,  

 but how many people live differently for having been there.”     

Friends, a great many people are worried about the empty pews in this church and in many churches 

around our country.  And it is an indication of a systemic problem.  Something we have learned 

through the Pneumatrix consultation that we have been involved in for a year.  You will be hearing 

more about what we discovered in about a month.  Our final meeting is this Saturday and then we will 

be ready to report to you.   

 But I can tell you that one of the things we have learned is the truth of the statement I just read.  

We can no longer judge churches by how many people attend worship.  That is not the only indication 

of faithfulness or the most important.  What matters is how many lives are being changed and how 

many people are living as Christ calls us to do because of the ministry of the church.  And what is 

being discovered is that many churches do not measure up for their priorities have gotten messed up.  
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They value what happens inside the doors of the church more than the changed lives of people who 

enter and go out into the world to serve.  When God places the plumb line up to measure this church 

what God is measuring is how involved we are in offering justice to others and how well we live as 

Christians in our world and with one another.  How we show compassion and love to others.  How 

generous we are and how well we offer hospitality to the widows and orphans and refugees.   

 I feel privileged to be part of a church that gives itself away as much as we do.  We are small 

but friends our hearts are big and I am always humbled by the commitment this church has made to our 

mission projects.  We were instrumental in getting Family Promise into Cobb County being one of the 

original thirteen congregations in the network.  We have had a presence on the board from the 

beginning with Bob Foster serving for many years and Jean Early joining the board and as Bob rotates 

off  Ed Nichols is going on the board this year.  Many of you not only volunteer by spending the night, 

providing a meal or doing laundry or setting up when we host but fill other needs at the Day Center 

through the week and serve on committees.  Family Promise is a ministry that is bringing justice into 

our community as we serve families who are struggling and need help to get back on their feet.   

 We support MUST and the Ray Thomas Food Pantry, offer help to Bells Ferry Elementary, 

provide an English as a Second Language class, provide our building for a Hispanic congregation, 

offer the Day Camp Program when school is out and support a very diverse wonderful Preschool.  We 

are a congregation that takes mission seriously and I am very grateful for that.  And yet my friends, 

that is not all that God measures.  God does not just measure what we do but God also measures who 

we are, how we relate to others and how we share our faith with others. 

 For God not only holds the plumb line up to the gathered community but God also holds the 

plumb line up to each of us as individuals and measures each of our lives.  And I don’t know about you 

but when I hold the plumb line up beside my life and think of Jesus’ life I find I have much work to 

still do to get my life in a straight line with God’s Son.   
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 While on earth Jesus said “I am the way, the truth and the life.”  He was not only saying he 

was the way to salvation - and he is - but he was also saying that he was the model of the way we are 

to live.  God sent Jesus into the world to help us to know how to live as God’s child.   And one of the 

things we learn when we examine Jesus’ life is that Jesus interacted with a wide variety of people and 

always offered them grace and love.  And Jesus always pointed others to God - to a relationship with 

his Father.  Jesus is the way.  He is also the truth and the life.  And our lives are not as full as they 

should be unless we are living every second of every day as Jesus lived - with compassion, grace, love 

and kindness for all.  And if we are using Jesus’s life as our model we are reminded that we are not 

only called to do things for others so that justice and righteousness abounds as Jesus did but we are 

also inviting others into a lasting relationship with God and the body of Christ.   

 The reality of our world today is that for whatever reason we seem to be more concerned about 

keeping our churches open than inviting others into a relationship with Jesus Christ.  And that is why 

the church of Jesus Christ is struggling. That is also what was happening in Amos’ day.  The goal of 

Amaziah as the priest to King Jeroboam was not to proclaim God’s word but to keep the status quo.  

Even to the point that he tried to silence God by silencing the prophet’s voice.  But Amos’ voice was 

heard loud and clear.  “I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son” in other words he was not a professional 

prophet - hired by the church to say what the church wanted to hear.  No Amos was “a herdsman, and 

a dresser of sycamore trees.” And the Lord had taken him from caring for his flock, and the Lord said 

to him, “Go, prophecy to my people Israel.”   Notice that God said “my people.”  Even when we fail 

we are God’s people.  Amos was to speak God’s word and to call the people back to concentrating on 

living as God commanded - following God’s laws and seeking a deeper relationship with God.   

 And my friends, that is what we are called to as well.  And it seems that what that means for us 

is that we need to learn how to tell the story of Jesus Christ in a way that others are drawn into a 

relationship with him.  And to do that we need to learn a new language - a language that is simple and 
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compelling instead of judgmental and limiting.  A language that doesn’t divide people but invites 

people and models the love of Christ to others.  We need to learn to tell our stories as Jesus did inviting 

others to walk alongside of us.  We need to be inviting others into a life seeking justice and 

righteousness for all.  For when we do this we will be helping God’s vision for our world come to 

fruition.    

 A remarkable lady named Minnie Pearce had the lead in the senior play during her college 

days. She worked hard on the part, and after the performance she was startled when a strange man 

came up to her backstage and introduced himself as the author of the play. He said, "I just wanted to 

come back and tell you that I have seen this drama many times, but tonight you embodied what I 

envisioned for the heroine better than anyone else ever has. Tonight, you made a dream of mine come 

true; you gave my play flesh and blood and I want to thank you." (https://sermons.com/sermon/unusual-to-say-the-

least/28)   

 Friends, our goal as disciples of Jesus Christ is that when we get to the end of the drama of this 

life and meet the Divine Author God will say to us “you made the dream I had for you come true!” 

 May we make that our goal as individuals and as a community of faith.       
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