
B Pentecost 7 
7-12-15 

Read Amos 7:7-15 
 

Straight or Crooked? 
 
Plumb lines, also called plumb bobs, are alternatives to levels when you want to find a straight 
vertical line. In simplest form, a plumb line consists of a piece of string with a weight at the bottom, 
usually with a pointed tip. 
 
When you hang the line downward, the weight pulls the string taut and creates a straight, vertical line. 
For the reading to be accurate, the string must hang freely and the weight must be completely still. 
Because of this, plumb lines are only reliable indoors or on windless days.  (from http://homeguides.sfgate.com/use-

plumb-line-48561.html) 

 
Demonstrate plumb line against side of pulpit OR against both a straight, sturdy tower of blocks and a 
crooked, easily toppled one.  Then, note that Amos says God has used a plumb line to measure the 
goodness of the people of Israel.  God wanted to judge whether they were straight or crooked 
people.  He knew they were pretty crooked. 
From www.worshippingwithchildren 

 
How can people be crooked?  What do we do that’s not straight or in line with what God wants us to 
do? 

 Stealing 
 Lying 
 Not sharing 
 Not loving 
 Using bad language 
 Talking back to your parents 
 Not following God’s commandments 

 
1) You shall have no other gods. 2) You shall not make idols. 3) You shall not misuse the name of the 
Lord. 4) Remember the Sabbath, keep it holy. 5) Honor your father and mother. 6) You shall not 
murder. 7) You shall not commit adultery. 8) You shall not steal. 9) You shall not lie. 10)  You shall 
not covet. 
 
God wants us to be “straight arrows” – people who follow him and listen to his ways.  Let’s pray 
together that we can be better people who follow God’s will. 
 
Dear God, help us to remember your Commandments and follow them.  Keep us straight so that we 
don’t hurt others or ourselves.  Amen 
 

 
Who here today has every used a plumb line?  
Could you explain to us how it really works? 
 
Would you mind if we talked together today about Amos? 
First, a little background. 
 
Amos is tough; Amos is blunt; Amos says things that no one wished to hear 2800 years ago, things 
no one much wishes to hear today.  (John C. Holbert, http://www.patheos.com/Progressive-Christian/Preaching-Amos-John-Holbert-07-08-

2013.html) 

Amos is actually a farmer who raised sheep and tended fig trees (7:10-14).  God calls Amos into service 
to speak the truth to those in power and to go to bat for those in need. 
 
The primary concern of his work is the matter of justice. Clearly, the equality that YHWH has called 
for since the time of the Exodus from Egypt has been severely compromised. A few rich people 
have become rich at the expense of the increasing number of the poor. Amos announces this 
problem again and again. 
 
"They hate the one who calls for justice in the gate (the place of justice in the ancient city) and abhor 
the one that speaks the truth. As a result, you trample on the poor and snatch from them their 
necessary grain for living, building houses of well-dressed stones. But you will not live in them! You 
have planted lovely vineyards, but you will never drink the wine! You have afflicted the righteous, 
taken bribes, and shoved aside the needy in the gate" (Amos 5:10-12).  (Holbert) 

 
Their lack of concern for justice in the community, their rejection and abuse of the poor of the 
land, will lead to YHWH's utter rejection of them. 
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His uncompromising demands for justice, his withering unwillingness to allow vacuous worship to 
cover over our unwillingness to care for the poor and needy of the land, his continual call for overt 
concern for those among us who are in great need, his thorough rejection of the comingling of church 
and state, are themes that never go out of style. Of course, if Amos were a Methodist, he would serve 
a different congregation every Sunday! (all Holbert) 
 
Do you know anything about any other prophetic figures? 
 
Both OT & gospel passages concern prophetic figures -- Amos and John the Baptist -- who are 
confronted because of their condemning, prophetic message. Amos is asked to leave the land of 
Judah; John is beheaded. Yet, their messages carry on today to this very Sunday when we hear their 
prophetic voices again and ponder again their significance as we seek to find our prophetic voices. 
 
Prophets do not seem to be much appreciated . . . ! Their announcements of judgment are not well-
received. They are perceived as a threat to the leadership, whether it be the mighty Herod or the local 
priest of Bethel, Amaziah. 
(Tyler Mayfield, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2487) 

 
Like a good children’s sermon uses an object lesson to convey its point, God presents an object to 
Amos. It is a fairly common object with a clear purpose. The plumb line functions to keep the wall 
vertically straight during construction. The plumb line uses lead (Latin for lead is plumbum) at the end 
of a string to judge how the wall is measuring up. It helps maintain the integrity of the building by 
providing a vertical reference point. 
God, however, has a different use for the plumb line. God is setting a religious and ethical plumb 
line in the midst of the kingdom of Israel to see how they stand. The people fail to measure up. 
They are not upright. The plumb line demonstrates their tottering and wavering. 
(Mayfield) 

 
We are always the most upset at our prophets when they seem to be questioning our way of life, not 
when they question the actions of those with whom we disagree.  (Mayfield) 

 
And, I might add, we get most upset when we are asked to CHANGE. 
 
 
IF YOU WERE TO DEFINE A “STRAIGHT ARROW,” WHAT WOULD YOU SAY? 
 
Straight arrow = 
honest person  

 good person  
 salt of the earth  
 square shooter  
 straight shooter  
 upright person  

 
BUT, we also need to be aware that there may be consequences when we are straight arrows, 
like John the Baptist!  He got his head handed to him on a silver platter!  
Regardless of whether or not we like to hear judgment, Amos brings it today.  God, in the vision of 
Amos, judges society to be “out of plumb.”  Things today aren’t any straighter than they were in 
Amos’ time.  The poor get exploited; their concerns are not heard.  Government leaders do not hold 
themselves to the same standards as they expect the citizenry to follow.  Justice is out of reach for 
some and set on its head for others.  Where are the “straight arrows” who have strong views but 
know how to compromise, how to give a little to get a little, for the good of the people?  Where are 
upright who go to bat for the unjustly accused?  We label them bleeding hearts; God calls them 
straight arrows. 
 
In the spirit of “fearless conversation,” what are our “sins” as a society? 
 

 Are we caring for our elderly, even those who don’t have the means to pay for their own care? 

 Are our children given opportunity to grow in wisdom and in faith?  Are they allowed to feel 
pain in order to learn how to deal with suffering? 

 Can people speak freely to each other without fearing “blowback?”  Can we be honest with 
each other?  Is there any place to have a safe conversation about controversial things? 

 Personal comfort before sharing with others; accumulation before giving away 

 Outright lying by political candidates about each other and whatever the facts might seem to 
be. 

 Consumerism 
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 Cheating to get ahead 

 Suspicion precedes trust 

 Local embezzlement from businesses, nonprofits, and fire companies 

 Digging in heels to get own way; recalcitrance; obstinance; non-cooperation 
 
Do we align with our wants or God’s will?  What is our “plumb” or the “straight way” for us?  Is God 
our plumb line, God’s commandments our straight edge, Jesus’ teachings and relationships our t-
square?   
 
The plumb line is a metaphor for determining what is true and what is false.  John became 
Herod’s plumb line, calling him to repent of his sin; Herod didn’t think kindly of that.  John’s blood was 
poured out to make Herod look good.  Jesus’ blood was poured out to save even the Herods of 
the world who repent and want to go straight.  (based on www.sundaysandseasons.com)   
 
Jesus’ cross is our plumb line.  It is loaded with meaning: 

1. suffering for others 
2. humility 
3. enduring humiliation for the right cause 
4. spending ourselves in service of others 
5. being unpopular for the sake of the truth 

 
We like to “spin” the plumb line our way, but it just spins and spins and never quite lands when we try 
to live our own way instead of God’s.   
 
Let’s pray together about being plumb with God’s will. 
 
       

The Rev. Robert E. Mitman 
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