PENTECOST 7, B – July 11, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Amos 7:7-15; Eph. 1:3-14; Mark 6:14-29

This 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. And the Lord said to me, “Behold, I am setting a plumb line in the midst of my people Israel; I will never again pass by them.”  (Amos 7)

Last Sunday, as we celebrated our nation’s independence, we prayed for our nation and closed the Service with a beautiful hymn in which we thanked God for our nation and asked Him to bless our land and people. Today, just one week later, we hear in our Scripture readings about God’s prophets opposing their rulers and governments. Of course, the king Amos opposed – Jereboam – and the king John the Baptist opposed – Herod – lived centuries ago, and their nations were not democracies. So: what do today’s readings have to do with us?
Well, during just the few short years of my life conflict between us who believe in and follow Jesus and our government and society has been increasing.
· In 1973 the Supreme Court declared abortion to be permissible according to the Constitution and overturned all state laws banning it. Since then the Congress and many state legislatures have passed laws ensuring that a woman’s right to choose abortion would outweigh a baby’s right to live. Our Church has consistently spoken out against this, for God in His Word says that every life, from conception on, is created and redeemed by Him and so is precious to Him. Abortion is the sinful taking of life.
· In 2015 the Supreme Court declared that people of the same sex have the right to marry and overturned all state laws forbidding this. Our church speaks out against this, for God in His Word declares that marriage to be a life-long union between a man and a woman only.

· Just a few days ago the Supreme Court affirmed that people have the right to identify as male or female – or something else – and so, for instance, use any bathroom they choose. This cannot be forbidden. The U.S. House of Representatives has passed what is known as the Equality Act (HR 5) to legislate such things as this. The Act specifically states: “The Religious Freedom Restoration Act of 1993 shall not provide a defense to a claim under… the application or enforcement [of this law]…” And so, religious people and organizations must toe the line.
What is going on? The line is being moved… initially, the line between what is legal and what is not legal. But, when something is called, not simply legal, but a right, then it becomes seen as just… as moral… as good. Increasingly, then, those who oppose such laws and rights are considered unjust… immoral… even evil. People like Amos… and John the Baptist… and Päivi Räsänen and Rev. Dr. Juhana Pohjola.
Who are they? Päivi Räsänen is a physician, the mother of five and grandmother of six, and a member of the Parliament of Finland: a democracy. She has been charged with three crimes, including “hate speech,” and faces 6 years in prison for sharing what the Bible says about marriage and human sexuality on social media, on television and in a pamphlet. The pamphlet was printed by the Evangelical Lutheran Mission Diocese of Finland, and as Rev. Pohjola is its bishop (and a former student, by the way, at the seminary which taught me), he has been charged with incitement against a group of people and also faces 6 years in prison. In Finland: a democracy… and a predominantly Lutheran nation.
So: religions are also changing. This makes being a follower of Jesus who believes and declares that what God says in the Bible is good and right, and a blessing for all to follow, not so easy anymore.
By the way, I say that what God says in the Bible is good and right a blessing for all to follow because this is what God says. He shows Amos a plumb line: a simple tool used to make sure that a structure – such as a foundation for a house, or a wall – is built straight and so will stand and be safe. 
· The recent collapse of the condo in FL shows how important this is!

Well, notice: Amos sees “the Lord standing beside a wall, with a plumb line in his hand.” God holds the plumb line. He is showing that He – not society, or judges, or legislators, or even yourself – knows what is good and right and best for us all. His Word is the plumb line. Ultimately, His Christ is the plumb line, for Paul says in Eph. 1 that God’s plan is “to unite all things in Him, things in heaven and things on earth.”
Amos’s message to the king and the people, then – and our message to our society and our legislators – is that, if you ignore God’s plumb line, His Word and His Christ, and instead let human wisdom – of legislators; of courts; or even of your own heart – direct how you live, then you will have God against you and His judgment upon you. The consequences of that may, or may not, be apparent in this life; but they will surely be apparent in the life to come. But, if you follow the plumb line of God’s Word and love and follow His Son as your Savior, God’s blessing will rest upon you and His love, expressed also in His good commands, will guide you.
This is our message because it is God’s message, a message taught and lived out by Jesus. It is a difficult message that God’s prophets and pastors must proclaim. Pastors speak for God! They hold the plumb line of God’s Word up to actions and decisions and laws, to see if they are straight and in line with God’s Word. By God’s plumb line they seek to direct actions and decisions, to ensure that they are straight; are good and pleasing to God. God is pleased and will bless them and their hearers as they do so. But, pastors must realize that, as Amos and John and the prophets, and finally Jesus Himself, were persecuted for holding up God’s plumb line, they will also face opposition and endure hardship. They must expect it.
So must you. For, you see, the plumb line of God’s Word and His Christ has also been given to you. Such great things are said about you who believe in Jesus! “[God] has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing,” Eph. 1 says. “He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world... In love He predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ... In Him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us… In Him we have obtained an inheritance… In Him you also, when you heard the word of truth and believed, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of our inheritance.” Wow! How greatly you are blessed by God in Jesus! But: God has blessed you so that you be “holy and blameless in Him.” So that you might live for Him and show, in your actions and in your words, that He is your God and Savior… that His Christ and His Word are the plumb line for your life.
This will not be easy. In fact, it will be increasingly hard as our government and our society more and more turn away from God’s wisdom to men’s wisdom… to men’s foolishness. Persecutions will come… unless you say nothing and show yourself to be no different. The world may then accept you. God will not.
Your Lord and Savior has made you different. He has made you His in Christ by lavishing His forgiveness upon you in your Baptism and sealing you with His Holy Spirit through His Word! He desires to also lavish this forgiveness upon those in our society who think and live so contrary to Him and who reject His plumb line. Jesus died for them, also.

So: strive to be His mouthpiece and show forth His goodness in your life. When you fail, repent and remember: Christ’s blood covers all of your sins. And know that His Holy Spirit sanctifies and purifies our every work, making us pleasing to God.

We are not alone in our witness. We are not alone in our sufferings. We are not alone – ever! – at any point in our lives. The Lord who holds the plumb line is your Father. He put His name on you in your baptism as He poured out His love for you in Christ on you and sealed you with His Spirit. For His name’s sake He will preserve your life, now and forever! Amen.
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