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Amos 3:1-10                           “Starting Over”                              R.P.C. 
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                                         Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
  
     Amos did not begin life wanting to be a prophet – after all who would 
intentionally desire to do something as ‘irrational’ as that? No, Amos once led a 
quiet, uneventful life, that of a shepherd and a “dresser” of sycamore trees in the 
tiny town of Tekoa, about ten miles south of Jerusalem. 
    As a shepherd, he was likely not an educated man, but he wasn’t ignorant; he 
was likely wise to the ways of the world – an astute observer of nature, natural 
laws and events. Tekoa was located on a trade route, so he undoubtedly learned 
to converse with those who passed through his town, and was likely fairly up-to-
date and informed as to the political and religious issues of his day. Since not 
much could be made to earn a living from raising sheep, he was also a “dresser” 
of sycamore trees, which meant that just prior to the harvest, he was hired to 
climb the trees and pinch the fruit, so as to make the fruit that much sweeter. So 
Amos was more than likely a poor, modest, unassuming individual – hardly 
material for becoming one of God’s fiery prophets – yet nevertheless, a prophet 
he was called to be…. 
    Amos received his “word from the Lord” concerning Israel during the reigns of 
Uzziah, king of southern kingdom, Judah, and Jeroboam I and II, kings of northern 
kingdom of Israel, two years before the great earthquake. This would have placed 
his calling and mission somewhere around 760 BC. 
    The political context was that Assyria loomed as the superpower of the day up 
to the north of Israel, but so far had ignored both Israel and Judah, using them as 
a kind of buffer from another military power further south, namely Egypt. The 
times were marked as being fairly prosperous and the people had become 
apathetic concerning issues of faith and their allegiance to God. They were 
equally complacent about the threat of Assyria’s growing power and dominance 
over the entire mid-East. 
    So into this context comes the “disturbing word” of the Lord from the voice of 
Amos: “The Lord roars from Zion and utters his voice from Jerusalem;  the pastures 
of the shepherds wither, and the top of Carmel dries up.”  “Do two walk together 
unless they have made an appointment?  Does disaster befall a city unless the 
Lord has done it?  Surely the Lord God does nothing without revealing his secret to 
his servants the prophets.” (Amos 3:3-6) 
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    These rhetorical questions were posed by the observant prophet Amos to 
challenge the people to the fact that, though they were prosperous and content, 
God was nevertheless displeased with them. They had become apathetic and had 
neglected their faith.  Injustice was rampant as evidenced by the gap between the 
rich and the poor, and God was about to bring judgment upon them all.  Thus, we 
have Amos, a humble shepherd and the dresser of sycamore trees, now serving as 
a fiery prophet of God, warning the people of judgment, right in the midst of what 
seemed to be rather successful times. 
    Theologian James McClendon asks, “What is the word that Americans like to 
hear the most?” That word, he argues, is the word “success.” McClendon notes 
how we enjoy hearing about athletes who soar to the top of their sports, striving 
to set new records or making ‘the play of the week’ on ESPN. O, how we like to 
hear about companies who turn a profit quarterly and reward their investors with 
increased dividends. Or what about rock stars and singers who are so successful 
that we call them “American Idols”? 
    To be a North American is to, above all, to WIN – to succeed! Our favorite 
stories are about some lad or lass in a distant place who always dreamed of 
coming to America: They scrape and save just enough to make their way to this 
‘land of opportunity and success,’ take a job as a dishwasher for a few dollars an 
hour, yet still manage to send money home to mama and papa, and the six other 
siblings. Then they start a business importing Mongolian goat hair, monopolize 
the goat hair industry and make a gazillion dollars. Now they live at Miami Beach, 
impressing everyone with their wealth and making a select few folks happy by 
contributing a few hundred dollars to their favorite charities. That, we are told is 
the great American Dream – either that or win Power Ball. 
    But McClendon also points out that the favorite American dream is far from the 
favorite Biblical story. The Bible rarely tells of anyone who got rich, successful or 
powerful, and never holds such persons up as those who are to be emulated. 
    O, we know that Job acquired numerous possessions again, after his time of 
trial, and that kings David and Solomon brought a new prosperity to Israel. But 
what is notable about these accounts is the faith and character of these 
individuals, despite of their flaws. Their wealth is mentioned, but not espoused as 
‘their goal of life.’ 
    More often than not, the scriptures describe wealth as being a tempting 
hindrance for claiming true discipleship and adhering to the values of God.  Jesus 
certainly espoused that viewpoint as reflected in the account we shared from 
Luke concerning the choice offered to the rich young man who turned sadly away. 
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    Writes McClendon, “In the main, the Bible is not about getting rich. It is not 
even about succeeding.” “Ultimately, the Bible is about God, and God in the Bible 
seems most of the time to lose … not win.” 
     If we will note the Bible is not shy about admitting failure. Yet after each 
failure, it seems that God is always there, ready to start over. God was not, and is 
not stumped by human rebellion and sin. God is persistent – even with us.  So 
God keeps starting over again and again. In our text the prophet Amos is relating 
God’s determination to not give up on Israel, but rather keeps returning, as God 
attempts to correct Israel’s wayward behavior in order to get the people to stop 
and start over. 
    It would seem that even up to today, the church as a community of faith, is a 
place designed for starting over… A pastor in the United Methodist Church was 
approaching retirement and was given his last pastoral appointment by the 
bishop. After six months in his new church, he confessed his frustration to a 
colleague. With sadness he said, “At this church I feel just like I am starting all 
over.” “This congregation has the same problems and same challenges as the very 
first church I served when I first finished seminary 35 years ago.”  “It seems the 
same battles have to be fought and the same issues have to be addressed…. We 
are always having to start over.” 
    I suspect that is precisely how God felt when he nudged the prophet Amos to 
speak a disturbing word to the people.  But we notice that Amos is introduced as 
nobody very special – nobody whose previous training or talents suggest that he 
would be an effective spokesperson for God. He is introduced as one of those 
lowly shepherds from Tekoa. In other words, Amos is a kind of country bumpkin 
who may have seldom even been to the “big city” of Jerusalem. 
     And let’s remember - Amos’ prophetic voice was being proclaimed when the 
kingdom was divided, with Judah to the south and Israel to the north. He began 
with offering his disturbing word in the south, but king Uzziah got so angry and 
fed up with him that he sent Amos northward toward Israel.  So this “southerner” 
migrated northward to “preach the word of the Lord.” But there in the north, 
they apparently couldn’t understand his ‘southern’ Jewish accent, or disliked the 
content of his message, so again he was thrown out of town by a coalition of 
religious and political leaders. This might just suggest that the more effective the 
prophet, the worse his fate – I mean, consider what happened to John the Baptist 
… and then Jesus. 
     The point of all of this is that Amos also had to “start over.”  He had been a 
shepherd and a part- time tender of sycamore trees. Yet he was called by God to 
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leave his sheep and his orchards, and go preach first in the south, then to those 
“Yankees” up north. Although Amos protested that he was the wrong person for 
the job, being just a farmer and all, Amos finally got the point of God’s call and 
responded. Sometimes when God uproots us and asks us to start over, it is 
because God sees gifts in us to be used for a new situation that we do not even 
recognize in ourselves. Amos found that some of the things he had learned from 
his simple life as a shepherd and as an observer of life could be used in his 
message and mission. The one talent he had was straightforward, down-to-earth 
common sense, based on listening and observation, and directness in his speech. 
    Notice that Amos doesn’t use any theological jargon.  He speaks just like we 
would imagine a no-nonsense shepherd would speak.  He urges people to draw 
on their own experiences after read the “signs of the times.” “The pasture of the 
shepherd withers, the top of Mt. Carmel dries up.” “If you see two people, coming 
across town from different directions and meet, then walk on together, you are 
probably right in assuming they had an appointment to meet and may be 
discussing plans.” “If you hear a lion roaring proudly in the bush, it is safe to 
assume he has caught his prey, and is not in the process of stalking it.” In other 
words, ‘are you watching what is happening around us and understanding the 
signs of the times?’ “Times are changing; Assyria is like a lion that is getting ready 
to stalk again, and we might be the next prey…” “God is still active, and is quite 
intentionally involved in what is happening.” 
    Later, Jesus uses this same straight forward talk concerning observing the ‘signs 
of the times.” “If you see a fig tree in full blossom, you know that spring has 
come.”  “Consider the lilies of the field, they neither toil nor reap…” In other 
words, focus people - focus on what is happening around us; take a moment to 
observe….  Change is about to begin and things are about to start over. 
    The problem is that stopping what we are doing and starting over is not 
especially easy, and often frightening. Most pastoral counseling sessions have to 
do with starting over: The job seems secure and you feel like you are fixed in that 
position for life; but then comes the company merger, and some reorganization. 
Whatever they call it up at the front office, it results in someone being “out on 
the street” having to start over. 
     The marriage vows state that two people are to live together “as long as we 
both shall live.” But then a mid-life crisis hits, and the luster seems gone; interests 
and values change. Suddenly you are parted from your spouse by something 
other than length of life; it means “starting over.” 



5 
 

    Starting over is the story reflected in God’s church too.  Like the part of the 
story involving John Wesley, the founding father of the Methodists who got off on 
a rather bad start. After college at Oxford University, he accepted an appointment 
to become a missionary to Georgia in the American colonies.   In Georgia he upset 
the local Christians by introducing forms of worship that were too different from 
their usual customs of worship.  He also fell in love with the 18-year-old daughter 
of the local bailiff. But instead of marrying him, she eloped with her boyfriend, so 
Wesley excommunicated her and the boyfriend, whereupon the girl’s father sued 
Wesley and Wesley was run out of town. 
     But while crossing the Atlantic back to England, Wesley met a group of 
Moravians who taught him to look at the scriptures in a whole new way. He 
regularly visited the Moravian Chapel at Aldersgate in London. And then one 
night, to quote him, “At about a quarter to nine, I felt my heart strangely 
warmed.”  “I felt a renewed trust in Christ - in Christ alone for my salvation; and 
an assurance was given to me that he had taken away my sins.”  With that, John 
Wesley “started over” and returned to America with a new purpose and zeal, and 
started the Methodist Denomination. 
    There are times when God takes what at first seems to be a disaster, and 
transforms it into gracious gain. The starting over may be painful, challenging or 
frightening as it likely was for shepherd Amos. Yet, this “starting over” is 
somehow often related to God’s disruptive determination to use those whom 
God calls – even people like us – for God’s own good purposes. 
    It is said that in the last years of Karl Barth’s life, after he had completed writing 
his Church Dogmatics, he spent an entire summer reading the entire New 
Testament again. When he finished reading it, he remarked, “I must start reading 
it over again. I have discovered new things which I had not seen before.” 
    Anyone approaching a reading and study of the Bible must be willing to be 
shocked, to be surprised, to see something new with each new reading. The Bible 
doesn’t just ask us to agree – it makes demands on us.  It demands that we stop – 
change – start over and bring a new reorientation to our lives. 
    Likewise, when we face those times in life when we must bring one aspect of 
our lives to an end, so as to begin again, we are to remember this: The same God 
who began the world at creation – the God who came back to humanity after the 
flood and began creation again – the God who continually took His wayward 
people back, over and over again….. the God who spoke through the prophets, 
like Amos … is the same God who came to us in human form in the person of 
Jesus Christ. 
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    And now, through him we are given forgiveness, and the grace to begin again. 
We have been given the grace to “start over” - time and time again. 
                                                                                                                                  Amen. 
  
 
  
   


