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This expositional commentary is dedicated to 
the Lord Our Righteousness 
in memory of James Montgomery Boice, 
who inspired a generation of preachers to teach the Bible.









Let him who has my word speak my word faithfully.


JEREMIAH 23:28


My joy is gone; grief is upon me; my heart is sick 
within me.


JEREMIAH 8:18


For I know the plans I have for you, 
declares the Lord, 
plans for welfare and not for evil, 
to give you a future and a hope.


JEREMIAH 29:11
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A Word to Those Who Preach the Word


There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.


There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.


What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.


The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.


The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “ The bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.


Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.


The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!


R. Kent Hughes


Wheaton, Illinois









Preface


What can be gained from reading and studying Jeremiah? After spending several weeks listening to daily readings from this Old Testament prophet, the writer Kathleen Norris concluded that the point of listening to him is “coming unglued”:




The prophet, after all, is witness to a time in which his world, the society surrounding the temple in Jerusalem, meets a violent end, and Israel is taken captive to Babylon. Hearing Jeremiah’s words every morning, I soon felt challenged to reflect on the upheavals in our own society, and in my life. A prophet’s task is to reveal the fault lines hidden beneath the comfortable surface of the worlds we invent for ourselves, the national myths as well as the little lies and delusions of control and security that get us through the day. And Jeremiah does this better than anyone.1





Norris is right: Better than anyone else, Jeremiah reveals the spiritual fractures beneath the comfortable surface of daily life. This was true in the prophet’s own time, as he watched his society suffer the devastating consequences of life without God. It was true in the 1960s as well, when Francis Schaeffer boldly identified Jeremiah as a prophet for post-Christian times. “Jeremiah,” he wrote, “provides us with an extended study of an era like our own, where men have turned away from God and society has become post-Christian.”2 It is still true today as Western civilization accelerates towards the godless abyss.


This commentary began as a long series of sermons straight through Jeremiah. During the year and a half we studied the book at the Tenth Presbyterian Church in center-city Philadelphia, we were often amazed at its relevance for life in these postmodern times. The barbaric relativism Jeremiah witnessed in ancient Israel has come to America. As one parishioner said, “Sometimes I feel like Jeremiah has a job where I work.”


Because of his ongoing relevance for spiritual life, Jeremiah is a wonderful prophet to study. This commentary was written to help Christians read, understand, and teach the books of Jeremiah and Lamentations. It has several distinctives. First, it shows some of the connections between the ministry of Jeremiah and the saving work of Jesus Christ. Some commentaries give too little attention to the presence of Christ in the Old Testament; this one tries to present the gospel according to Jeremiah.


Second, the present volume explains the implications of Jeremiah and Lamentations for practical Christianity. It is an expositional commentary, which means (among other things) that it applies biblical truth to daily life. I have tried not only to explain what Jeremiah meant but also to illustrate what he means for the contemporary Christian. Strictly speaking, the commentary is not exegetical, and pastors looking for in-depth grammatical analysis of Jeremiah and Lamentations will undoubtedly wish to consult more technical works.


A third distinctive of this commentary is that it views Jeremiah and Lamentations as literary unities. Some contemporary scholars approach Jeremiah’s books as hopeless jumbles of prophecy that they must cut and paste back into the proper order. Such cutting and pasting is unnecessary because the organization of Jeremiah and Lamentations is not merely chronological, it is also topical. It is important to understand from the outset that this is by design rather than by accident. Although there are enough historical clues to provide dates for most of Jeremiah’s material, the prophet’s own concerns were more theological than historical.


Finally, it should be noted that some of the material in this volume has appeared in print before, in a much shorter book called Courage to Stand: Jeremiah’s Battle Plan for Pagan Times.3









JEREMIAH









1


A Prophet to the Nations


JEREMIAH 1:1–10
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THE RABBIS CALLED HIM “ The Weeping Prophet.” They said he began wailing the moment he was born. When Michelangelo painted him on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, he presented him in a posture of despair. He looks like a man who has wept so long he has no tears left to shed. His face is turned to one side, like a man who has been battered by many blows. His shoulders are hunched forward, weighed down by the sins of Judah. His eyes also are cast down, as if he can no longer bear to see God’s people suffer. His hand covers his mouth. Perhaps he has nothing left to say.


His name was Jeremiah. His story begins like this:




The words of Jeremiah, the son of Hilkiah, one of the priests who were in Anathoth in the land of Benjamin, to whom the word of the LORD came in the days of Josiah the son of Amon, king of Judah, in the thirteenth year of his reign. It came also in the days of Jehoiakim the son of Josiah, king of Judah, and until the end of the eleventh year of Zedekiah, the son of Josiah, king of Judah, until the captivity of Jerusalem in the fifth month. (1:1–3)





This introduction tells us a great deal about Jeremiah. He was a preacher’s son, for his father Hilkiah was a priest. He was born in the village of Anathoth, close enough to Jerusalem to see the city walls, but at the edge of the wilderness, where the land slopes down to the Dead Sea. He labored as God’s prophet for forty years or more, from 627 BC to some time after 586 BC. Four decades is a long time to be a weeping prophet.


Jeremiah lived when little Israel was tossed around by three great superpowers: Assyria to the north, Egypt to the south, and Babylon to the east. He served—and suffered—through the administrations of three kings: Josiah the reformer, Jehoiakim the despot, and Zedekiah the puppet. He was a prophet during the cold November winds of Judah’s life as a nation, right up to the time God’s people were deported to Babylon. Jeremiah himself was exiled to Egypt, where he died.


A Divine Call


Jeremiah’s sufferings began with a divine call:




Now the word of the LORD came to me, saying,


“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,


and before you were born I consecrated you;


I appointed you a prophet to the nations.” (vv. 4, 5)





God did wonderful things for Jeremiah before he was even born. He knew him. He formed him. He set him apart and appointed him as a prophet to the nations. He did all this long before Jeremiah drew his first breath or shed his first tear.


The call of Jeremiah is rich in its doctrinal and practical content. Among its important teachings are the following:


1. God is the Lord of life. God formed Jeremiah in the womb. Jeremiah had biological parents, of course, but God himself fashioned him and knit him together in his mother’s womb. Telling children who ask where babies come from that they come from God is good theology. And it is not bad science either. The Lord of life uses the natural processes he designed to plant human life in the womb.


2. A fetus is a person. A person is a human being, created in the image of God, living in relationship to God. This verse testifies that the personal relationship between God and his child takes place in the womb, or even earlier.


Birth is not our beginning. Not even conception is our real beginning. In some ineffable way, God has a personal knowledge of the individual that precedes conception. “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you.” This is the strong, intimate, Hebrew word for “know” that is also used to describe sexual intimacy between husband and wife.


“I knew you.” What a beautiful thing for God to say to his children! “I loved you and cared for you in eternity past. I made a personal commitment to you even before you were born.” And what a beautiful thing for parents to say to their children: “God knows you, God loves you, and God has entered into a personal relationship with you.” This verse holds special comfort for mothers who have had miscarriages. It gives hope to parents who have lost children in infancy, and even for women who aborted their own babies. God knew your child, and he knows your child.


3. We do not choose God before God chooses us. If you want to know who you are, you have to know whose you are. For the Christian, the answer to that question is that you belong to Jesus Christ.


When did Jeremiah start belonging to God? When did God choose him? The prophet was set apart before he was born. While Jeremiah was being carried around in his mother’s womb, God was making preparations for his salvation and his ministry. To set something apart is to sanctify it or to dedicate it to holy service. Long before Jeremiah was born, God chose him and consecrated him for ministry.


Given the intimacy of God’s knowledge of Jeremiah, it is appropriate for Jeremiah to address him with the title “LORD GOD” (v. 6). God is sovereign. He not only forms his people in the womb, he sets them apart for salvation from all eternity.


God’s choice is not unique to Jeremiah; it is true for every believer. This is known as the doctrine of divine election. “You did not choose me,” Jesus said to his disciples, “but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit” (John 15:16a). “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ … he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (Ephesians 1:3–4). This promise is for the whole church. Therefore, it is for the comfort of every Christian. God not only knows you, he chose you, and he did so long before you were ever conceived.


Eugene Peterson offers these practical conclusions about God’s choice of Jeremiah:




My identity does not begin when I begin to understand myself. There is something previous to what I think about myself, and it is what God thinks of me. That means that everything I think and feel is by nature a response, and the one to whom I respond is God. I never speak the first word. I never make the first move.


Jeremiah’s life didn’t start with Jeremiah. Jeremiah’s salvation didn’t start with Jeremiah. Jeremiah’s truth didn’t start with Jeremiah. He entered the world in which the essential parts of his existence were already ancient history. So do we.1





4. Every Christian has a calling. There is a general call, of course, to believe in Jesus Christ. But everyone who believes in Christ also has a special calling to a particular sphere of obedience and ministry. Jeremiah was not just set apart for salvation, he was set apart for vocation. God had work for him to do. The prophet had a mission to accomplish and a message to deliver to his generation.


Jeremiah’s unique appointment was to be a prophet to the nations. God intended his ministry to be international in scope. Part of Jeremiah’s job was to promise God’s grace to the nations, proclaiming, “All nations shall gather to … the presence of the LORD in Jerusalem” (3:17).


But to be a prophet to the nations also includes announcing God’s judgment. By the time he reached the end of his ministry, Jeremiah had pronounced a divine sentence of judgment upon every nation from Ammon to Babylon. Just as all nations receive God’s sovereign grace, all nations are subject to God’s severe justice.


Jeremiah’s calling is not for everyone. The first chapter of Jeremiah is mainly about his call for his times, not your call for your times. But you do have a call. God not only knows you and chose you, he has a plan for your life. As F. B. Meyer so eloquently puts it, “From the foot of the cross, where we are cradled in our second birth, to the brink of the river, where we lay down our armor, there is a path which he has prepared for us to walk in.”2


Perhaps you are still trying to figure out what God’s plan is for you. Many Christians long to know what God is calling them to do. If you are not sure, there are at least two things you ought to do.


The first is to do everything you already know God wants you to do. You cannot expect to be ready for God’s call, or even to recognize God’s call, unless you are obeying what God has already revealed to you. This includes the obvious things, such as spending time in prayer and Bible study, serving the people with whom you live, remaining active in the worship of the church, and being God’s witness in the world.


Second, ask God to reveal his will for your life. If you ask, he has promised to answer. “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him” (James 1:5).


A Dubious Candidate


Jeremiah knew what God wanted him to do. Yet even after he received his divine call, he was still a dubious candidate: “Ah, Lord GOD,” he said, “I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth” (v. 6).


Jeremiah had two main objections to becoming a prophet: his lack of eloquence and his lack of experience. To paraphrase: “Ahhh, wait a second, Lord, about this whole prophet-to-the-nations thing … It doesn’t sound like that great an idea. Prophecy is not one of my spiritual gifts. As you know, I am getting a C in rhetoric at the synagogue. Besides, I am just a teenager.”


Was Jeremiah being modest or faithless? Was it right for him to object to God’s call or not?


A good way to answer those questions is to compare Jeremiah with some other prophets. Later the Lord reaches out his hand and touches Jeremiah’s mouth (v. 9). This reminds us of Isaiah’s experience when he saw “ The Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple” (Isaiah 6:1).


Isaiah had one or two doubts about his calling too, but his doubts were different. Isaiah’s main problem was that he had a guilty conscience: “And I said: ‘Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!’” (v. 5). Isaiah did not doubt his ability, he doubted his integrity. When the seraph flew from the altar to touch Isaiah’s lips with a live coal, he said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for” (v. 7).


Isaiah’s experience was somewhat different from Jeremiah’s. When God touched Jeremiah’s lips, it was not to take away his sins, it was to give him God’s words.


What about the call of Moses? Was Jeremiah’s call like the call of Moses? Jeremiah’s objection sounds very much like the objection Moses made when God called him: “Oh, my Lord, I am not eloquent, either in the past or since you have spoken to your servant, but I am slow of speech and of tongue” (Exodus 4:10). Unlike Isaiah, Moses doubted his competence rather than his righteousness.


This was precisely Jeremiah’s objection. He was not sure what to say or how to say it. He may have even been concerned about his foreign language skills, since God was calling him to an international ministry. Perhaps his grasp of Akkadian and Ugaritic was deficient. In any case, Jeremiah had his doubts about whether he could do the job.


Jeremiah’s doubts find an echo in J. R. R. Tolkien’s novel The Fellowship of the Ring. A hobbit named Frodo has been chosen to make a long and dangerous quest to destroy the one ring of power, a quest he himself would not wish to choose. “I am not made for perilous quests,” cried Frodo. “I wish I had never seen the Ring! Why did it come to me? Why was I chosen?”


The answer Frodo is given is similar to the one God’s prophets often receive: “Such questions cannot be answered… . You may be sure that it was not for any merit that others do not possess; not for power or wisdom, at any rate. But you have been chosen and you must therefore use such strength and heart and wits as you have.”3


When God gives his servants a clear calling, he does not accept any excuses. “ Then the LORD said to him [Moses], ‘Who has made man's mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the LORD? Now therefore go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you what you shall speak’” (Exodus 4:11, 12).


God said much the same thing to Jeremiah. To put it plainly, he said, “Don’t give me that stuff!” “Do not say, ‘I am only a child.’ You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you’” (1:7). “ Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth. And the LORD said to me, ‘Behold, I have put my words in your mouth’” (v. 9).


God did not disqualify Jeremiah on the basis of his youth and inexperience. In fact, he treated him the same way he treated Moses. He did not deny the basis for the prophet’s objection. He did not argue with Jeremiah about his speaking credentials or quibble with him about his age. Jeremiah may have had reasonable doubts. But God exposed his false humility for what it really was: a lack of faith.


Jeremiah had forgotten that God is not limited by human weakness. God himself possesses everything Jeremiah needs to answer his call. In fact, enabling weak tools to do strong jobs is God’s standard operating procedure. His entire work force is comprised of dubious candidates. When God calls someone to do a job, he gives him or her all the gifts needed to get the job done. With God’s calling comes God’s gifting.


This does not mean that your gifts and abilities do not matter when you are trying to figure out what God wants you to do with your life. They do matter. If you do not know what God is calling you to do, take an honest look at the gifts he has given you. If necessary, ask others to help you figure out what your gifts are.


But once you know what God has called you to do, trust him to equip you to do it. God equipped Jeremiah to be an international prophet in some amazing ways. He was a polymath, a great scholar, a man of prodigious learning. He was able to converse in the fields of politics, economics, comparative religion, geography, theology, botany, zoology, anthropology, military strategy, architecture, industry, agriculture, fine arts, and poetry.4


If God has actually called you to do a particular job, then he will do for you what he did for Jeremiah: He will give you everything you need to do that job. If you think you know what the Lord wants you to do with your life, get busy, trusting him to give you the grace to answer his call.



A Dangerous Commission


Once God had issued his divine call and dealt with his dubious candidate, he gave him a dangerous commission: “For to all to whom I send you, you shall go, and whatever I command you, you shall speak. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you” (vv. 7, 8).


Frankly, that sounds a little ominous! God does not spell things out, but it is easy to tell that Jeremiah’s job will be dangerous. Telling someone “Do not be afraid” is the kind of advice that tends to have the opposite effect than the one intended. The more people tell you not to be afraid, the more you start to wonder what you ought to be afraid of! It is like the king who sent one of his knights off to rescue his fair princess. Just as the knight rode away from the castle, and just as the drawbridge was closing behind him, the king yelled down from the ramparts, “Don’t be afraid of the dragon!” “Dragon? What dragon? You didn’t say anything about dragons!”


God’s promise to rescue Jeremiah is also a bit worrisome. Rescued from what? The promise suggests that the prophet will fall into grave danger. God does not promise that Jeremiah has nothing to fear or that he will not need to be rescued. But he does command him not to be afraid, and he does promise to rescue him.


The reason Jeremiah did not need to be afraid was that he had the promise of God’s presence. The Lord gave him the same promise he made to Moses, to Joshua, and to all his children: “I am with you.”


Once there was a man who understood the danger of the prophet’s commission and the comfort of God’s presence. He was an evangelist God used to bring renewal to the Colombian church during the 1980s and 1990s. Since he was an enemy of the drug cartels, his life was in constant danger, until he was finally gunned down by assassins. Yet shortly before he died, he said, “I know that I am absolutely immortal until I have finished the work that God intends for me to do.” God’s servants are indeed immortal until they have completed their service.


Not only did Jeremiah have God’s presence at his side, he also had God’s words on his lips: “ Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth. And the LORD said to me, ‘Behold, I have put my words in your mouth’” (v. 9). This is another connection between Jeremiah and Moses. God promised that he would raise up a prophet for his people like Moses: “I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him” (Deuteronomy 18:18).


Whenever Jeremiah spoke in God’s name, God was the one doing the talking. Who wrote the book of Jeremiah? From one point of view, it contains the words of Jeremiah, as the Scripture says: “ The words of Jeremiah, the son of Hilkiah” (1:1). From another point of view, however, these are the words of God himself: “ To [him] the word of the LORD came” (v. 2).


The Bible is never embarrassed to speak this way. There is a meaningful sense in which the words of Jeremiah are recorded in the pages of the Old Testament. The book of Jeremiah gives us a glimpse of the personality and experiences of the man, Jeremiah. But at the same time the Holy Spirit is the One who breathed out the words of the book of Jeremiah. “For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). The book of Jeremiah is God’s words and Jeremiah’s words. When we read them, we do not just see God through Jeremiah’s lens; God speaks to us directly.


The reason Jeremiah has authority “over nations and over kingdoms” (1:10) is that he is not speaking on his own behalf. God is sovereign over the nations, and he rules them by his Word. When prophets speak in his name they are mightier than kings. When preachers preach according to God’s Word they are mightier than presidents.


Once when I was interviewed by a pastoral search committee, I was asked if I was easily intimidated. (The church was frequented by scholars and other learned individuals.) “Would you feel comfortable preaching to so-and-so?” I was asked. Before taking time to think about my answer, I blurted out, “Yes, I’d preach to the Queen of England.”


I think it was a good answer. God rules the nations of this world by his Word. Those who have been appointed to preach that Word have a spiritual authority over the nations. The Lord instructed Jeremiah to be a bold prophet, not because of his preaching ability or because of his age and experience, but because he was called to speak God’s own words.


A Depressing Conclusion


It was not always easy for Jeremiah to speak God’s words. His commission was not only dangerous, it was often depressing. We have already been given a clue that the book of Jeremiah does not have a happy ending. It ends with the people of Jerusalem being sent into exile. Thus the book of Jeremiah is a tragedy rather than a comedy. It is about the unraveling of a nation. It is the sad story of the decline of God’s people from faith to idolatry to exile.


It is this decline that makes Jeremiah a prophet for post-Christian times. He lived in a time very much like our own, when people no longer think God matters for daily life. Public life is increasingly dominated by pagan ideas and rituals. Some people still meet their religious obligations, but they do so out of duty rather than devotion.


The spiritual problems we face at the dawn of the twenty-first century were the same problems that Jeremiah found depressing twenty-five hundred years ago. The discouragement of his ministry is evident from the verbs God uses to describe it: “See, I have set you this day over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant” (v. 10). The prophet’s job description includes six tasks, and four of them are negative. Two to one, his words to the nations will be words of judgment.


“ To pluck up” is to dig up nations by the roots and turn them under. It is a word that Jeremiah uses more than all the other Biblical writers combined, often to describe the uprooting of idols (e.g. 12:14–17). “ To break down” is to tear down a standing structure, like knocking down a city wall or toppling a tower. “ To destroy” is another word for knocking things down. “ To overthrow” is to demolish, to bring to complete ruin.


Once the Lord plucks up, breaks down, destroys, and overthrows a nation, there is not much left. There is a great deal of that kind of judgment in the rest of Jeremiah’s book. This verse is not only Jeremiah’s job description, it is also a helpful plot-summary of his book. He lives in such evil days that judgment will outnumber grace two to one.


But grace will have the last word. When the cities of evil have been torn down and plowed under, God will start afresh. He will begin a new work. He will “build,” and he will “plant.” He will bring renewal out of demolition.


This is God’s plan for the kingdoms of this world (cf. 18:7–10). He is the one who is in charge of the beginnings and endings of history. He is the one who uproots some nations and plants others. He is the one who tears down some kingdoms and rebuilds others.


This is also God’s plan for salvation in Jesus Christ. Jesus said, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). The temple of Jesus’ body was uprooted and torn down from the cross. It was destroyed and overthrown to the grave. But God built and planted resurrection life into the body of Jesus Christ.


Now God builds and plants that same resurrection power into the life of every believer. First the Holy Spirit uproots and tears down sin in your heart, and then he plants faith and builds obedience into your life. Like Jeremiah, you were a dubious candidate at the beginning. Yet God has known you from all eternity, and he has set you apart for new life in Christ.


If God has done all that for you, will you go wherever he tells you to go and say whatever he wants you to say, even if it turns out to be a dangerous commission?
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When the Almond Tree Blossoms


JEREMIAH 1:11–19


[image: image]


GOD FINISHED HIS CALL TO JEREMIAH with a flourish. It was an audiovisual presentation, a spiritual show-and-tell.


The second half of Jeremiah 1 consists of three object lessons. First God shows the prophet an almond tree (vv. 11, 12), a boiling pot (vv. 13–16), and an iron pillar (vv. 17–19). Then God tells Jeremiah what the tree, the pot, and the pillar mean: his word will blossom forth, his judgment will be poured out, and his prophet will stand firm.


The Almond Tree


What is the sign that winter is over and spring is on the way? In the northern United States, the first harbinger of spring is the robin. In my Midwestern childhood, a better indicator of spring was the forsythia bush on the side of the house. When tiny yellow blossoms started to appear on the forsythia, spring was definitely on its way, and the urge to get out a baseball glove was irresistible. In Washington, D.C., cherry blossoms mean spring. In Oxford, England, it is daffodils.


In Anathoth, where Jeremiah was born, it was almond blossoms. If they had wanted to, they could have held an almond-blossom festival there every spring. Even to this day that region of Judea is a center for almond-growing. The almond tree is always the first to blossom. Already in January the almond trees in Jeremiah’s hometown were covered with white blossoms.


“And the word of the LORD came to me, saying, ‘Jeremiah, what do you see?’” The prophet’s answer was predictable: “I see an almond branch” (v. 11). Very likely the branch was covered with white blossoms. Or perhaps it had not yet blossomed, but its tiny buds were just beginning to appear. In any case Jeremiah understood what the branch meant. It was the first sign of spring. When the almond tree blossoms, the promise of spring is about to be fulfilled, and warm weather is on the way.


The almond blossom was the show. Next comes the tell: “ Then the LORD said to me, ‘You have seen well, for I am watching over my word to perform it’” (v. 12). God used a play on words to teach Jeremiah the spiritual significance of the almond branch. This is how he stoops to the level of human understanding. He speaks—indeed, he puns—so that we might comprehend.


The word for “watching” is the Hebrew shoqed. It sounds very much like the Hebrew for “almond”: shaqed. In fact, those two words—shoqed and shaqed—are different forms of the same word, the word for waking or watching. The almond tree was the waking tree. It was the first tree to wake up after a long winter’s nap. It was also the watching tree, the tree one watched for in the spring.


God showed Jeremiah the almond tree to teach him that he is wide awake. He is not asleep. He does not slumber. He never goes into hibernation. God is still on his watch. He is wide awake, watching and waiting.


What God is watching for is to make sure that everything God has promised comes to pass. He is watching to see that his Word is fulfilled. This is one of the main themes of the book of Jeremiah, what Douglas Rawlinson Jones calls “ The power and inescapability of the divine word moving inexorably towards fulfilment (sic).”1 God is going to do everything he has promised to do. He is bringing his plans to fruition. Even when it seems dormant, God’s Word is waiting to burst into flower. It is not dead, it is alive. Like the almond tree, it is starting to blossom. One can no more prevent God’s promise from being fulfilled than one can keep the almond tree from blossoming in springtime.


God made a similar promise to Isaiah:


For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven


and do not return there but water the earth,


making it bring forth and sprout,


giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,


so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;


it shall not return to me empty,


but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,


and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it. (Isaiah 55:10, 11)


The almond branch gives solid hope and lasting joy to every Christian. It assures us that everything God has promised will come to pass. Every last one of his very great and precious promises will be fulfilled.


It is good to recount the promises of God. There is the promise of “redemption” in Jesus Christ (Colossians 1:14). There is the promise of forgiveness of sins (1 John 1:9). There is the promise of “ The water of life without price” (Revelation 22:17). There is the promise of the gift of the Holy Spirit, for this generation and the next (Acts 2:39). There is the promise that you will be comforted when you mourn, shown mercy when you are merciful, and filled with righteousness when you hunger and thirst after it (Matthew 5:4–7). There is the promise that God will give you wisdom (James 1:5, 6). There is the promise that God will never leave you nor forsake you (Joshua 1:5).


These promises are only the beginning. There is the promise that “ The pure in heart … shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). There is the promise that God’s people will be with him (Revelation 22:3). There is the promise that Jesus has gone to prepare a place in his Father’s house, and that he will come back soon to take you there (John 14:2, 3). There is the promise that the Lord Jesus Christ will transform your body to be like his glorious resurrection body (Philippians 3:21).


All those promises are true. Every last one of them will be fulfilled. Some have already begun to blossom, like almond blossoms in springtime. Soon all of them will burst into full flower in the everlasting springtime of paradise. The Apostle Paul wrapped up all these promises together (and many more besides) when he wrote: “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him. That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory” (2 Corinthians 1:20).


The Boiling Pot


What about words of judgment? Will they come to pass too? Does God fulfill his threats as well as his promises?


Here is the show: “ The word of the LORD came to me a second time, saying, ‘What do you see?’ And I said, ‘I see a boiling pot, facing away from the north’” (1:13). Once again God used something common to teach Jeremiah. First it was an almond branch. This time it is a plain, old, ordinary cooking pot, probably made of iron or copper.


The prophet must have seen this pot on an open fire. As anyone who has ever been camping knows, it does not take long for water to boil on an open flame. Imagine the pot resting on logs or coals and heating to a rolling boil. The Hebrew does not literally say “boiling”; actually it says “blown upon.” In other words, the fire is being stoked, the flames are being fanned, and the embers are bursting into flame. As the pot resettles in the fire, it tips to one side, the boiling water bubbles over the side of the pot, and steam goes hissing up from the flames.


That was the show. Here is the tell: “ Then the LORD said to me, ‘Out of the north disaster shall be let loose upon all the inhabitants of the land. For behold, I am calling all the tribes of the kingdoms of the north, declares the LORD” (vv. 14, 15a). Trouble is brewing, and it is not hard to tell which way the wind is blowing. The cauldron is tipping ominously away from the north.


The Bible does not yet identify the northern peoples who will come spilling down toward Jerusalem, but one can round up the usual suspects. Maybe it will be the Scythians from northern Asia, whom Herodotus mentions in his history. Perhaps it will be the Assyrians, although their power was on the wane in Jeremiah’s day. Probably it will be the Babylonians, who were going from strength to strength.


But the real point is that God himself will do the judging. God is summoning the northern kingdoms. When the Babylonians come, they will be marching to God’s orders. God is the one who will tip the “boiling pot” and pour it out over Judah. Judging sin is God’s prerogative. He is the righteous judge who uproots and tears down nations, who destroys and overthrows kingdoms (v. 10). As he says in verse 16, “I will declare my judgments against them.”


What will it be like for Jerusalem to be scalded by the boiling pot of divine judgment? The northern kings “shall come … against all its walls all around and against all the cities of Judah” (v. 15b). This is a hint that when judgment comes, Jerusalem will be a city under siege. Enemy armies will camp around her walls, waiting for the people of God to starve. While they are at it, these armies will have their way with the defenseless towns and villages in the surrounding countryside.


But here is the real kicker: “Every one shall set his throne at the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem” (v. 15b). What total humiliation! When an ancient king wanted to show his complete domination over vanquished foes, he would set up his throne in the gates of their capital city. There is an ancient mural, for example, that shows Sennacherib sitting in the gates of Lachish, ruling as a judge over that city.


Consider how degrading this would be for the city of Jerusalem. Jerusalem is the city where the son of David is supposed to sit on his throne. Indeed, it is intended to be the throne of God himself (cf. 3:17). But when the boiling pot spills over Jerusalem, the Babylonian generals will park their thrones right in the middle of the city gates. This prophecy was fulfilled, of course. Later Jeremiah will recount how Nergal-sar-ezer of Samgar, Nebu-sar-sekim, and another Nergal-sar-ezer camped out in the Middle Gate of Jerusalem (39:3).


Why would God allow his own people to experience such a defeat? And not just allow it—God will actually bring this judgment to pass! But he will do it with good reason. His people have rejected him. They have decided to follow other gods. He holds a cauldron over them, he says, “for all their evil in forsaking me. They have made offerings to other gods and worshiped the works of their own hands” (1:16).


God’s people will get no more than they deserve. They have burned incense to other gods, which was a blatant violation of the first commandment God ever gave them: “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3). The word God uses for burning incense can include offering sacrifices. So perhaps the Jews had even tried to get atonement from other gods. They also worshiped idols they had made with their own hands, which was a blatant violation of the second commandment: “You shall not make for yourself a carved image … You shall not bow down to them or serve them” (Exodus 20:4, 5). No wonder, then, that the tribes of Judah and Benjamin found themselves under the boiling pot!


This show-and-tell is a warning to anyone who does not have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. If you are like the people of Jeremiah’s day, you stand under the boiling pot of divine judgment. Do not repeat their mistake. They did not believe that God punishes sin. They decided that Jeremiah was just breathing idle threats and that Jerusalem would never be destroyed. Their dismissive attitude is summed up in this taunt: “Where is the word of the LORD?” (17:15). That is a dangerous attitude to take if God is the God of the almond tree. His threats of judgment are as certain as his promises of grace. He watches to see his Word fulfilled, as the people of Jerusalem eventually discovered.


If you do know Christ, think twice about bowing down to idols. The values of this world have a way of getting mixed up with the values of the kingdom of God. That is why the church always needs to be on its guard against worldliness. The gods of self, sex, power, luxury, popularity, and beauty are always clamoring for attention. Turn a deaf ear to them, for it is against such sins that the wrath of God is about to be revealed.


The Iron Pillar


There was more show-and-tell to come, but first God repeated Jeremiah’s call: “But you, dress yourself for work; arise, and say to them everything that I command you. Do not be dismayed by them, lest I dismay you before them” (1:17). Sometimes important things need to be repeated, especially for dubious candidates for Christian service.


Jeremiah had heard most of this before. God had already put words into his mouth and had already told him not to panic. What is new is the sense of urgency. By telling his prophet to get ready, God was telling him to brace himself. Literally he said, “Gird up your loins.” Today Jeremiah would be told to roll up his sleeves or to put on some sweats and lace up his sneakers. Back then God told him to hike up his robe and tuck it into his belt so it would not get in his way.


The other thing that is new is the warning: “Do not be dismayed by them, lest I dismay you before them” (v. 17). If Jeremiah does panic, God will give him something to really panic about. The point is that if Jeremiah loses his nerve in front of mere human beings, God will unnerve him.


John Calvin’s commentary on this verse is worth repeating:




This passage contains a useful doctrine, from which we learn that strength shall never be wanting to God’s servants, while they derive courage from the conviction that God himself is the author of their calling … for God will then supply them with strength and courage invincible, so as to render them formidable to the whole world: but if they be unhinged and timid, and turn here and there, and be influenced by the fear of men, God will render them base and contemptible, and make them to tremble at the least breath of air, and they shall be wholly broken down… . 2





Jesus Christ repeats this warning for the benefit of his disciples: “For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of Man also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38). Anyone who speaks a word of testimony in behalf of Christ—even in the face of ridicule or persecution—needs to do it with spiritual courage.


If Jeremiah is going to be as bold as that, he will need supernatural strength, which is exactly what God promised to give him.




And I, behold, I make you this day a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls, against the whole land, against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests, and the people of the land. They will fight against you, but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you, declares the LORD, to deliver you. (1:18, 19)





How strong will Jeremiah be? God has made him “a fortified city.” He will be a metropolis of a man. He will be like a city on a hill, with high walls and strong towers, defended by a mighty army. He will be like Pharaoh Thutmose III, a man described as “a hero, excellent fortress of his army, a wall of iron.”3 Jeremiah was no military hero—he was a man of the cloth—but he was just as strong.


God also made him “an iron pillar,” a steel beam of a man. The word for “pillar” is not the word for a free-standing column; it is the word for a prop or foundation post that supports a building. Jeremiah will be a tower of strength. He will be like a flying buttress holding up the wall of a cathedral. He will support and uphold the people of God.


God made Jeremiah a “bronze [wall],” a metal bulwark of a man. Actually there were no bronze walls in the ancient world. The British Museum in London houses bronze gates from Assyria. But they are only gates, and they are actually wooden gates with bronze overlay. They are strong gates, but imagine how much stronger they would be if they were bronze all the way through. That is how strong God made Jeremiah.


Jeremiah needed that kind of strength. He needed the triple protection of being “a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls.” God commanded him to take his stand against the kings, the officials, the priests, and the people of Judah, which did not leave him with many allies. In fact, it did not leave him with any. The kings of Judah—Josiah, Jehoiakim, and Zedekiah—were against him. The courtiers, advisers, and civil servants of the kingdom were against him. So were the people of the land, meaning the regular folks, the rank-and-file working people. Even his own colleagues in ministry turned against him. With friends like these, who needs enemies?


God warned Jeremiah that he would not win many popularity contests. His warning was accompanied by strong words for confrontation. “ They will fight against you,” God said, using a word for military conflict. The people would declare war on Jeremiah, ambushing him at every turn and trying to destroy his ministry. When God told Jeremiah to gird up his loins, what he was really telling him to do was to put on his combat fatigues.


Jeremiah was appointed over nations and kingdoms, to tear them down and to build them up (v. 10). This included standing up to God’s enemies, refusing to give in to political pressure. How could he do it? How can any believer, let alone a youngster who does not know how to speak, have the courage to stand against the enemies of God in a wicked world?


Courage and strength come from the Lord. Jeremiah did not construct himself into “a fortified city.” He did not fashion himself into “an iron pillar.” He did not raise himself into a “bronze [wall].” Instead God said, “I make you this day a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls” (v. 18). God himself is the foreman for this construction project. Right from the beginning of his calling, God equipped Jeremiah with the courage he needed to finish his calling.


The great Jewish scholar Moses Maimonides (1135–1204) had this to say about the prophetic calling:




Thus, we find prophets that did not leave off speaking to the people until they were slain; it is this divine influence that moves them, that does not allow them to rest in any way, though they might bring upon themselves great evils by their action. Thus, when Jeremiah was despised, like other teachers and scholars of his age, he could not, though he desired it, withhold his prophecy or cease from reminding the people of the truths which they rejected.4





It was not just Jeremiah’s call that made him indomitable, it was God’s protection. God did not just make Jeremiah strong; he promised to stay at his side, to rescue him, to help him stand and not be overcome. God kept those promises, of course. He is the God of the almond tree, the God who watches to see that his Word is fulfilled.


Derek Kidner makes a striking point about the fulfillment of these promises. He observes that verse 18 sounds like a wild exaggeration. How can one man be “a fortified city” and “an iron pillar” and a “bronze [wall]”? But Kidner points out that when one looks at the whole career of Jeremiah, this verse turns out to be an understatement, because the prophet held out longer than the walls of his fortified city, Jerusalem.5 Jerusalem cracked and crumbled before Jeremiah did.


Jeremiah was like the Puritan described in John Geree’s The Character of an Old English Puritane: “a man foursquare, immoveable in all times, so that they who in the midst of many opinions have lost the view of true religion, may return to him and there find it.”6


Are you a foursquare Christian? The command to stand firm in the day of spiritual battle is not just for Jeremiah; it is a command for every follower of God. Jeremiah is a picture of the Christian who stands and is not overcome. Like Jeremiah, you must “be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might” (Ephesians 6:10). You must get ready for combat, putting on “ The whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil” (Ephesians 6:11). You must gird up your loins, standing firm, “having fastened on the belt of truth” (Ephesians 6:14). Is anything in this world stronger than a believer who stands firm in the promises of God?


The calling to be strong in the Lord is not just for prophets like Jeremiah. It is for every Christian because every Christian faces spiritual danger. In John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), Christian answers the call of God and embarks upon a great journey to the Celestial City. On the way he overtakes Mr. By-ends, a man who differs from what he calls Christians “of the stricter sort.” He is a fair-weather believer. He cannot be bothered with the demands of discipleship. He is not willing to hazard everything for God if that is going to include any suffering. “We never strive against wind and tide,” says Mr. By-ends. “We are always most zealous when religion goes in his silver slippers; we love much to walk with him in the street, if the sun shines and the people applaud it.”


Christian replies to Mr. By-ends with words that apply to Jeremiah and to everyone who stands with Jesus Christ for the gospel: “If you will go with us, you must go against wind and tide, the which, I perceive, is against your opinion. You must also own religion in his rags, as well as when in his silver slippers, and stand by him, too, when bound in irons, as well as when he walketh the streets with applause.”7
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God Files for Divorce


JEREMIAH 2:1–37
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I WALKED PAST the notice board on the street, and I was shocked by my own sermon title, chosen some weeks before: “God Files for Divorce.” I ran up to my office and pulled out a Bible to make sure I had it right. God files for divorce? Can it be true? Would the God of the eternal covenant end his marriage to his own people?


Yes, he would. “‘Therefore I still contend with you, declares the LORD, and with your children's children I will contend’” (2:9). The honeymoon is over. God is taking his people to divorce court. Jeremiah 2 is his legal testimony.


The Honeymoon


God remembers what the honeymoon was like. He pages through the photos in his wedding album. As he looks back on the early days of his marriage, there is an ache in his heart. He can remember how his bride adored him when they were first married. “ The word of the LORD came to me, saying, ‘Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem, Thus says the LORD, “I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me”’” (vv. 1, 2a).


God is on the witness stand in the agony of love, the kind of agony Sheldon Vanauken describes in his book A Severe Mercy:




To hold her in my arms against the twilight and be her comrade for ever—this was all I wanted so long as my life should last… . And this, I told myself with a kind of wonder, this was what love was: this consecration, this curious uplifting, this sudden inexplicable joy, and this intolerable pain.1





Once Israel loved God like a newlywed. Wives should take careful note of Jeremiah’s picture of the devoted wife. Actually the word “devotion” is not strong enough! God remembers the covenant faithfulness of Israel. This is a word for unbroken promises, unshakable loyalty, unceasing devotion, and unfailing loving-kindness. It is the perfect word to describe marriage because marriage is a covenant relationship. It is more than a legal contract; it is a steadfast love commitment of fidelity and adoration.


Christians sometimes get the idea that being faithful to God’s covenant is simply a matter of obeying God’s Law. This is because we are legalists at heart. But God never intended our relationship with him to be mere obedience of the will. God wants our hearts as well as our wills. Redemption is a romance.


The children of Israel gave their hearts to God when they first got married. They reveled in the romance of redemption. Like a newly married bride, Israel loved her divine husband. She loved him the way Julian of Norwich (c. 1342–1413) did when she said, “I saw him and sought him, and I had him and I lacked him.”


The proof of Israel’s love was that she followed God wherever he led. “In the wilderness, in a land not sown” (v. 2b), this bride submitted to the guidance of her husband. Israel was young and in love, and all she wanted was to be close to her husband. Barren wilderness was not much of a bridal suite, but that didn’t matter! Israel followed God out of Egypt, through the wilderness, and into the Promised Land (vv. 6, 7).


If Israel was a loving wife, God was a faithful husband. He did not fail to keep any of his wedding vows. Here husbands ought to take careful note of Jeremiah’s picture of the perfect husband.


God had passion for his bride. “Israel was holy to the LORD, the firstfruits of his harvest” (v. 3a). He took her to love and cherish. He treated her with honor and respect, setting her apart as “holy.” Israel was the firstfruits of God’s harvest among the nations of the world. She was God’s best and most valuable possession, the apple of his eye, dedicated to him alone.


So God protected his bride. He would not allow anyone else to taste his fruit. “All who ate of it incurred guilt; disaster came upon them” (v. 3b). If anyone threatened Israel or encroached on her territory, God treated it as an attack on his own person. Remember what happened to the Egyptians? Or the Philistines? God saved his wife and kept her safe.


Then God provided for his bride: “I brought you into a plentiful land to enjoy its fruits and its good things” (v. 7a). God gave Israel a beautiful home. There was plenty of food in the fridge—mostly milk and honey—and fine bone china on the table.



The Grounds for Divorce


That was then, but this is now. Time to wake up and smell the burnt toast. The honeymoon is over. My wife and I decided our honeymoon was over when the no-stick frying pan we bought when we first got married started to stick. Well, in Jeremiah 2 the frying pan is sticking like the floor of a movie theater.


How could this be happening? If you were there for the nuptials, when Jerusalem was espoused to God, you never would have believed it would all end in divorce. The wedding was so beautiful! The honeymoon was so wonderful! The bride was so devoted! The husband was so faithful! Where did it all go wrong?


God is on the witness stand in divorce court asking the same question.




Hear the word of the Lord, O house of Jacob, and all the clans of the house of Israel. Thus says the LORD:





“What wrong did your fathers find in me


that they went far from me,


and went after worthlessness, and became worthless?


They did not say, ‘Where is the LORD


who brought us up from the land of Egypt,


who led us in the wilderness,


in a land of deserts and pits,


in a land of drought and deep darkness,


in a land that none passes through,


where no man dwells?’” (2:4–7; cf. 2:31)


God did not leave his people—they dumped him. God’s people were the ones who walked out on the marriage. They used to love him, but it’s all over now. This is worth remembering whenever God seems distant. “Have you not brought this upon yourself by forsaking the LORD your God, when he led you in the way?” (v. 17). As the saying goes, “If God does not seem as close as he used to, who moved?”


Why would anyone ever move away from God? It makes no sense! Why would a bride leave a perfect husband? Why would she abandon a spouse who fulfilled all his vows to her? There is no explanation, no excuse. God’s bride separated from her husband without the slightest provocation.


God is the one who has been wronged. He is the plaintiff, and this is his accusation: “ They went far from me, and went after worthlessness, and became worthless” (v. 5b). This is the only legitimate ground for divorce—adultery (cf. Matthew 5:32). In this case the adultery is spiritual. God’s people have been having affairs with “worthless” idols. This is the same word used in Ecclesiastes for “vanity.” It means “mist” or “vapor.” Idolaters grasp at thin air. Actually, they worship nothing at all.


The marriage between God and his people is dying of neglect. God’s people no longer seek after God. They no longer say, “Where is the LORD?” (2:6a). They no longer recount and recite the mighty acts of salvation. They forget the love that saved them. They suffer from self-induced spiritual amnesia.


This is a reminder for Christians to thank God daily for salvation in Jesus Christ. Recount and recite the saving acts of God in history. Remember what God has done in your life. The road to spiritual adultery begins when you stop reveling in the love of God. Few Christians plan to fall into grievous sin. It is only after falling that they realize they have drifted away from the God of love.


Jeremiah places the blame for Jerusalem’s marital difficulties squarely on the shoulders of her spiritual leaders:


The priests did not say, “Where is the LORD?”


Those who handle the law did not know me;


the shepherds transgressed against me;


the prophets prophesied by Baal


and went after things that do not profit. (2:8)


The prophets, priests, and kings were not part of the solution—they were part of the problem. “As a thief is shamed when caught, so the house of Israel shall be shamed: they, their kings, their officials, their priests, and their prophets” (v. 26). The leaders got caught with their hands in the cookie jar. They were committing secret sins. Like everyone else, they were sleeping around with idols.


The middle of verse 8 ought to keep ministers and other spiritual leaders awake at night: “ Those who handle the law did not know me.” A holy calling does not make a holy man. The priests of Jeremiah’s day were handling the Scriptures, studying the Bible, and teaching God’s Word, but they did not know God himself (cf. John 5:39, 40). Their ministry was a dead ritual rather than a living relationship.


The Evidence


Jeremiah 2 does not describe a situation of “irreconcilable differences.” This is not a no-fault divorce. God has legitimate grounds for terminating the marriage.


The rest of the chapter gives evidence of the infidelity of God’s people. It is like a judicial slide show. As part of his prosecution, God introduces into evidence image after image of spiritual adultery. He lays out his case with the logic of a lawyer and the longing of a lover, proving beyond a shadow of a doubt that his people have forsaken their first love.


What is it like when God’s people leave their husband? It is unheard of! Exhibit A: It is like a nation changing its gods.


For cross to the coasts of Cyprus [in the West] and see,


or send to Kedar [a tribe in the far East] and examine with care;


see if there has been such a thing.


Has a nation changed its gods? (vv. 10, 11a)


Of course not! Travel the world from east to west, no nation has ever changed its gods. Shoes, maybe, or hairstyles, but not gods.


Even the pagans are loyal to their gods. They cart them around wherever they go. Did the Canaanites ever abandon Baal or Asherah? Never! Did the Babylonians ever forsake Bel or Merodach? Ridiculous!


Has a nation changed its gods,


even though they are no gods?


But my people have changed their glory


for that which does not profit. (v. 11)


It is hard to believe, but God’s people exchanged the glorious effulgence of the divine presence for idols made of wood or stone. “For as many as your cities are your gods, O Judah” (v. 28b).


The people of Judah were so confused that they were “cross-worshiping”: “[They] say to a tree, ‘You are my father,’ and to a stone, ‘You gave me birth’” (v. 27). That is, they call the feminine goddess (represented by the wood) “Father” and tell the masculine god (represented by the stone) that he gave them birth!


By partner-swapping, Israel bartered away the living God. This was a religious crime without precedent in the ancient world. The pagans never abandoned their dead gods, but God’s people abandoned the living God. The members of the jury, namely, the “heavens,” ought to be so appalled at what they hear that they are “shocked … [and] utterly desolate” (v. 12).


What is it like when God’s people leave their husband? Exhibit B: It is like leaving a spring of living water:


[for] my people have committed two evils:


they have forsaken me,


the fountain of living waters,


and hewed out cisterns for themselves,


broken cisterns that can hold no water. (v. 13)


Imagine living in the desert. It is always dry. The thing you always need and can never find is water. Then imagine finding a desert spring that continuously bubbles up fresh from the ground. Would you leave a never-ending supply of water behind? Never! Only a lunatic would abandon a desert spring.


Now imagine leaving the spring behind and digging a cistern to catch rainwater. If you went to such trouble, would you then leave cracks in the limestone seal? Yet God testifies, “My people have … hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns that can hold no water” (v. 13). If leaving a spring is dumb, building a cracked cistern is dumber. It would be like shutting off your water supply and then digging a trench to get water from the nearest industrial canal.


What Jerusalem did made even less sense. God’s people were worried about getting squashed by world superpowers. They were afraid of being plundered. So just to be safe, they propositioned their neighbors. They substituted political alliances for their love covenant with God:


And now what do you gain by going to Egypt


to drink the waters of the Nile?


Or what do you gain by going to Assyria


to drink the waters of the Euphrates? (2:18; cf. v. 36)


But these nations are not friends, they are enemies. In the end the alliances will fail, and Israel will be disappointed by her former partners.


Is Israel a slave? Is he a homeborn servant?


Why then has he become a prey?


The lions have roared against him;


they have roared loudly.


They have made his land a waste;


his cities are in ruins, without inhabitant.


Moreover, the men of Memphis and Tahpanhes


have shaved the crown of your head. (2:14–16)


How much you go about,


changing your way!


You shall be put to shame by Egypt


as you were put to shame by Assyria.


From it too you will come away


with your hands on your head,


for the LORD has rejected those in whom you trust,


and you will not prosper by them. (2:36, 37)


These prophecies came true, as Israel was later to lament: “I called to my lovers, but they deceived me” (Lamentations 1:19a).


Defense treaties with Egypt and Assyria are like broken cisterns. They cannot hold water the way God can. Worse still, their water turns out to have a bitter aftertaste compared to the sweet living water from God’s eternal wellspring.


Your evil will chastise you,


and your apostasy will reprove you.


Know and see that it is evil and bitter


for you to forsake the LORD your God;


the fear of me is not in you,


declares the Lord GOD of hosts. (2:19)


This is partly a lesson about the coming Messiah. No water can compare with the living water God pours out in Jesus Christ (John 4:10). When the Scottish theologian Thomas Boston (1676–1732) preached on this text, he said, “God in Christ is the fountain, all-sufficient in himself. All the creatures are but cisterns; if there is no water brought into them from heaven, or from the spring, they are dry.”2


It is also a lesson about God and country. Politics is a broken cistern. When Christians trust in political solutions to save the nation, they bring judgment on themselves. One reason for the precipitous decline of the mainline church in America has been its engagement in liberal politics. And by aligning itself with the right-wing agenda, the conservative church has fallen into the same trap. The quest for political power destroys the spiritual influence of the church.


Next comes Exhibit C: God’s people leaving their husband is like a beast breaking free from its yoke. “For long ago I broke your yoke and burst your bonds; but you said, ‘I will not serve’” (2:20a). Jerusalem is like a wild ox with a broken yoke that runs off into the fields. On their way into the spiritual wilderness, God’s people yell back over their shoulders, “We will not serve you!” As a result, God finds himself wondering:


Have I been a wilderness to Israel,


or a land of thick darkness?


Why then do my people say, “We are free,


we will come no more to you”? (2:31)


God’s people were made to serve him. To reject servanthood is not freedom but bondage. Anyone who knows Christ has put his shoulder to the easy yoke (Matthew 11:30). Breaking that yoke to go off and sin is hard slavery.


What is it like when God’s people leave their husband? Exhibit D: It is like a prostitute on the street corner waiting for some action. “Yes, on every high hill and under every green tree you bowed down like a whore” (2:20b). As Derek Kidner explains, Israel is here depicted as “a restless wife to whom the bonds and burdens of true love were slavery, and the lure of the forbidden irresistible.”3


God’s people were guilty of religious prostitution. They were shacking up with gods they hardly knew. Very likely Jeremiah was referring to Baal worship, which included ritual prostitution at leafy hilltop shrines.




Their worship digressed to highly charged eroticism. Somehow an offering was made to these fertility gods through illicit orgasm. But Baal and Ashteroth weren’t real gods at all. Both were satanic counterfeits that snatched away the sexuality given by the Creator, reduced it to eroticism, and propped up that eroticism as an object of worship. Submission to these gods meant bowing the knee to the demonic principalities of sexual perversion. In effect, idealized, eroticized images of the creature were being worshiped, and worship degenerated into nothing more than orgies. The collision of body parts between faceless, nameless people marked the depths of Israel’s idolatry.4





Once the people of Jerusalem had been seduced by the gods and goddesses of Canaan, they became adept at idol worship. “How well you direct your course to seek love! So that even to wicked women you have taught your ways” (v. 33). The Jews knew enough about worshiping idols to give lessons to the most experienced pagans.


This was scandalous, as it always is when religious people turn away from the Lord. A regular churchgoer who does not worship God from the heart is more wicked than an unbeliever who has never heard the gospel.


Worshiping other gods was not only scandalous, it was also futile, as Israel would discover on the day of her judgment: “But where are your gods that you made for yourself? Let them arise, if they can save you, in your time of trouble” (v. 28a)


More Evidence


When God’s people forsake him, it is also like a wild vine. This is Exhibit E:


Yet I planted you a choice vine,


wholly of pure seed.


How then have you turned degenerate


and become a wild vine? (v. 21)


Usually animals are the ones who turn on their masters; this time it is a plant. Back in the springtime, when God planted his garden, he took some cuttings and planted “a choice vine.” He was expecting to get rich, red grapes from the vine and, as one writer describes it, squeeze them into a nice bottle of Sorek wine from the Wadi al-Sarar.5 But the vine turned on him.


God’s people are supposed to be fruitful branches of the true vine, Jesus Christ (John 15:1–8). But when they forsake their first love, they go back to their wild natural state and yield sour fruit.


What is it like when God’s people leave their husband? Exhibit F: It is like an indelible stain.


Though you wash yourself with lye


and use much soap,


the stain of your guilt is still before me,


declares the Lord GOD. (2:22)


Sin is not simply a cosmetic problem. Even after the detergent, the exotic cleansers, the turpentine, and the tomato juice, the stain of sin remains. What soap can wash away sin from the soul? There is no home remedy to take away guilt. Only the blood of Jesus Christ can purify us from all sin (1 John 1:7).


When God’s people leave their husband, it is like a young camel running loose in the desert, which is Exhibit G:


Look at your way in the valley;


know what you have done—


a restless young camel running here and there. (2:23b)


Listen to this description of a young camel:




Literally, this camel is criss-crossing her tracks. The young camel is the perfect illustration for all that is “skittery” and unreliable. It is ungainly in the extreme and runs off in any direction at the slightest provocation, much to the fury of the camel-driver. To sit in a village courtyard and watch such a young camel go scooting through, with some alarmed peasant dashing madly after it, is an unforgettable experience; such a young camel never takes more than about three steps in any direction. To this day the young camel provides a dramatic illustration for anything unreliable. Thus “interlacing her paths” is an accurate description of a young camel—it provides Jeremiah a perfect illustration for the fickleness of Israel.6





Jeremiah’s point is that God’s people run all over the place to sin. They are unable to decide which god they want to serve.


The reference to “ The valley” is particularly ominous. It probably refers to the Valley of Ben Hinnom, where children were sacrificed to Molech (v. 23; cf. 7:30–32). Then there is a further reference to murder. “Also on your skirts is found the lifeblood of the guiltless poor; you did not find them breaking in” (2:34a). The people of Jerusalem had blood on their hands and sleeves. They practiced both child sacrifice and the wanton abuse of the urban poor. When God is forbidden, everything is permissible, as abortion and the lack of concern for the poor in the pagan West now confirm.


For Exhibit H, God moves from dromedaries to donkeys. To forsake him is to behave like a donkey in heat, “a wild donkey used to the wilderness, in her heat sniffing the wind! Who can restrain her lust?” (v. 24a).


Sin is like the uncontrollable sexual urge of an animal.




The habits of the female [donkey] in heat are dramatic and vulgar. She sniffs the path in front of her, trying to pick up her scent of a male (from his urine). When she finds it, she rubs her nose in the dust and then straightens her neck, and with head high, closes her nostrils and “sniffs the wind.” What she is really doing is sniffing the dust which is soaked with the urine of a male [donkey]. With her neck stretched to the utmost, she slowly draws in a long, deep breath, then lets out an earthshaking bray and doubles her pace, racing down the road in search of the male.7





Idols do not need to chase the people of Jerusalem. “None who seek her need weary themselves; in her month they will find her” (v, 24b). Looking for some action, God’s people found their own way to the temples of the pagan gods.


Their hankering after false worship shows the power of addictive sin. Even God’s warnings are not enough to stop them:


Keep your feet from going unshod


and your throat from thirst.


But you said, “It is hopeless,


for I have loved foreigners,


and after them I will go.” (v. 25)


Those who are compulsive gamblers or drug addicts or habitual sex offenders can hardly help themselves. They crave their addictions so much that they feel incapable of giving them up. “It’s no use,” they say. “I must have my sins.” They run after them until they wear out their shoes.


God’s testimony is almost finished, but he has one final piece of evidence, Exhibit I:


Can a virgin forget her ornaments,


or a bride her attire?


Yet my people have forgotten me


days without number. (v. 32)


It would be unthinkable for a bride to forget her wedding dress. Ask any bride what she wore on her wedding day, what her wedding ring was like, and how her hair was done, and she will tell you. Yet God’s bride has forgotten her husband. All comparisons fail. No wife has ever been this forgetful.


The Defense


All the evidence has been heard. What is the verdict? Is there enough evidence for a conviction?


Enough evidence! God can make this accusation stick like taffy on a two-year-old! He has every right to sue for divorce. Jerusalem has no defense. She has turned away from God to foreign idols and foreign alliances.


Like most guilty parties, however, Jerusalem tries to defend herself anyway. Throughout chapter 2, God’s bride mounts a defense in her own behalf. She protests her innocence: “I am not unclean, I have not gone after the Baals” (v. 23). But her lie is exposed during cross-examination, when she is forced to admit that she loves foreign gods (v. 25). How fickle! Yet still another claim of innocence follows: “You say, ‘I am innocent; surely his anger has turned from me.’ Behold, I will bring you to judgment for saying, ‘I have not sinned’” (v. 35).


God’s people are in denial. “But in the time of their trouble they say, ‘Arise and save us!’” (v. 27c), as if nothing is wrong. Worse still, they are starting to play the blame game, as often happens when marriages start to fall apart. Each spouse refuses to take responsibility for his or her own actions. In this case the accused has been doing all the cheating, but she has the audacity to bring charges against her husband: “Why do you contend with me? You have all transgressed against me, declares the Lord” (v. 29).


In the end, Judah’s plea of innocence leads to her condemnation: “I will bring you to judgment for saying, ‘I have not sinned’” (v. 35). God is not only the spurned husband and the prosecuting attorney—he is also the righteous judge. He weighs all the evidence and renders his verdict: guilty as charged.


The important question to ask is this: What verdict would God render about the contemporary church? The dominant sin of Jerusalem—forgetting God—has become a predominant sin in the American church.


Raymond Ortlund Jr., imagines what the evangelical church would look like without the gospel:




What might our evangelicalism, without the evangel, look like? We would have to replace the centrality of the gospel with something else, naturally. So what might take the place of the gospel in our sermons and books and cassette tapes and Sunday school classes and home Bible studies, and above all, in our hearts?8





Ortlund suggests a number of substitutes for the gospel: A “drive toward church growth.” Or “sympathetic, empathetic, thickly-honeyed cultivation of interpersonal relationships.” Or “a determination to take America back to its Christian roots through political power.”9 Or, one might add, any number of otherwise good things that now usurp the throne of a forgotten God.


To make the question personal, what verdict do you deserve? Do you love God like a newlywed, or have you been looking for love in all the wrong places? Whether forgetting God is compared to changing gods or getting water from a broken cistern or sleeping around with idols, the sin is the same. So is the verdict: guilty as charged.


The Reconciliation


So God went through with the divorce, right? He certainly had every right to. He had already tried to rescue the marriage, but even this had failed.


In vain have I struck your children;


they took no correction;


your own sword devoured your prophets


like a ravening lion. (2:30)


The marriage seemed to be beyond recovery. But it wasn’t. Just half a chapter later Jeremiah writes, “Return, O faithless children, declares the LORD; for I am your master” (3:14). It is a breathtaking command. It is God’s grace for the ungracious, his faithfulness to the unfaithful. Even when God’s love goes unrequited, he does not cease to love. Although his marriage is violated, he does not break covenant.


If you have never entered into a love relationship with God, he is courting you at this moment. He invites you to enter into a love that will never let you go. He calls you to leave behind the sins that carry you here, there, and everywhere in the spiritual desert. He invites you to embrace Jesus Christ.


If you have already entered the romance of redemption, consider whether you love God the way you did when you first “got married.” If not, do not try to dance around this betrayal. If you are not passionately in love with God, then you have been behaving like a floozy, spiritually speaking. But your divine husband still wants you back. More amazing still, he can restore the passion and purity of your love for him.


There is a hint of such restoration later in Jeremiah’s book.


The LORD appeared to him from far away.


I have loved you with an everlasting love;


therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you.


Again I will build you, and you shall be built,


O virgin Israel! (31:3–4; cf. 31:21)


It is amazing enough that God still considers Israel his bride. But there is more. His cleansing is so complete that he restores her to passion and purity.


How can he do that? What detergent can wash away the stain of sin? Nothing but the blood of Jesus. “Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish” (Ephesians 5:25b–27; cf. Revelation 21:2, 9). Jesus Christ died on the cross to remove the promiscuity and restore the virginity of his spiritual bride.
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The Way Back Home


JEREMIAH 3:1–18


[image: image]


THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME, there’s no place like home, there’s no place like home.” That is what Dorothy says at the end of The Wizard of Oz. The trouble with life in this world is that we are never at home, even when we get back to Kansas.


There is a passage from an unpublished novel by Walker Percy that captures the homelessness of humanity. Percy imgines this dialogue between two men in a tuberculosis sanitarium:




“What’s the matter, Willy?”


“I don’t know, Scanlon. I’m homesick.”


“How long have you been homesick?”


“All my life.”1





Percy’s dialogue captures the restlessness of the soul that wanders through this world until it finds a home with God.


Jeremiah 3 is about the way back home. At the end of verse 1 God’s people start to experience the first pangs of homesickness. They telephone God, long distance, from a pay phone in a brothel. God is overheard to say, “You have played the whore with many lovers; and would you return to me?” (v. 1).


Far from Home


The first thing for God’s people to realize is how far away from home they really are. They have broken their marriage vows. They have been spiritually promiscuous. They have been looking for love in all the wrong places. When God’s people cheat on him, it is like leaving a fresh mountain spring to drink from a sewer (2:13) or like a wild donkey in heat (2:24).


In chapter 3, the Lord is still thinking about divorcing his unfaithful spouse. In words reminiscent of the prophecies of Hosea, who married a prostitute, he asks,


If a man divorces his wife


and she goes from him


and becomes another man's wife,


will he return to her?


Would not that land be greatly polluted? (v. 1a)


Think about it for a moment. If a man divorces his wife, and she goes off and gets married to someone else, should the man move back in with his ex?


The answer is no, as the Scripture plainly teaches (Deuteronomy 24:1–4). Derek Kidner explains:




This law, which forbade a divorced couple to reunite, was aimed against what would amount to virtually lending one’s partner to another—for if an authoritarian husband could dismiss his wife and have her back when the next man had finished with her, it would degrade not only her but marriage itself and the society that accepted such a practice.2





The Old Testament is often dismissed as patriarchal, but the Bible protects the dignity of women. God has always forbidden his people to treat women like chattel. He also forbids them to play fast and loose with their marriage vows. When people do that—as they do in postmodern society—the whole land is completely defiled.


If it would defile the land for a man to move in with his former wife and her new spouse, then how can God move back in with his people? That would seem to violate his own law, for what God’s spouse has done is much, much worse. She has lived as a prostitute with many lovers!


The children of Israel have been sleeping with every god they can get their hands on. They have become equal-opportunity worshipers. They do not have just one or two idols—they have a whole closet full of them. “Lift up your eyes to the bare heights, and see,” says God. “Where have you not been ravished?” (3:2a). This verse alludes to the worship of Baal and Asherah, which included sex with temple prostitutes at hilltop shrines. The word “ravished” is especially powerful. It is an obscene word for sexual violence. Although God’s people have been looking for a good time, they have been getting raped. False gods are always abusive.


The middle of verse 2 shows how far away from home God’s people have strayed: “By the waysides you have sat awaiting lovers like an Arab in the wilderness” (v. 2b). They have behaved like so many prostitutes sitting at a crossroads in the desert. They are like Bedouin salesmen, advertising their wares, waiting for a caravan to pass by. They are just sitting there, trafficking in the world’s currency, waiting to make love to idols.


They have no shame. “You have the forehead of a whore,” God says. “You refuse to be ashamed” (v. 3b). This verse reminds me of a painting by Henri Toulouse-Lautrec, who wasted much of his time exploring the red-light district of Paris. The painting depicts a young prostitute. Her gaze is fixed straight forward without fear or modesty. Her chin is lifted in defiance, challenging anyone to pass judgment on her sins.


Prostitution is a shameless sin. Homosexual prostitutes sometimes strut on the corners around Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia. This is such common knowledge that in 1996 Philadelphia magazine ran an article about the prostitutes entitled “ The Vampires of Delancey Street.” Some of the things in that article sounded like they came right out of Jeremiah. The prostitutes were described as “nomads.” The article also talked about the way they call themselves “hustlers” to make it sound like they are the ones who are getting something. Sadly, of course, they are being used and abused. “ The very name for it, hustling, seems like a defiant insistence that it’s their customers, and not the boys themselves, who are getting played, getting used, eaten up by the street and by each other.”3


I do not mention these things because I despise homosexual prostitutes, who are made in the image of God and can receive forgiveness for sin in Jesus Christ. I mention these things because they give us a picture of the shamefulness of sin in the church. Jeremiah is a prophecy for people who know God in a personal way and yet have wandered away from him. It is a warning about apostasy, the sin of having a home with God and then running away.


Running away was especially reprehensible in Judah’s case because God gave her ample warning that she would be punished for her sins. Already the spring rains have been shut up in the heavens, which was the proper punishment for idolatry (Deuteronomy 11:16, 17). “ Therefore the showers have been withheld, and the spring rain has not come” (3:3a). God proceeds to remind Judah what happened to her sister:




The LORD said to me in the days of King Josiah: “Have you seen what she did, that faithless one, Israel, how she went up on every high hill and under every green tree, and there played the whore? And I thought, ‘After she has done all this she will return to me,’ but she did not return, and her treacherous sister Judah saw it. She saw that for all the adulteries of that faithless one, Israel, I had sent her away with a decree of divorce. Yet her treacherous sister Judah did not fear, but she too went and played the whore. Because she took her whoredom lightly, she polluted the land, committing adultery with stone and tree. Yet for all this her treacherous sister Judah did not return to me with her whole heart, but in pretense, declares the LORD.” And the LORD said to me, “Faithless Israel has shown herself more righteous than treacherous Judah.” (vv. 6–11)





Even after the people of God divided into two kingdoms—north and south, Israel and Judah—they were still sisters. God gave Judah the opportunity to learn from her sister’s mistakes. In 722 BC the ten northern tribes of Israel were carried off by the Assyrians because they had been unfaithful to God. God refers to this event as giving Israel her “decree of divorce” and sending her away (v. 8). He hoped Israel would grow tired of her spiritual adultery, but she never did.


Now God pleads with Judah to learn from her sister’s mistakes. But does she listen? Sadly, no; apostasy ran in the family. God saw that Judah, like Israel, continued shamelessly to commit spiritual adultery. Some people never learn.


Has the contemporary church learned the lessons of church history? Not very well. Evangelicals are prone to chastise the government, Hollywood, the media, or drugs for national problems. But Jeremiah indicts the church first of all. When he starts to talk about what is wrong with society, he hands God’s people a mirror and invites them to take a long, hard look. The church is supposed to be married to Jesus Christ, but we have many mistresses. If we kept a little black book with the names of our lovers, it would read something like this: “For a good time, call material prosperity, idle entertainment, political power, sexual license, and self-indulgence.”


Homeward Bound


How do we get back home? Jeremiah mentions four milestones along the way. First, the way back home begins with a divine call. You are sitting out in the desert by the side of the road, waiting for sin to come along. You have no idea how to get back home to God, and even if you did know how, you would not want to go.


The way back home starts with God’s call: “Go, and proclaim these words toward the north, and say, ‘Return, faithless Israel, declares the LORD. I will not look on you in anger, for I am merciful, declares the LORD; I will not be angry forever’” (v. 12). And again: “Return, O faithless children, declares the LORD; for I am your master” (v. 14a).


As he loves to do, Jeremiah is playing on words in these verses. Different forms of the word for “ Turn” or “return” occur eighteen times in this chapter. What the prophet is really saying is, “Return, turnable children,” or perhaps “Come back, backsliders.” God is calling his kids back home.


Why does God do it? He does it for no reason at all except that he is a God of love. This is the inscrutable grace of God. He is gracious to the ungracious, faithful to the unfaithful, loving to the unloving. His call comes first. God issues the invitation to come back home before anything else happens, before we have made the slightest motion back toward him. This is the priority of the divine call in salvation.


Through the words of the Bible, God is calling you back home. He is saying, “Come back home, little child, come home. Daddy wants you to come on home.” He makes the same call through Jesus Christ, who says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).


Electing Grace


The second milestone on the way back home is God’s election. God’s grace is not for those who help themselves. It is sometimes suggested that although God calls you to repent, he leaves it up to you to decide whether you want to repent or not. God has his part in salvation, and you have yours. Max Lucado puts it like this: “If there are a thousand steps between us and God, he will take all but one. He will leave the final one for us. The choice is ours.”4


According to this kind of teaching, Jesus Christ did not save you when he died on the cross. He only made salvation possible. Jesus offers you salvation and you can take it or leave it. It is up to you. This is the gospel according to Arminianism, named after the Dutch theologian Jacob Arminius (1560–1609).


Is this the teaching of Scripture? Certainly not in Jeremiah 3: “Return, O faithless children, declares the LORD; for I am your master” (v. 14a). That is the divine call, the free invitation of God to come to him for salvation. It is the free offer of the gospel that is offered to all men, women, and children in Jesus Christ. But notice what the Lord goes on to say: “I will take you, one from a city and two from a family, and I will bring you to Zion” (v. 14b). That is divine election, God’s choice. God’s choosing stands behind God’s calling.


The call to salvation is not like a mother calling her child home for dinner. When God calls you to come home, he does not just say, “It’s time to come home now.” His call comes with much greater force than that. It comes with a stronger compulsion. The Westminster divines called it effectual calling. God calls all people everywhere to repent. But when it comes to salvation, God’s calling has an effect; it gets the job done.


When my son Joshua learned to walk, I took him to the park every day. We would walk down the sidewalk, over the bridge, through the woods, and into the meadow. It took a long time, but he could manage all that on his own. He had enough strength in his little legs to leave home and go out and play in the world. But he did not have enough strength to get back home.


It was not enough, therefore, for me to call him home. He was neither willing nor able to go home. In fact, if it had been up to him, we would probably still be out there! He needed his father to scoop him up, put him on his shoulders, and carry him home, sometimes kicking and screaming. When God calls you to salvation in Jesus Christ, he does not just yell down the block; he scoops you up, plants you on his shoulders, and marches you all the way home.


Someone might object, “But what about my rights? What about my free choice in the matter?” But the truth is that if God did not come and put you on his shoulders, you would never come home. You do not know the way home without his call, and you do not want to come home without his electing grace. You need God’s sovereign grace to completely transform you and bring you back home. One by one and two by two, God brings each and every one of his children home.


Leaving the World Behind


The third milestone on the way back home is repentance. When God calls you to return to him, he calls you to turn away from sin. Returning to God’s embrace means turning your back on all your other lovers.


It is easy to mistake false repentance for true repentance. There was much false repentance in Jeremiah’s day. People returned to God but not wholeheartedly, only “in pretense” (v. 10). Judah’s repentance was merely a charade. It is possible to fool yourself into thinking you have repented for your sins and that you have gone back home to God, when the truth is that you are still out wandering around in the desert. The most dangerous spiritual condition in the world is to think you have already done all the repenting you need to do.


Notice how true repentance differs from false repentance. It is wholehearted. The problem with Judah’s repentance was that she did not return to God with her whole heart. The believer’s relationship to God is a love-relationship. Redemption is a romance; true love requires an undivided heart.


True repentance is also God-directed. Here is the kind of repentance God is looking for:


Only acknowledge your guilt,


that you rebelled against the LORD your God


and scattered your favors among foreigners under every green tree,


and that you have not obeyed my voice


declares the LORD. (v. 13)


Repentance cannot be on a merely human level. First and foremost, repentance is telling God that you are sorry you have sinned against him. King David committed adultery and murder, which are crimes against humanity. Yet he repented to God with these words: “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight” (Psalm 51:4a).


True repentance is grace responsive. We do not work up repentance from somewhere inside us. Repentance is a response to the love of God. “I will not look on you in anger, for I am merciful, declares the LORD; I will not be angry forever” (3:12). The word used here for mercy (hesed) is a word for covenant mercy (cf. 2:2), for unbroken promises and vows of eternal love. God never went through with his divorce. When you are an unfaithful wife, God is still a faithful husband (3:14). He had every right to slam the door on you forever. But he is your loving, merciful, all-suffering husband. He keeps on welcoming you back home.


Finally, true repentance is also obedience producing. The problem with God’s people in Jeremiah’s day was that they were just giving lip service to repentance. They uttered prayers of repentance, but they did not change their ways. They talked the talk without walking the walk. Their conversations with God were casual. They did not have a proper sense of reverence and awe in his presence. So God says:


Have you not just now called to me,


“My father, you are the friend of my youth—


will he be angry forever,


will he be indignant to the end?”


Behold, you have spoken,


but you have done all the evil that you could. (vv. 4, 5)


What is surprising about this flippant attitude is that the people of Jerusalem had experienced spiritual reformation. This part of Jeremiah’s message was delivered during the reign of Josiah. It was during Josiah’s reign that reformation came to Judah. The Book of the Law was found in the temple, and the worship of God’s people was reformed (2 Kings 22). Now Jeremiah says that if you do not repent with a wholehearted, God-directed, love-prompted, obedience-producing repentance, you only have half a reformation, which is no reformation at all.


John Calvin understood that Jeremiah 3 is about reformation. The chapter reminded him of people he knew during the Protestant Reformation in Europe who “seemed at first to embrace the doctrines of the Gospel” but went on to lead sinful lives, even though “ They boldly claim to be the advocates of reformation.”5


Do you desire reformation in the church? The way back home for the evangelical church passes through fields of repentance. The Cambridge Declaration signed by the Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals in April 1996 speaks to this issue with real power: “Evangelical churches today are increasingly dominated by the spirit of this age rather than by the Spirit of Christ. As evangelicals, we call ourselves to repent of this sin and to recover the historic Christian faith.”


The Declaration ends with this prayer:




We repent of our worldliness. We have been influenced by the “gospels” of our secular culture, which are no gospels. We have weakened the church by our own lack of serious repentance, our blindness to the sins in ourselves which we see so clearly in others, and our inexcusable failure adequately to tell others about God’s saving work in Jesus Christ.





Until the church learns to live out that prayer, it will experience no authentic reformation.


Shepherds after God’s Own Heart


The final milestone on the way back to God is the faithful preaching of God’s Word. God promises that when his people return to him, he will give them godly shepherds—“shepherds after my own heart” (v. 15).


The promise of good shepherds applies first of all to kings—for example, David, who was a shepherd after God’s own heart (1 Samuel 13:14; cf. Psalm 78:70–72). But this verse also contains a promise pertaining to the New Testament, when God gave pastors to the church to preach and teach his Word. Like the Old Testament kings, pastors shepherd God’s flock.


A good pastor is a pastor after God’s own heart. He is a man of strong affection. Having received the love and compassion of God, he is filled with love for God’s people and compassion for the lost. Then notice what he does: he shepherds God’s people with knowledge and understanding.


The Dutch artist Anton Mauve created a beautiful painting called “ The Return of the Flock” (c. 1886–1887). It depicts a flock of sheep, viewed from the rear, walking down a broad path through brown fields. But the focal point of the picture is the man the sheep are following down the road. The shepherd is leading his sheep back home.


This is the picture Jeremiah has in mind when he describes the shepherd who will lead God’s sheep back home. The word he uses for “feed” (v. 15) is a shepherding word. A pastor after God’s own heart is a teaching pastor. The Puritan pastor John Shaw put it like this:




In a word, ministers according to God’s heart preach Jesus Christ. Christ is the end, He is the scope, He is the design of their ministry. That design is to bring sinners to Christ, to build up believers in Christ. They preach Christ in His person, Christ in His natures, Christ in His offices, Christ with the free offers and tenders of His grace, Christ in His righteousness, Christ with His unsearchable riches… . 6





A good minister is exactly what someone needs in order to figure out what Christianity is all about. If you want to find your way home to God, find a minister after God’s own heart who will teach you the Bible.


That is also what the church needs today. There has never been an authentic revival or a true reformation in the church that did not begin with the sound preaching of God’s Word. The Word of God is oxygen for the fire of revival. There can be no reformation without proclamation. This was true in Josiah’s day, when the rediscovery of the Law reformed the temple (2 Kings 22). It was true in Ezra’s day, when the Law was explained and the people of Jerusalem cried aloud for mercy (Nehemiah 8, 9). It was true in Peter’s day, when Christ was preached and thousands were baptized unto salvation (Acts 2:14–41).


The same thing was true when the Reformation came to Scotland. The main thing John Knox (c. 1514–1572) did to bring reformation to Scotland was to preach the Word of God. Knox did not become a Reformer until he put down his sword and picked up his Bible, the sword of the Lord. If we desire reformation in our own churches, we must pray for our ministers, because reformation comes through proclamation.


The way back home begins with God’s call, which is based on God’s choice. Going back home means leaving the world behind and listening to God’s voice. But will we ever make it all the way back home? Jeremiah promises that we will:




And when you have multiplied and been fruitful in the land, in those days, declares the LORD, they shall no more say, “ The ark of the covenant of the LORD.” It shall not come to mind or be remembered or missed; it shall not be made again. At that time Jerusalem shall be called the throne of the LORD, and all nations shall gather to it, to the presence of the LORD in Jerusalem, and they shall no more stubbornly follow their own evil heart. In those days the house of Judah shall join the house of Israel, and together they shall come from the land of the north to the land that I gave your fathers for a heritage. (3:16–18)





Jeremiah looks ahead to the day when God’s people Israel will be brought back home to Jerusalem from their exile in Babylon. He prophesies that all the nations of the world will turn away from evil and gather in Jerusalem. He even prophesies that Judah and Israel will put aside their differences and come back home to the land God gave them. Instead of worshiping separately, they would worship together at the temple.


These promises began to be fulfilled by the end of the Old Testament, but they find their ultimate fulfillment in the church of Jesus Christ. It is in the church that all God’s people, from every nation, gather together in God’s presence. We no longer need the ark of the covenant because God himself is with us, by his Holy Spirit. We are no longer divided by pride or race; we all worship together, drawn by the attractive power of God’s presence.


The poet John Oxenham expressed it like this:


From North and South, and East and West,


They come!


The sorely tried, the much oppressed,


Their Faith and Love to manifest,


They come!


They come to tell of work well done,


They come to tell of kingdoms won,


To worship at the Great White Throne,


They come!


In a noble consecration,


With a sound of jubilation,


They come! They come!


We gather at God’s throne for one reason: to honor his name. This is the way it always is when you go home to God. When you get there you want to submit to his gracious rule. Worship is always the result of personal conversion. Once you have answered God’s call to salvation and repented for all your sins, what you want to do more than anything else in the whole world is to worship God. That is also where reformation always leads. A reformed church is a worshiping church.


When you come home to God the only thing you can say is, “ To God alone be the glory.” Look back at the long and winding road that led you home to God. You were sitting in the desert acting like a spiritual whore. You had no idea how to get back home.


Who called you home? God did. Who chose you and brought you back from the wilderness? God did. You did the repenting, of course, but your repentance was a response to God’s love. God also provided the faithful preachers who taught you God’s Word. So from beginning to end, your salvation is the work of God.


All you can say is, “ To God alone be the glory,” and you will say it for all eternity:


Lift your eyes, ye sons of light!


Zion’s city is in sight;


There our endless home shall be,


There our Lord we soon shall see.7
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True Repentance


JEREMIAH 3:19—4:4


[image: image]


THINGS DO NOT ALWAYS TURN OUT the way you want them to. Disappointment is part of life. Like when you expect to be the first to use the peanut butter, only to discover that someone has already taken a bite out of it. Or when you take your beach ball to the park and a big dog comes bounding up to take a bite out of it.


Or like when you are newly married, and you do not have much money, and you cut out coupons from the back of the cereal box to get free ice cream treats, and you walk hand-in-hand to the ice cream parlor, pockets empty, clutching your coupons, and you get all the way up to the cash register … where the guy in the little white hat says, “Oh, we don’t make that size anymore.”


All those things have happened to me, but they are just the little disappointments. Add to them the real disappointments of life, like losing a loved one, or not landing the job you really want, or finding out that marriage is not quite what you expected, or having prodigal children, or having a handicap that robs you of your joy. It is little wonder that writer Philip Yancey sold so many copies of his book Disappointment with God.1


A Disappointed Father


But look at things from God’s point of view for a moment. If God wanted to write a book about us, he might give it this title, Disappointment with People:


I said,


How I would set you among my sons,


and give you a pleasant land,


a heritage most beautiful of all nations.


And I thought you would call me, My Father,


and would not turn from following me.” (3:19)


That was the way God wanted things to be. He wanted to treat his people like sons and daughters. He wanted to love them with a father’s love and delight in them with a father’s delight. He wanted to give them every good thing. He wanted to plant them in a beautiful garden. He wanted to grant his children a legacy far beyond any inheritance any other father could imagine.


That was the way God wanted things to be from the very beginning. It was the way he intended things to be for our first parents. When he planted Adam and Eve in a beautiful garden, he wanted them to live in that garden as a loyal son and a loving daughter.


That was also the way God intended things to be for the children of Israel. He wanted to treat them like sons. In fact, he did treat them like sons. He gave them a desirable land, a beautiful heritage. All he wanted from them in return was their loyalty. He wanted them to stay at home, call him “Father,” and really mean it.


That was the way God wanted it to be, but that is not how things turned out. He wanted a son like Beaver Cleaver, and he got Bart Simpson instead. Listen to his lament for his children: “Surely, as a treacherous wife leaves her husband, so have you been treacherous to me, O house of Israel, declares the LORD” (v. 20). This vocabulary is starting to become familiar. The last two chapters have been filled with the imagery of spiritual adultery. God’s people were supposed to be devoted to him like a bride to a husband, but they have been fooling around, behaving like cheap prostitutes.


These verses show that the relationship between God and his people is too rich to be defined by any single human relationship. The Lord reminds his people that they are like unfaithful spouses. But he also compares them to wayward sons who are unworthy of their inheritance. Not only is God a spurned husband, but he is also a disappointed father.


God’s disappointment should bring grief to the hearts of all his sons and daughters. If you had a good father, then you know that a father’s disappointment brings greater shame than a father’s anger. When a father says, “I am disappointed with you,” that cuts to the heart in a way that the words “I am angry with you” never can. The same is true of our relationship with God. We want to be able to sing the second verse of “Be Thou My Vision” with full confidence:


Be thou my wisdom, and thou my true word;


I ever with thee and thou with me, Lord;


Thou my great Father, I thy true son;


Thou in me dwelling, and I with thee one.2


God is always our great Father, but we are not always his true sons and daughters.


The Bitterness of Sin


Sin makes life very bitter. It is a bitter thing for a child to turn away from his father, and it is a bitter thing to bring disappointment to God’s heart. Jeremiah describes it like this:


A voice on the bare heights is heard,


the weeping and pleading of Israel's sons


because they have perverted their way;


they have forgotten the LORD their God. (v. 21)


It is hard to know what to make of this verse. Some commentators treat it as the beginning of Israel’s repentance. They may be right. It is true that sorrow is often attached to repentance. “In the spiritual life lost power can only be regained when the sinner retraces his steps to the point where he sinned, and seeks forgiveness and restoration with God.”3 Perhaps the children of Israel have gone back to the high places to confess their sins.


But their cries may not be cries of repentance at all. The real prayer of repentance seems to begin at the end of verse 22, after God has promised to cure their backsliding. Furthermore, there is something suspicious about the fact that God’s people are still standing up on the barren heights, which were places for idolatry. If they really want to repent for their sins, they need to come down from the place of sin and go back to the temple to meet with God.


The reason they are weeping and pleading is because they have perverted their ways and forgotten their God. This may mean that they have recognized their sin as sin and are sorry for it. But it may simply mean that their sin was making them bitter. Calvin’s opinion was that these prayers did not arise from faith, “but simply that they were such lamentations as betokened misery and wretchedness,”4 the kind of distress that always comes from not following God. In that case, they were not shedding sweet tears of repentance, but salty tears of sinful bitterness.


Parents quickly learn to recognize the difference between these two kinds of crying. It is one thing to shed tears because the consequences of sin make us miserable. It is a far different thing to weep over the disobedience itself.


One way to interpret “bare heights” is to take them as a reference to the time when the centers for idol worship were destroyed. This prophecy was given, remember, during the reign of Josiah the reformer. The Scripture says that when Josiah was only twelve, “he began to purge Judah and Jerusalem of the high places, the Asherim, and the carved and the metal images. And they chopped down the altars of the Baals in his presence” (2 Chronicles 34:3b, 4a). That may not have been very popular with some of his subjects. One can imagine the people of Israel going back to those idolatrous temples, now nothing more than barren hilltops, and pleading for the return of their false gods. Their tears may have been tears of protest rather than remorse.


No matter how verse 21 is interpreted, it shows the despair of a godless society. In lectures entitled Death in the City, Francis Schaeffer (1912–1984) concluded that “ The ‘Christian culture’ of Jeremiah’s day was disintegrating into a ‘post-Christian culture.’”5 That is what this verse is about—a culture that has forgotten God and is discovering the bitterness of life without him. And that is exactly why Jeremiah is so relevant for postmodern times.


Jeremiah is not just a book about what happened to Judah; it is a book about what happens to anyone who abandons God. Loud cries may be heard from the barren heights of our own culture. We hear the cries in modern art, as in Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream, in which a wraithlike figure stands on a bridge, holds his ears, and howls in agony at the world. We hear the cries in modern literature, as at the end of T. S. Eliot’s poem “ The Hollow Men:”


This is the way the world ends


This is the way the world ends


This is the way the world ends


Not with a bang but a whimper.6


We hear cries from the barren heights of the families of our nation, like in Merton P. Stromann’s books Five Cries of Youth and Five Cries of Parents.7 We can even hear them from within the womb in ex-abortionist Bernard Nathanson’s famous film, The Silent Scream.


Many people hear the same cry welling up from somewhere deep within the soul. It is a cry from the barren heights, the weeping and pleading of people who have perverted their ways and forgotten the Lord their God.


Come Back Home


Cries of despair and abandonment do not go unheard. God is not deaf to the weeping and pleading of his people. Nor is he silent.


Jeremiah 3 is full of divine speech. Four times he speaks in this passage to invite his people to come back home. These invitations need to be underscored. As we listen to everything Jeremiah has to say about sin and judgment, we may find ourselves asking, “Where is the grace?” When I preached a long series of sermons on Jeremiah, someone in the congregation confessed that Jeremiah sometimes made him feel like hiding under his pew. This is understandable. But when the grace of God does come in Jeremiah’s book, it shines like a lighthouse on a stormy night.


God’s grace is inviting. “Return, faithless Israel … for I am merciful” (v. 12). “Return, O faithless children … for I am your master” (v. 14). “Return, O faithless sons; I will heal your faithlessness” (v. 22). “If you return, O Israel … to me you should return” (4:1). The message is starting to get through. Even though you have been unfaithful to God, like a cheating wife or a prodigal son, God loves you and wants you to come back home.


If God gave gracious invitations in Jeremiah’s day, he gives them all the more in our own day, because now he has given us Jesus Christ. The gospel is full of sweet invitations:




Follow me. (Matthew 4:19)


Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. (Matthew 11:28)


Come to the wedding feast. (Matthew 22:4)


Enter into the joy of your master. (Matthew 25:21)


And let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who desires take the water of life without price. (Revelation 22:17)





The grace of God is present in the divine call to salvation, the invitation to come back home. God is like the father in the story of the prodigal son. “But while he [the son] was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him” (Luke 15:20).


A Prayer of Repentance


How will you respond to God’s invitation? The best answer to give is the answer Israel gave: “Behold, we come to you, for you are the LORD our God” (3:22b).


That verse ought to have an exclamation mark at the end of it. The children of Israel answer God’s proposal in the exclamatory affirmative. The answer is not “Maybe,” or “Let me sleep on it,” or “I need to talk this over with a few people.” When God goes out and finds his people in the desert, selling themselves to false gods, and invites them to come back home, they say, “Yes!” Something of their joy and exuberance is captured in a song recorded by Jars of Clay, “Love Song for a Savior”:


Someday He’ll call her and she will come running


And fall in His arms and the


Tears will fall down and she’ll pray,


“I want to fall in love with You.”8


Falling back in love with God includes repenting for sin. Repentance is not something we do so that God will let us come back home, it is what going back home is all about.


The prayer Israel offers is a model of true repentance:


Behold, we come to you,


for you are the LORD our God.


Truly the hills are a delusion,


the orgies on the mountains.


Truly in the LORD our God


is the salvation of Israel.


But from our youth the shameful thing has devoured


all for which our fathers labored,


their flocks and their herds,


their sons and their daughters.


Let us lie down in our shame,


and let our dishonor cover us.


For we have sinned against the LORD our God,


we and our fathers,


from our youth even to this day,


and we have not obeyed the voice of the LORD our God. (3:22b–25)


First, the prayer recognizes who God is. True repentance begins with the confession that God is God. As we noted in the previous chapter, repentance is God directed.


Admitting that God is God may seem rather obvious, but it was Israel’s whole problem. It is the same basic problem that every unbeliever has: worshiping everything else except God. Notice that the phrase “ The LORD our God” is repeated four times in this prayer of confession. The entire prayer is uttered with a proper sense of the majesty, holiness, and righteousness of God. It is offered to the Lord God Almighty, Jehovah, the great “I AM.” True repentance testifies that the Lord is God.


At the same time, recognizing who God is means speaking to him in personal terms. It is “ The LORD our God,” the God with whom we have a personal relationship. God’s people speak to God as their own God. They have made a personal appropriation of the living God. They belong to him, and he belongs to them. Confession restores the intimacy of a love relationship.


Another part of recognizing who God is involves recognizing that he is the Lord of salvation. God’s people confess that he is the salvation of Israel. True repentance looks for salvation from God alone. It requires true faith in the true God. The only God it makes sense to repent to is the God who can really save.


The New Testament reveals that salvation comes through God’s Son Jesus Christ. Jesus says, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). True repentance testifies that salvation is found in Jesus Christ and in no other.


The second thing true repentance recognizes is how sinful sin is. Once we are squared away on who God is, we need to come clean about what we have done to offend him.


Israel’s prayer of confession offers full disclosure of sin. God’s people admit that all their worship has been false. All their worship on the high places—the hubbub in the hills, it might be called—has been nothing more than a lot of noise. True repentance renounces every attempt to save itself. When we come to God we must renounce anything and everything else we have ever trusted to bring us joy and meaning in life.


Next God’s people confess how costly their sin has been. False gods are harsh taskmasters. They always damage the people who worship them. In this case they have consumed the “flocks and … herds” of Israel (3:24). Worse still, they have even consumed “ Their sons and their daughters.” This is not pleasant to talk about, but the evidence is mounting that God’s people were guilty of child sacrifice. Some of the gods they worshiped demanded the lives of their children, and they were willing to offer them. We will learn the sad details when we get to Jeremiah’s sermon at the Valley of Slaughter (chapter 7).


Little wonder that the people of Israel were utterly humiliated by their sins. “Let us lie down in our shame,” they said, “and let our dishonor cover us” (3:25a). They made their beds, and now they have to lie in them.


Confessing the sinfulness of sin also means confessing that we have lived our whole lives in disobedience to God. “From our youth even to this day,” the Scripture says, “we have not obeyed the voice of the LORD our God” (v. 25c). True repentance includes repenting for past sins as well as present sins. On occasion the Scottish divine Thomas Boston spent an entire day repenting of his sins and covenanting to follow God in new obedience. When he did so, he confessed not only his sins of recent days and weeks, but also the many sins of his youth.


True repentance is thorough. It even extends to corporate sins. Notice how the children of Israel repent not only for their own sins, but for the sins of their fathers: “We have sinned against the Lord our God, we and our fathers” (v. 25b). We are reminded by these words that sin is an offense against God, first of all. But we also see that confessing the sinfulness of sin extends to the sins of our nation, our race, our denomination, our church, and our family, not only in the present, but also in the past.


We learn from all this that the healing of our backslidden condition demands radical repentance. Repentance must go right down to the historical root of our sins. True repentance exposes the heart of sin’s darkness. To return to God is to bring the blackest sins right out into the light of his glorious presence and to freely admit that you have done and thought evil things.


Repentance is not easy, but the words of this confession give comfort because they teach us that God is willing to forgive even the vilest sins. His invitation to return to him is given to everyone … even those who have murdered their own children.


More Than Just Words


As comprehensive as Israel’s confession was, it was inadequate. It recognized both the holiness of God and the sinfulness of sin. And yet, shockingly, it was not true repentance!


True repentance requires more than just a prayer of repentance. True confession must give something more than lip service to our rebellion against God. It must be repentance in deed as well as in word. God has heard Israel’s prayer of confession, but he has heard it all before (cf. 3:10), and sometimes it has been a sham. This time he warns his people to follow through.


God’s warning includes some advice about spiritual agriculture. “For thus says the LORD to the men of Judah and Jerusalem: ‘Break up your fallow ground, and sow not among thorns’” (4:3). Most Christians are content with the size of their present obedience to God. That obedience is about the size of a hanging basket, or maybe a window box, or perhaps even a small garden plot in the city. But God wants his people to break new ground in their obedience.


In other words, God wants you to do more than just tend the little garden you keep planting year after year. He wants you to do some real farming. It is time to put away your hoe and your shovel. Get the John Deere out of the barn, hitch up the plow, go out into the fields, and break up the rocky soil of your heart.


And take care of those weeds while you are at it! Even a hanging basket can be beautiful, as long as it is tidy. I once had a neighbor who tended a beautiful hanging basket bursting with peach-colored begonias. My flowerpots never compared to hers. Usually they contain as many weeds as flowers. They need to be plowed under before the pots are planted, or I will be throwing good seed after bad.


God says that the same thing is true in the spiritual realm. Do not sow obedience to Christ among the thorns of Satan. The reason we are weak and ineffective in the Christian life is that we want to plant the flowers of Heaven in the same pot with the weeds of the world. It is not so much that we are against Christ as it is that we want to follow Christ and the world at the same time.


The Lord is asking for a deep repentance, a much deeper repentance than we are used to giving, a true repentance that gets to the very root of sin and digs it out. He wants more than just prayers of repentance—he wants deeds of repentance. He wants more than just circumcised Israelites—he wants circumcised hearts. And he wants more than just baptized Christians—he wants baptized lives.


God describes the kind of repentance he wants with three conditional sentences. They all begin with “If.” “If you return, O Israel, declares the LORD, to me you should return” (v. 1a). God’s people have said that they want to return, but God says, “Okay, if you really do return.” And he adds, “If you remove your detestable things from my presence, and do not waver” (v. 1b). They said their idol worship was a deception, but now God says, “Okay, if you really do get your idols out of my sight.”


And finally, “If you swear, ‘As the LORD lives,’ in truth, in justice, and in righteousness” (v. 2a). This verse has to do with worship. Anyone who comes to praise God’s name must speak truly (so that your heart echoes your lips), justly (so that your dealings with others please God), and righteously (so that your own holiness pleases God). God’s people have been saying “ The LORD our God” over and over again, so now God says, “Okay, if you really do confess my name.”


Then what? What will happen if God’s people meet all the conditions of true repentance? “ Then nations shall bless themselves in him, and in him shall they glory” (v. 2). This shows the vital importance of true repentance. Nothing less than the evangelization of the world depends on it. The church’s effectiveness in evangelism and world missions is directly tied to the sincerity of its repentance.


Christians usually blame social and national problems on the sinful ideas of secular people. But this passage teaches that if the people of God would truly confess their own sins, the nations of the world would be blessed. If born-again Christians in the evangelical church would return to God with all their hearts and get their idols out of God’s sight, then the world would give glory to God.


But what if we do not repent for our sins? Children who test the boundaries of authority sometimes want to know what will happen if they disobey. “What if I don’t turn in my homework?” “What if I don’t clean my room?” “What if I don’t repent for my sins?”


God’s answer to that question shows his respect for the choices we make:


Circumcise yourselves to the LORD;


remove the foreskin of your hearts,


O men of Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem;


lest my wrath go forth like fire,


and burn with none to quench it,


because of the evil of your deeds. (v. 4)


This portion of Jeremiah’s prophecy thus ends with a solemn warning. You have heard the invitation to come back home to God. You have heard the free offers of Jesus Christ in the gospel. But do not think that God’s grace allows him to ignore your sin. “For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of judgment, and a fury of fire that will consume the adversaries… . It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Hebrews 10:26, 27, 31)
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Lament for a City


JEREMIAH 4:5–31


[image: image]


IT IS TIME FOR A BRIEF REVIEW. Chapter 1 was Jeremiah’s calling. God called him to be a prophet to the nations and warned him that he would have to preach judgment before he would get to preach grace.


Chapter 2 was the trial. Even though he never went through with it, God filed for divorce. He presented enough evidence to prove that although he was always a faithful husband, his people dumped him after the honeymoon and prostituted themselves to other gods.


Chapter 3 was the invitation to come back home. Time and again God pleaded with his people to turn away from idols, confess their sins in true repentance, and come back to their husband. He even gave them a solemn warning about the dangers of refusing to come back home.


What a Nightmare!


Sadly, Judah never heeded those warnings. God’s people rejected God’s invitation to come back home. That is why Jeremiah 4 is a living nightmare of divine judgment.


The terrible things that befall Judah for refusing to turn back to God are jumbled all together. Like most nightmares, you are not always sure where you are. Events sometimes seem out of sequence; thoughts and images appear without any logical order. You are not always sure what is happening, but whatever it is, it is absolutely frightening.


First, there is a battle cry in the countryside:




Declare in Judah, and proclaim in Jerusalem, and say,







“Blow the trumpet through the land;


cry aloud and say,


‘Assemble, and let us go


into the fortified cities!’” (v. 5)





The rams’ horns are sounding all over Judah, like so many civil defense sirens, warning the people to run for the walled cities. This is the first sign that something is amiss.


Then a signal flag is raised in Jerusalem, or perhaps a fire beacon is lit, warning the Judeans to gather within the walls of Zion. “Raise a standard toward Zion, flee for safety, stay not” (v. 6a). There is not a moment to lose!


Why all the commotion? “For I bring disaster from the north, and great destruction” (v. 6b; cf. Deuteronomy 28:49). An enemy army is approaching from the north.


A lion has gone up from his thicket,


a destroyer of nations has set out;


he has gone out from his place


to make your land a waste;


your cities will be ruins


without inhabitant. (v. 7)


An army has left its den and is on the prowl.


“Lion” may be a reference to Assyria, or perhaps Babylon. R. K. Harrison reports that the “lion was depicted elegantly in sixth-century BC Assyrian reliefs, at a time when Assyria was at its height, while beautiful representations of lions in enamel have been recovered from the Processional Street of ancient Babylon.”1


Whoever this lion is, his pursuit is a nightmare. He will bring terrible destruction.


For this put on sackcloth,


lament and wail,


for the fierce anger of the LORD


has not turned back from us. (v. 8)


Jeremiah instructs the people to get out their handkerchiefs, possibly to repent. Their situation will be desperate:




In that day, declares the LORD, courage shall fail both king and officials. The priests shall be appalled and the prophets astounded. (v. 9)





Jeremiah prophesies a complete collapse of leadership in Judah. The three pillars of Judean society—the “king,” “ The priests,” and “ The prophets”—will be completely demoralized. Politicians are not much help in the face of divine judgment. The coming disaster will totally overwhelm their capacity to govern.


Everything Jeremiah has described so far will happen while the disaster is still on its way, before it even strikes. Even the rumors of impending disaster are a disaster. “At that time it will be said to this people and to Jerusalem, ‘A hot wind from the bare heights in the desert toward the daughter of my people, not to winnow or cleanse, a wind too full for this comes for me. Now it is I who speak in judgment upon them’” (vv. 11, 12).


The kind of wind Jeremiah describes is called a sirocco. It is an oppressive desert wind, too dry to bring refreshment, too strong to separate the wheat from the chaff. Over a century ago Sir George Adam Smith described the approach of a sirocco in his diary: “Atmosphere thickening. At 1.45 (p.m.) wind rises, 93°; 2.30 gale blowing, air filled with fine sand, horizon shortened to a mile, sun not visible, grey sky, but a slight shadow cast by the tents. View from tent-door of light grey limestone land under dark grey sky… .”2


The wind will lift up the sand and turn the whole world gray. Then it will get stronger still. The winds whip up to gale force, and storm clouds appear on the horizon.


Behold, he comes up like clouds;


his chariots like the whirlwind;


his horses are swifter than eagles—


woe to us, for we are ruined! (v. 13)


God’s judgment is coming like a cyclone. But the disaster has yet to strike. A watchman in Dan—in the northern part of Israel, beyond Galilee, at the headwaters of the River Jordan—can see the enemy mobilizing. “For a voice declares from Dan” (v. 15a) that invasion is impending. Then all of a sudden the messenger “proclaims trouble from Mount Ephraim” (v. 15b), just ten miles north of Jerusalem. The prophet gives us a vivid description of an unidentified flying army gathering like a storm in the north and then sweeping down toward Jerusalem.


“Warn the nations,” Jeremiah says, “announce to Jerusalem, ‘Besiegers come from a distant land; they shout against the cities of Judah’” (v. 16). Get the word out! The whole nation is surrounded. Spread the news so people will hear how much trouble Judah is in. Maybe someone will send help!


Then the disaster comes right to the walls of the city. The juggernaut has been coming closer and closer, until finally it advances on Jerusalem. Jeremiah himself is in the capital city. He says, “I hear the sound of the trumpet, the alarm of war” (v. 19b). The enemy soldiers are so close, the prophet can hear their voices. All the while he is cowering in his flimsy tent.


Crash follows hard on crash;


the whole land is laid waste.


Suddenly my tents are laid waste,


my curtains in a moment. (v. 20)


Having seen the destruction in the countryside, Jeremiah is waiting for the storm troopers to show up in his bedroom. He peeps out of his tent, peers over the city wall at the surrounding army, and longs for the battle to end: “How long must I see the standard and hear the sound of the trumpet?” (v. 21). Jeremiah is weak from fear, weary from the sights and sounds of battle. As bad as things are, they are about to get worse:


I looked on the earth, and behold, it was without form and void;


and to the heavens, and they had no light.


I looked on the mountains, and behold, they were quaking,


and all the hills moved to and fro.


I looked, and behold, there was no man,


and all the birds of the air had fled.


I looked, and behold, the fruitful land was a desert,


and all its cities were laid in ruins


before the LORD, before his fierce anger. (vv. 23–26)


If these verses sound familiar, it is because Jeremiah deliberately repeats the vocabulary of Genesis 1. The destruction of Judah will be so catastrophic that it will be like the un-creation of creation.3 When God created the world he brought order out of chaos, light out of darkness, and fullness out of emptiness. Now the judgment of God is bringing chaos out of order, darkness out of light, and emptiness out of fullness.


The acts of creation are reversed by the judgment of God. In verse 23 the earth is formless and void, and light has been snuffed out of the heavens (cf. Genesis 1:2–5). In verse 24 the mountains and the hills are starting to crack and crumble (cf. Genesis 1:9, 10; Psalm 46:2, 3). In verse 25 the people have vanished, and the birds have flown the coop (cf. Genesis 1:20–23, 26–28). In verse 26 the fruitful land has been turned into desert (cf. Genesis 1:11–13). God has gone day by day through the creation of the world. His judgment has unglued, dismantled, and un-created his creation. It is as if Jeremiah takes the documentary film of the creation of the world and runs it backward.4



The Judgment to Come


When did the judgments Jeremiah prophesied take place? Scholars of an earlier era suggested that he was describing an invasion by the Scythians. Herodotus gives the historical evidence for an invasion of Scythians who came down from Russia into Palestine.5 Others say Jeremiah was afraid of an Assyrian invasion. Ultimately, of course, it was the Babylonians who swept down from the north and carried Judah into captivity, but Jeremiah 4 does not give the time and date of the invasion.


That is often the way it is with nightmares. Usually the details are forgotten, and all that remains are confused images of horror and a feeling of fear in the pit of one’s stomach. Most likely, this nightmare of divine judgment came early in Jeremiah’s ministry. The prophet described the invasion so vividly because he was given a divine vision. But the prophecies themselves were not fulfilled until much later, when the Babylonians attacked Jerusalem. If so, then chapter 4 serves as a warning to God’s people to turn away from their sins and back to God.


It serves as a warning for us as well. It is a reminder that God says what he means and means what he says. “For this the earth shall mourn, and the heavens above be dark; for I have spoken; I have purposed; I have not relented, nor will I turn back” (v. 28). All the judgments described in Jeremiah come from God. His prophecies are not about politics; they are about religion. Even when some earthly army carries out the attack, it is really God himself who marches against his people.


When God judged Jerusalem, he was well within his rights. Every sin deserves the wrath and curse of God. There can be no doubt that when these punishments finally came, they were well deserved. The opening chapters of Jeremiah prove that God’s people were desperately wicked. They did everything from sleeping with the enemy to sacrificing their children to idols. The reason for judgment is not hard to find:


Like keepers of a field are they against her all around,


because she [Judah] has rebelled against me,


declares the LORD.


Your ways and your deeds


have brought this upon you. (vv. 17, 18a)


Anyone who is honest will admit to deserving the same punishment. Jeremiah’s prophecies have a way of touching the conscience and exposing sins that usually go unnoticed. Do you not worship success, beauty, wealth, happiness, comfort, or control over others? Is it not true that you fail to put the Lord first in your life, that the glory of God is not your only motivation?


We deserve no more than judgment. The same was true of Jeremiah’s people, and yet their judgment was only partial. “For thus says the LORD, ‘The whole land shall be a desolation; yet I will not make a full end’” (v. 27). The Lord did not completely destroy his people. God preserved the people of Judah through captivity. Eventually he brought them back to their land. As terrible as their judgment was, it was not final.


However, there will come a day when the earth and the heavens will be destroyed. The language Jeremiah uses—particularly when he foretells the destruction of the cosmos—is a reminder that a day is coming when God will un-create the heavens and the earth. Do you believe this? Do you believe that Jeremiah’s nightmare will come true?


It is tempting to say, “God will not really judge me for my sins.” But the Bible warns against that temptation:




[Know] this first of all, that scoffers will come in the last days with scoffing, following their own sinful desires. They will say, “Where is the promise of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of creation.” For they deliberately overlook this fact, that the heavens existed long ago, and the earth was formed out of water and through water by the word of God… . But by the same word the heavens and earth that now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly… . But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed … the heavens will be set on fire and dissolved, and the heavenly bodies will melt as they burn! (2 Peter 3:3–5, 7, 10, 12b)





Fatal Attraction


The threat of judgment raises an important question: When the Bible speaks about divine judgment, how should we respond? How should one think, act, or even feel about the news of judgment by God?


One way to respond to the wrath of God is to ignore it. That seems to be what the people of Judah did, and Jeremiah could hardly believe it. “And you, O desolate one, what do you mean that you dress in scarlet, that you adorn yourself with ornaments of gold, that you enlarge your eyes with paint?” (4:30a). Jeremiah understood the fickleness of the human heart, but even he was amazed. Disaster was coming. An enemy army was on the march. Yet God’s people dressed up like prostitutes, putting on fancy red dresses with spangles and sequins. They took out all their gaudy jewelry and cosmetics.


What incredible naiveté! This was no way to prepare for an invasion! God’s people ought to be repenting in sackcloth and ashes, or at least skipping town, as Jeremiah describes:


At the noise of horseman and archer


every city takes to flight;


they enter thickets; they climb among rocks;


all the cities are forsaken,


and no man dwells in them. (v. 29)


Instead they are dabbing on eyeliner and eye shadow so they can go out and seduce some soldiers.


This may be a reference to Judah’s last-ditch attempt at diplomacy, to the way she tried to make herself attractive to Egypt and Assyria so she would not be destroyed. In any case, it is a completely inappropriate way to prepare for battle. Soldiers are not to be seduced—they are to be feared. And it is a completely inappropriate way to prepare for divine judgment. Salvation requires more than a good cosmetologist.


Even after all her primping, Judah will be destroyed. “In vain you beautify yourself. Your lovers despise you; they seek your life” (v. 30b). To put it another way, Judah had a fatal attraction. Jeremiah warned God’s people again and again that false gods abuse their worshipers. This northern army has not come for love, but for violence. Judah’s fancy dress and shiny beads cannot save her. She will die, it seems, in childbirth:


For I heard a cry as of a woman in labor,


anguish as of one giving birth to her first child,


the cry of the daughter of Zion gasping for breath,


stretching out her hands,


“Woe is me! I am fainting before murderers.” (v. 31)


That is what happens to anyone who tries to ignore God’s wrath against sin. You can dress up for a night on the town, seeking satisfaction and salvation from someone else, but you will not be saved.


Lamentations


Jeremiah responded to God’s judgment in a different way. First he responded with accusation. He was so confused by what God was doing that he blamed God for Judah’s troubles. “ Then I said, ‘Ah, Lord GOD, surely you have utterly deceived this people and Jerusalem, saying, “It shall be well with you,” whereas the sword has reached their very life’” (v. 10). In effect, Jeremiah accused God of a cover-up, of misleading Judah by promising peace.


Perhaps Jeremiah was speaking ironically. Yet he does not seem to have his facts straight. Is the Lord the one who promised peace to Judah? Far from it! He warned Judah again and again about the inevitability of judgment if they refused to repent. The only people who said, “‘Peace, peace,’ when there is no peace” were the false prophets (6:14). Jeremiah should know better than to listen to them.


Later Jeremiah seems to respond with frustration.


For my people are foolish;


they know me not;


they are stupid children;


they have no understanding.


They are “wise”—in doing evil!


But how to do good they know not. (4:22)


Calvin and others have thought that these words could only be spoken by God.6 I am not so certain. Since this speech falls in the middle of Jeremiah’s lament, it could well express his frustration about his preaching ministry.


Jeremiah was so gripped by the message of divine judgment that he was completely exasperated when God’s people ignored him. His sermons could hardly have been clearer or more forceful. Yet most of his parishioners continued to go about their business without heeding his warnings. Jeremiah himself had such a palpable sense of impending judgment that he could believe God’s people would not listen to him.


One senses the prophet’s inner turmoil. Although he responded to divine judgment with accusation and frustration, his primary response was lamentation:


“… It is bitter;


it has reached your very heart.”


My anguish, my anguish! I writhe in pain!


Oh the walls of my heart!


My heart is beating wildly. (vv. 18b, 19a)


The word translated “anguish” (meah) is a word for intestinal discomfort. Literally, Jeremiah was “sick to his stomach” about what was going to happen to Judah. Not only did God’s judgment make his stomach churn, it gave him heart palpitations. When God’s people suffered, his prophet suffered with them. Somewhere the Dutch theologian Geerhardus Vos (1881–1949) has given this apt characterization: “ Though he surrendered to God for the sake of God, there always seems to have remained in his mind a scar of the tragic conflict between the stern things without and the tender things within. His soul sometimes found it difficult to enter self-forgetfully into the message.”


Jeremiah was not smug about God’s wrath; he took no satisfaction in the death of the wicked. Instead, he practiced what he preached (v. 8), putting on sackcloth to wail a lament when the Babylonians finally conquered Jerusalem. He was the “Weeping Prophet” who offered God the tears shed at the beginning of the book of Lamentations:


How lonely sits the city


that was full of people! …


She weeps bitterly in the night,


with tears on her cheeks;


among all her lovers


she has none to comfort her;


all her friends have dealt treacherously with her;


they have become her enemies… .


“For these things I weep;


my eyes flow with tears;


for a comforter is far from me,


one to revive my spirit.” (Lamentations 1:1a, 2, 16a)


However bold and stern Jeremiah may have seemed when he preached in public, he had his doubts, anxieties, fears, and sorrows in private.


Where are the Jeremiahs of the evangelical church in these postmodern times? Where are the men and women who have such awe for the justice of God, such love for the church of Jesus Christ, and such pity for the lost souls of the world that they weep over the sins of the nation? Christians spend a great deal of time wringing hands about the state of the church, bemoaning the ills of pagan society, and looking back with nostalgia for a “Christian America” that probably never existed. But that is not lamentation; it is just feeling sorry for ourselves.


Genuine lamentation arises out of a solemn sense of the dishonor that is done to God by sin, and out of a godly fear of the consequences of divine judgment. Where are the men and women who have tender hearts like Jeremiah, who “was filled with the utmost sorrow at the heavy tidings he was called to announce”?7 Where are the men and women who weep to the glory of God?


Such lamentation would bring glory to God by properly acknowledging the church’s need of reformation. It would also enable Christians to do effective evangelism. In his commentary on this passage, F. B. Meyer writes that




when thoughts have saturated our hearts of the dishonor done to God, the loss sustained by Christ, the anguish wrought into the texture of one disobedient life—we shall be able to speak to men of the judgment to come, with streaming tears, tremulous voice, and breaking heart. Such [evangelism] will always be a convincing and irresistible argument to turn sinners from the error of their ways.8





Wash Yourselves


We have mentioned two ways to respond to news of divine judgment. One is to ignore it, which is the way of death. Another is to lament it, which is the way of tears. A third way is to escape it, which is the way of life.


How can anyone escape the wrath to come? There is nowhere to hide. But even in Jeremiah 4, in the heat of battle and the destruction of the cosmos, God offers salvation. The invitation is so short it is easy to overlook: “O Jerusalem, wash your heart from evil, that you may be saved. How long shall your wicked thoughts lodge within you?” (v. 14).


It is not certain how Jeremiah would have understood this invitation. How could Jerusalem have washed the evil from her heart? Could she have performed some repentance to turn away the wrath of God? Could she have sacrificed some perfect lamb to drive the enemy away from the walls of Jerusalem? Jeremiah does not say.


But know this: God’s purpose for the salvation of the world is to offer cleansing from sin through the blood of Jesus Christ. There is nothing in the whole world that can wash away the stain of sin except the blood of Jesus Christ, shed on the cross to take away sin. His blood can cleanse us from all sin. “How much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God” (Hebrews 9:14). In Christ God says to us, as he said to the people of Judah, “Wash your heart from evil, that you may be saved.”


God can offer that kind of cleansing because Jesus Christ has taken the wrath of God upon himself. There is a faint reminder of this in Jeremiah. “Woe is me! I am fainting before murderers” (v. 31). These words were spoken by the people of Judah to describe the agony of their devastation. They seem to be without hope.


Christians can draw comfort from them, however. Consider how appropriate they would sound in the mouth of Jesus Christ, who knelt in the garden of Gethsemane and declared that he was fainting. “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death,” he told his disciples (Matthew 26:38). Then Jesus died on the cross, for his life was given over to murderers. In his great sermon on the history of redemption, Stephen accused the Sanhedrin of homicide: “… the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered” (Acts 7:52). Thus the fainting Christ was given over to murderers.


Christians may say that Jesus suffered the judgment of Jeremiah 4 in their place. There is great comfort in knowing that Jesus Christ has already suffered all of the wrath of God against your sin. On the day of judgment, when human history is rewound, creation is un-created, and the heavens and the earth are consumed by fire, you will have nothing to fear. You will be safe in Jesus Christ.
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A Good Man Is Hard to Find


JEREMIAH 5:1–19


[image: image]


GOD GAVE JEREMIAH A CHANCE to save his civilization. All he needed to find was one righteous man. Just one. Not one hundred, or fifty, or ten, or even two. Jeremiah was not looking for a few good men; he was looking for only one.


This is the offer God made to his prophet:


Search her squares to see


if you can find a man,


one who does justice


and seeks truth,


that I may pardon her. (5:1b)


The challenge was to find a plain dealer, just one citizen who could be trusted. For the sake of one person of real integrity, God would forgive the sins of the entire city.


Jerusalem, A to Z


According to the bargain, Jeremiah could take as long as he wanted to look. And he had the whole city of Jerusalem to choose from.


Run to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem,


look and take note!


Search her squares … (v. 1a)


So Jeremiah scoured the streets of the capital to find one righteous man. He started with the common people, the regular folks, “ The poor,” as he called them (v. 4). He seemed to be cruising the right neighborhood, because he overheard plenty of religious jargon. “As the LORD lives,” they said (v. 2). Among people giving lip service to God, a prophet might expect to find at least one good person.


Sadly, although the common people had God’s name on their lips, they did not have his glory on their minds. They had little respect for the Almighty:


For the house of Israel and the house of Judah


have been utterly treacherous to me,


declares the LORD.


They have spoken falsely of the LORD


and have said, “He will do nothing;


no disaster will come upon us,


nor shall we see sword or famine.” (vv. 11, 12)


These poor people were in spiritual denial. They doubted that God judges sin or rules in history. For all their religious talk, they refused to follow God. Their worship was false because they did not give glory to God in their hearts. By “swear[ing] falsely” (v. 2), they actually committed perjury when they worshiped.1 This is a strong warning for anyone who claims to worship God. Whenever hymns are mumbled or prayers are mindlessly repeated, perjury is committed in God’s house.


As Jeremiah walked the streets of Jerusalem, he found many people who had endured suffering. They had been struck down and crushed by the hardships of life. Among people who had endured such adversity, he might have expected to find someone who feared God. Or someone who had learned obedience through suffering. Surely Jeremiah could find at least one!


Sadly, suffering had not produced character among the common folk.


O LORD, do not your eyes look for truth?


You have struck them down,


but they felt no anguish;


you have consumed them,


but they refused to take correction.


They have made their faces harder than rock;


they have refused to repent. (v. 3)


They were callous, stubborn, and obstinate. They were men and women of steel. Their suffering did not produce godliness because they were immune to pain. They would not receive correction. Even after all of Jeremiah’s warnings, they refused to repent.


Jeremiah began to realize he was not getting anywhere in his search, so he changed his strategy. Perhaps he had been looking in all the wrong places. Instead of looking low, perhaps he should look high:


Then I said, “ These are only the poor;


they have no sense;


for they do not know the way of the LORD,


the justice of their God.


I will go to the great


and will speak to them.” (vv. 4, 5a)


“What can you expect from the poor?” Jeremiah said to himself. “ They cannot read the Bible. They have not studied theology. They are sinning out of sheer ignorance.”


So Jeremiah went to the high-rent district, where the priests and politicians lived. After all, the religious leaders had been to seminary. They could read the Torah. “For they know the way of the LORD, the justice of their God” (v. 5b).


Not so. “But they all alike had broken the yoke; they had burst the bonds” (v. 5c). Jeremiah compares the cultural elite to dumb oxen who have shattered their yokes. This image captures their willful disobedience. They sinned, not out of ignorance like regular folks, but in defiance of the Word of God. Since they broke free from divine authority, they were doubly culpable.


Jeremiah still needed to find one good man to save his city. Where else could he look? Not among the children. They, too, had forsaken the living God. “How can I pardon you? Your children have forsaken me and have sworn by those who are no gods” (v. 7a). They were worshiping the gods of the lower case, not God with a capital G. But lower-case gods are no gods at all. As Os Guinness shows in one of his best books, there is No God but God.2


Jeremiah could not find even one righteous child. Nor could he find a righteous adult, for they were too busy committing religious adultery. “When I fed them to the full, they committed adultery and trooped to the houses of whores” (v. 7b). Like most good preachers, Jeremiah often repeated himself. Here he gives another reminder that although his people were married to the living God, they had been lavishing their affection on dead idols. As noted in the first chapter, this adultery may have been literal as well as figurative, since many of the ancient religions—for example, Baal worship—included temple prostitution.


In this case, the people of Jerusalem “ Trooped to the houses of whores” (v. 7b). The word for trooping here is a word for organizing an army into ranks and files. God’s people lined up to worship idols. Anyone who worshiped at the temples of the false gods had to take a number.


As Jeremiah had mentioned before (2:23–25), the people were behaving like wild animals in heat. In their desperation to commit spiritual adultery, they were like “well-fed, lusty stallions, each neighing for his neighbor’s wife” (v. 8). Judah was a sex-crazed society, saturated with sexual immorality.


Not that they were deprived. God had given them everything they needed. They were well supplied (v. 7) and “well-fed” (v. 8). But instead of praising God for their affluence, they turned to sexual sin. Jeremiah’s Jerusalem was much like the post-Christian West, a culture Professor A. J. David Richards of New York University has termed a “pornotopia.” All Jeremiah needed was one righteous man, but he could not find him among the wild broncos of Judah.


What about the preachers? Jeremiah offers a glimpse of the spiritual condition of his colleagues in ministry:


The prophets will become wind;


the word is not in them.


Thus shall it be done to them! (v. 13)


Prophets ought to speak God’s Word, but the only thing coming from these men was hot air. The irony is that the Hebrew word for wind is the same as the word for spirit. Whereas the prophets were supposed to be filled with the Spirit, they were just windbags.


Not Even One


All Jeremiah needed was one good man, but he could not find so much as one righteous person among the poor, the leaders, the children, the adults, or the prophets.


The futility of Jeremiah’s quest echoes Abraham’s argument with God over the fate of Sodom (Genesis 18:16–33). Sodom was such a wicked city that God planned to destroy it. But Abraham was unwilling to write the city off, so he bartered with God for its salvation. He started by getting God to agree to spare Sodom for the sake of fifty righteous people. The more he thought about it, however, the more impossible finding fifty honest pagans seemed. Gradually he worked God down to forty, down to twenty, and finally down to just ten righteous souls. God said, “For the sake of ten I will not destroy it” (Genesis 18:32).


The sins of Sodom are well known and often condemned, especially its homosexual ones. What Jeremiah discovered, however, was that Jerusalem had become New Sodom. Salemites were no more righteous than Sodomites. Like Abraham before him, Jeremiah was unable to answer God’s challenge to find the righteous among the wicked.


Jeremiah’s search would have been equally futile if he had walked up and down the streets of my adopted city, Philadelphia. He would have had as much trouble finding one good man in the luxury apartments on Rittenhouse Square or among the tourists at Independence Mall. He would have found hatred and intolerance in Bridesburg and Gray’s Ferry. He would have found drugs and violence in the Badlands of North Philly. Up on Society Hill he would have found selfishness and greed.


The search would be every bit as disappointing if Jeremiah walked all the towns and cities of the United States. He would have as much trouble finding a righteous man in Washington or Peoria or Kalamazoo as anywhere else. Could he have found truth among our journalists, honesty among our politicians, generosity among our businessmen, integrity among our clergy, or love within our families?


Indeed, Jeremiah’s quest would have been equally hopeless if he had walked all the pages of human history. Where and when could he have found one man to be righteous for the people? If Jeremiah had lived for three thousand years he would have had ample time to pace the streets of humanity, searching for “one who does justice and seeks truth” (5:1).


He could have investigated the Vandals who sacked Rome. He could have taken a survey among the serfs of the Middle Ages. He could have searched through the tribes of Africa and lived among the emperors of China. He could have hunted buffalo with the Plains Indians and sipped tea with the Victorians. He could have observed the moral habits of the Eskimo, or even examined the members of your local church. But he would still be looking for one good person, righteous to the very core of his being, without any dissemblance or falsehood.


Would he have found anything different if he had knocked at your door?


Anyone who has ever looked for a perfectly good man has reached the same verdict. The philosophy major who wrote Ecclesiastes searched high and low and concluded that “ There is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins” (Ecclesiastes 7:20). The Apostle Paul put it like this, loosely quoting King David:




What then? Are we Jews any better off? No, not at all… . as it is written:







“None is righteous, no, not one;


no one understands;


no one seeks for God.


All have turned aside; together they have become worthless;


no one does good,


not even one.” (Romans 3:9–12; cf. Psalm 14:1–3)





This is one aspect of the doctrine of total depravity. The Bible does not teach that every human being is as bad as he or she can be. But it does teach that every aspect of every person has been corrupted by sin. Bodies perform sinful acts, and minds think sinful thoughts. The understanding, the heart, the will, and the imagination are all corrupted by sin. To paraphrase the title of an autobiography by basketball player Dennis Rodman, we are as “Bad as We Wanna Be.”


Depravity is total because it affects the whole person. It is also total because it affects the whole of humanity. Total depravity is the one Biblical doctrine that has been proven by every era of human history. Even the pagan philosophers recognized the sinfulness of the human race, although they could not fully explain it. Diogenes the Cynic (c. 350 BC) carried a lantern by daylight, looking for one honest person. He failed in his quest.


Like Diogenes, Jeremiah received a lesson in total depravity. The longer he walked the streets of Jerusalem, the clearer the lesson became: “None is righteous, no, not one.”


The Wages of Sin Is Death


If no one “is righteous, no, not one,” then what will become of the human race? Paul answered that question well: “ The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). The Catechism for Young Children puts the same truth slightly differently: Every sin deserves “ The wrath and curse of God” (Q & A 31). Total depravity leads to total destruction.


Even someone who does not believe in God must admit that sin deserves to be punished. God’s moral law is imprinted on the conscience. Time magazine once ran a story about the vile things mass murderer Richard Speck did while he was in prison. Among other things, he managed to star in his own pornographic video. A caption for the story read, “ The Wages of Sin Is …” Underneath the caption was this quotation from Speck’s video: “If they only knew how much fun I was having in here, they would turn me loose.”3 The caption was intended to provoke outrage. The reason it had such an effect is because every human being has an inherent sense of justice. Whatever the wages of sin may be, they cannot include goofing off in jail.


Jeremiah 5 teaches that the proper wages of sin is divine judgment. Having watched the leaders of Judah break free from their yokes, Jeremiah explained what happens to domesticated oxen when they leave the farm and roam free:


Therefore a lion from the forest shall strike them down;


a wolf from the desert shall devastate them.


A leopard is watching their cities;


everyone who goes out of them shall be torn in pieces,


because their transgressions are many,


their apostasies are great.” (v. 6)


Like a wounded cow, Judah would be stalked by one predator after another. A lion would attack from the forest, a wolf would ravage from the desert, and leopards would lie in wait in suburbia.


The message of judgment continues with another image. Israel was planted to be a choice vine bearing good grapes for God (cf. 2:21), but now the vine is to be plucked.


Go up through her vine rows and destroy,


but make not a full end;


strip away her branches,


for they are not the LORD’s. (v. 10)


Then God’s people are compared to kindling:


Because you have spoken this word,


behold, I am making my words in your mouth a fire,


and this people wood, and the fire shall consume them. (v. 14b)


Jeremiah’s words of judgment were like a consuming fire.


This language about wild animals, vines, and fire is metaphorical. What God really threatened was an attack from some unidentified foreign army.


Behold, I am bringing against you


a nation from afar, O house of Israel,


declares the LORD.


It is an enduring nation;


it is an ancient nation,


a nation whose language you do not know,


nor can you understand what they say. (v. 15)


This prophecy referred to the Scythians, the Assyrians, or perhaps the Babylonians. In any case, the enemy was to speak a foreign language, adding to the terror of being defeated.


There is a horrifying scene in the movie Platoon in which an American military outpost is attacked by the Viet Cong at night. The outpost screams for help and maintains radio contact with headquarters. But when the Viet Cong win the skirmish, all the operator hears through his headset back at command is soldiers chattering in Vietnamese. The battle has been lost, and the alien tongue adds to the horror of conquest.


Jeremiah speaks of an army so strong that even its wimps are bullies: “ Their quiver is like an open tomb; they are all mighty warriors” (v. 16). A three-year-old football fan once asked me about the New York Giants. He said, “But, Dad, if they’re giants, then nobody could tackle them because they’d be too big!” Judah would face that kind of enemy—every last man a giant, much too big to tackle.


By the time these voracious warriors are finished, they will have swallowed Judah whole:


They shall eat up your harvest and your food;


they shall eat up your sons and your daughters;


they shall eat up your flocks and your herds;


they shall eat up your vines and your fig trees. (v. 17a)


The next sentence is especially foreboding. “Your fortified cities in which you trust they shall beat down with the sword” (v. 17b). The truth of this verse has been confirmed by archaeology. As William Foxwell Albright concluded concerning Israel’s eventual destruction, “Many towns were destroyed at the beginning of the sixth century BC and never again occupied… . Others were destroyed and reoccupied after a long period of abandonment.”4 “ The wages of sin is death.”


By the grace of God, some of the people of Judah would be granted a stay of execution. “But even in those days, declares the LORD, I will not make a full end of you” (v. 18). A few grapes would be left on the vine (v. 10). But even their future looked bleak. Once they were carried off into exile, they would wonder why all these terrible things had happened to them. Their children, especially, would wonder what they had done to deserve such misfortune. God has a good answer:




And when your people say, “Why has the Lord our God done all these things to us?” you shall say to them, “As you have forsaken me and served foreign gods in your land, so you shall serve foreigners in a land that is not yours.” (v. 19)





God could hardly be any more fair! The people of Jerusalem had worshiped foreign gods all along. What could be more appropriate than sending them to a place where they could serve those gods to their hearts’ content?


Be careful what you desire: God might grant it!



The Righteous One


This is a good place to summarize the condition of Jerusalem as presented in the fifth chapter of Jeremiah. God promised to forgive the sins of the city if his prophet could find one honest, righteous, and truthful person left in it. But Jeremiah could not find a single one. As a result, the people of Jerusalem were about to receive the wages of sin through divine judgment.


This was not just the condition of Jerusalem. It is the condition of the entire human race. “None is righteous, no, not one.” “ The wages of sin is death.” If you belong to the human race, it is your condition as well.


If only the good man Jeremiah was looking for could be found! If only one man could be found who is honest in all his dealings and who seeks the truth. If only one man could be found to be righteous for the people’s sake. If only that one man could be found, a man of such perfect integrity that he could turn away the wrath of God.


There is that man—Jesus Christ. What about him? Can he meet Jeremiah’s conditions?


Jeremiah was told to look for a man “who deals honestly” (NIV). Jesus Christ was straightforward in all his dealings. He gave an honest presentation of his deity, performing miracles to prove his divine power over creation. Jesus Christ dealt honestly with his disciples, not hiding from them the necessity of his own sufferings and death. Jesus Christ also dealt honestly with sinners, like the woman at the well (John 4), exposing their secrets and inviting them to trust in him. And Jesus Christ dealt honestly with his enemies, like the Pharisees, confronting the enmity in their hearts. There was nothing false or deceptive in anything Jesus said or did.


Jeremiah was told to look for one man “who … seeks truth.” Jesus Christ not only sought the truth—he is the Truth! At the beginning of his Gospel, John says Jesus Christ came into the world “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). That is truth with a capital T, the Truth of God himself. Thus when the disciples wanted to know the way to eternal life, Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (14:6).


The challenge God gave to Jeremiah was answered in Jesus Christ. He is the one man, the plain dealer, the truth-seeker, the righteous man for whose sake God can forgive his people.


However, in order to achieve this forgiveness, it was necessary for Jesus Christ to die on the cross. Atonement had to be offered for the sins of God’s people. In Jeremiah’s prophecy, this need is recognized: “Shall I not punish them for these things? declares the LORD; and shall I not avenge myself on a nation such as this?” (5:9). “How can I pardon you?” (v. 7). This is the basic problem of salvation: How can God be just and justify the ungodly?


Only if one perfect man, the God-and-man, would offer himself as a perfect sacrifice for sin. Such a man would be righteous, not only for himself, but also for others. Then God the Father would be able to forgive his people for their sins.


This is why the New Testament writers took such pains to prove that Jesus Christ is the one man who could and who did atone for all the sins of God’s people. In Mark’s Gospel it is a demon who recognizes Jesus Christ, crying out, “I know who you are—the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24b). In the book of Acts, Peter calls Jesus “ The Holy and Righteous One” (Acts 3:14), while Stephen calls him “ The Righteous One” (Acts 7:52; cf. 22:14). John said the same thing in his first epistle: “We have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. He is the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 2:1b, 2a).


In John’s Gospel it is Caiaphas who testifies that Jesus is the answer to Jeremiah’s quest. Caiaphas, who served as high priest in Jerusalem, was no friend of Jesus. Yet this is what he said, by the Holy Spirit: “It is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish” (John 11:50). Exactly what Jeremiah was looking for: one man to save the nation from perishing! That one man was Jesus Christ, who died for the sins of his people so they might not perish, but have everlasting life (John 3:16).


The Apostle Paul said the same thing. He “concluded this: that one has died for all” (2 Corinthians 5:14). He compared the death that came through Adam with the life that comes through Christ:




For if many died through one man’s [Adam’s] trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many … [how] much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ … one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. For as by the one man’s [Adam’s] disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s [Christ’s] obedience the many will be made righteous. (Romans 5:15b, 17b, 18b, 19)





Through the grace, the life, the righteous act, and the obedience of the one man, justifying grace comes to many.


Look as long as you like, there is no other answer to Jeremiah’s quest. God sent his own Son, Jesus Christ, the Righteous One, to save the city. A good man is hard to find, but not impossible.
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