Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #1

“Least Likely…or Liked”

Jeremiah 1:1-19

Ever feel like you’re beating your head against a wall? No matter what you try, nothing seems to work? Maybe you can sympathize with Sisyphus of Greek mythology, who was bound to eternally push a boulder uphill. However, as soon as he would reach the top of the hill, the boulder would roll back and Sisyphus had to push it back again.

Or maybe you can sympathize with the prophet Jeremiah.
Jeremiah has been described as the “weeping prophet,”
 “the reluctant prophet,”
 “the faithful prophet,”
 and “the suffering prophet.”
 All of these are accurate, but when it comes to preachers and teachers, Jeremiah has also been classified as “the neglected prophet.” H. L. Ellison goes on to say, “If the length of a prophet’s writings were any criterion of the number of books that should be written about him, then Jeremiah would be the most neglected of all the prophets. Though scholars are now beginning to atone for past neglect, it still persists in the pulpit and Bible class.”

Perhaps one reason for this neglect is that Jeremiah is the longest book in the Bible, containing more words than any other.
 Furthermore, as we will see, Jeremiah had a more melancholy disposition, one who did not look on the bright side of things. He had some deep struggles that many prophets of his own time, before and after, never experienced.
 His personal life and struggles are known to us in greater depth and detail than those of any other OT prophet. Jeremiah was not an easy person to be around. His story does not have a happy ending. After four decades of fruitless ministry, Jeremiah witnessed the destruction of his own homeland. Against his will, he was taken to Egypt with fleeing Jewish refugees. How and when Jeremiah died is not known; Jewish tradition, however, asserts that while living in Egypt he was killed by being stoned.
 

Chronologically, Jeremiah’s ministry was immediately preceded by that of Zephaniah. Habakkuk was a contemporary, and Obadiah may have been also. Since Ezekiel began his ministry in Babylon in 593 he, too, was a late contemporary of the great prophet in Jerusalem.
 

Jeremiah’s Times

Let’s begin by looking at Jeremiah’s times. We read in Jeremiah 1:1-3,

The words of Jeremiah son of Hilkiah, one of the priests at Anathoth in the territory of Benjamin. The word of the Lord came to him in the thirteenth year of the reign of Josiah son of Amon king of Judah, and through the reign of Jehoiakim son of Josiah king of Judah, down to the fifth month of the eleventh year of Zedekiah son of Josiah king of Judah, when the people of Jerusalem went into exile. 

That is a bare-bones description of the circumstances and the times in which Jeremiah ministered. The period of his ministry extended from the thirteenth year of Josiah’s reign, 627 b.c., to the time of the second deportation, 587 b.c.
 It does not give us much of the flavor of those days, but these were troubled times in the nation. Israel, the Northern Kingdom, had been carried into captivity by Assyria a hundred years earlier. Now Judah, the Southern Kingdom, was rushing blindly along a course that was certain to lead it to the same judgment. It was during the reign of Josiah, the last godly king of Judah, that Jeremiah began his ministry.

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—really, he 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.

F. B. Meyer observes,

If the days of David and Solomon may be compared to spring and summer in the history of the kingdom of Israel, it was late autumn when our story opens. The influence of the spiritual revival under Hezekiah and Isaiah, which had for a brief interval arrested the process of decline, had spent itself; and not even the reforms of the good King Josiah, which affected rather the surface than the heart of the people, could avail to avert inevitable judgment.

Jeremiah ministered in a continual state of political and religious crisis in the southern kingdom.
 His times were marked by idolatry instead of integrity, reformation instead of repentance, and politics instead of principle.

His era was a time in which priests where unfaithful, prophets were hypocritical, people were indifferent, the nation turned against God, politicians were deceptive, and I might add, disease ran rampant. It’s believed that from some archeological findings that social disease was throughout the nation.

One more thing about Jeremiah’s era: Most people don’t stop and think that the four great eastern religions were born during Jeremiah’s era. Buddhism, Hinduism, Confucianism, Zoroastrianism…all four came to birth between 650 and 500 bc. These were terribly intimidating times. Not only was Jeremiah a prophet of doom, not only did he see Judaism fall, but he also saw the rise of false teachings as they began to spread over the land and quite probably among his own people.

In the words of J. Sidlow Baxter, “Jeremiah was the prophet of Judah’s midnight hour.”
 He was the last watchman over his nation, watching his people and homeland slide into defeat and despair. A person less conscious than Jeremiah of his mission as a divinely-appointed prophet to a disbelieving, apostate and wanton generation might well have abandoned the situation at that point as being absolutely hopeless. But Jeremiah was nothing if not an ardent and loyal patriot, and therefore he felt it his duty to inform his countrymen of the dangers lurking in the current international situation.

Jeremiah’s Temperament

This leads us to Jeremiah’s temperament. The opening verse of the book reveals that Jeremiah was from the town of Anathoth in the territory of Benjamin, 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.
 His father Hilkiah descended from the line of Abiathar, a priest who served under King David. Solomon deposed and banished Abiathar to his home in Anathoth because of his support of Adonijah’s attempt to usurp the throne.
 If so, Jeremiah was able to trace his ancestry back to the house of Eli, and hence there may be a personal element in the reminiscences concerning Shiloh, since the family of Eli had been in charge of the ark there.

Jeremiah never acted as priest, nor is there any evidence that he would have done so, had he not been called to be a prophet. He was probably between 18 and 20 at the time he was called by God.
 He cited his youth in his reluctance to accept God’s call. We watch his very human reactions to every situation. King and courtiers, priests and people are all against him. His own priestly family opposes him. He is put in the stocks and thrown into a cistern. God’s word burns like fire in his bones; he cannot hold it in. But nobody listens to him. He is essentially a patriot but is thought to be a traitor. He witnesses the decline and death of his own nation. Even the Lord seems at times to be against him. He is alone and in anguish. He weeps bitter tears.

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.

Jeremiah was a man who doesn’t quite fit the mold of a prophet. He was a man who seemed to minister more in tears than in great proclamations, a man who sobbed audibly and often.
 There were times when Jeremiah was spiritually on top of the mountain, and then he would suddenly plummet down into the valley of despair. But in all these experiences, no matter how much he was humiliated or hurt, Jeremiah prayed to the Lord and was honest in describing his own feelings. He was bold before the people but broken before the Lord, and that’s the way it ought to be.

Let’s look at Jeremiahs’ personality. Turn to Jeremiah 9:1, “Oh, that my head were a spring of water and my eyes a fountain of tears! I would weep day and night for the slain of my people.”
The first thing I’d say about Jeremiah is that he was sad and lonely. When worse came to worse and he was really up against the wall and something had to be done that was powerful, he cried. Turn over to Jeremiah 14:17-18,

Let my eyes overflow with tears night and day without ceasing; for my virgin daughter—my people—has suffered a grievous wound, a crushing blow. If I go into the country, I see those slain by the sword; if I go into the city, I see the ravages of famine. Both prophet and priest have gone to a land they know not. 
Chapter twenty tells us that Jeremiah was introspective and unappreciated. We read in Jeremiah 20:7-8,

O Lord, you deceived me, and I was deceived; you overpowered me and prevailed. I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me. Whenever I speak, I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction. So the word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long. 
It got so bad for Jeremiah that he cried out in verses 14-15,

Cursed be the day I was born! Let the day not be blessed when my mother bore me. Cursed be the man that brought the news to my father saying “A baby boy has been born to you.” 

One final passage on Jeremiah’s personality: Jeremiah 32:17 records, “Ah, Sovereign Lord, you have made the heavens and the earth by your great power and outstretched arm. Nothing is too hard for you.” 

Jeremiah was faithful and determined. He was sad and lonely, introspective and unappreciated, but he was also faithful and determined.
 Jeremiah was a lonely man, but he was a man of God.
 In fact, in the first century, Jesus Christ was associated in the public’s mind with Jeremiah. When on one occasion Christ took a sampling of public opinion from his disciples, some reports identified him with the outstanding prophetic figure of the seventh century bc. It is hardly surprising that some mistook the Man of sorrows for the prophet of the broken heart, for Jeremiah and Christ both lamented and wept over their contemporaries.
 Baxter writes,

I know of no man who reveals a truer heart-likeness to Jesus Himself than does Jeremiah, in his suffering sympathy both with God and men, in his unretaliating forbearance, his yearning concern for his fellows, his guileless motive, his humility, his willingness for self-sacrifice, and his utter faithfulness, even to the point of unsparing severity in denunciation. All disappointed, disappreciated, disregarded, misunderstood, misrepresented, and persecuted Christian workers today, sticking on at their work, but with a leaden weight at the heart and a choke of grief in the throat, should turn aside again and again to commune with the heroic great-heart of these pages. Indeed, we cannot properly study this Book of Jeremiah without studying Jeremiah himself; for the man is as much the book as the prophecies which he uttered.

In our series of messages we will spend more time and attention on the person of Jeremiah than his prophecies.

William LaSor writes, “Jeremiah is certainly one of the greatest prophets. Some consider him to be the most Christlike man to appear before the Lord Jesus Himself.” But he adds, “I would not be honest if I failed to add that others look upon him as mentally deranged.”
 Divine or deranged…in every sense of the word, he did not fit his times.

Jeremiah’s Task

Which brings us to Jeremiah’s task. He records his commission in verses 4-10,

The word of the Lord came to me, saying, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.” 

“Ah, Sovereign Lord,” I said, “I do not know how to speak; I am only a child.” 

But the Lord said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a child.’ You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you,” declares the Lord. 

Then the Lord reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, “Now, I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.” 

When God first spoke to him, Jeremiah argued that he was too young to represent the Lord before the nation. The people, especially the leaders, would never listen to the words of “a child.” But God assured him He had appointed him before he was conceived and had equipped him to be His prophet. An angel touched Isaiah’s mouth with a coal from the altar, but the Lord Himself touched the mouth of Jeremiah and gave him the words to speak.
 Jeremiah was the prophet of the “word of the Lord,” according to verse two. Jeremiah used “Thus says the Lord” or similar phrases 157 times out of the total of 349 times such phrases are used in the Old Testament.

God also gave him a great promise in verse 12: “I am watching to see that my word is fulfilled.” Like Samuel, none of Jeremiah’s words would fall to the ground and be lost. Our words are but a puff of air and a bit of sound, and then they’re gone, but not so when we speak the words God gives us. “It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” His Word won’t pass away.

Jeremiah was very reluctant. But God never allows us to be preoccupied with our weaknesses and to make idols out of our ailments. God gets no pleasure from self-pity. He will not allow us to shriek from our calling or shirk our responsibility even though we may feel like we’re not the one for the job.
 

Now look at His response in verses 7-8, “Do not say, ‘I am a youth,’ because everywhere I send you, you shall go, and all that I command you, you shall speak. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you.” 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.
 Jeremiah is one of Scripture’s greatest examples of faithfulness and decisive action in the face of physical danger and national decay.

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 2,500 years ago.
 

Jeremiah may not have been the greatest of the prophets, like Isaiah; nor the most difficult to understand, like Ezekiel. He did not see great response from his preaching, as Jonah did, nor miraculous answers to prayer, like Elijah or Elisha. But of all the prophets, Jeremiah is the most heroic. This young man began his ministry in the days of Josiah the king of Judah, and for forty years he preached in Judah, trying to awaken the nation to what was about to happen to it. He tried to get them to turn around, to save them from God’s judgment. But in all those years he never once saw any sign of encouragement. His preaching in no way deterred the headlong rush of this nation toward its own destruction. Never did he see any sign that what he was saying had any impact at all upon his people. And yet, he was faithful to his task. Through much personal sorrow, struggle, heartache, difficulty and danger, he performed what God had sent him to do. And in so doing, he left a tremendous record of the greatness of God, of his power over nations and his control of history, and of the hope that arises out of darkness.

Maybe you look around and see a lot of Jeremiah’s times in your own. Our nation seems to have gone off its moral rails and is hurtling toward judgment. Everywhere you look times seem to be getting worse instead of better.

Maybe you look inside and see a lot of Jeremiah’s temperament in your own. You may not be the happy-go-lucky sort, bouncing from one cloud nine experience to the next. Perhaps you are given to negative thinking, depressed moods, and even tears. When others see the sun, you see the clouds. For that reason, you may feel shunned and shut out by others. Maybe you wonder why you were even born.

Just remember, God has a purpose and plan for your life. He knew you before you were born, and He wants to work through you, just as you are. You may not see a lot of results from your efforts, but I would caution you not to judge success by the results. God calls His servants to be faithful, not successful. So much is out of our hands, such as the choices of others. 

Jeremiah seemed the least likely to be the man of the hour in ancient Judah. Yet he was precisely who God raised as the divine spokesman at this critical point of the nation’s history. He was the author of the longest book of the Bible and some of the most loved verses to this day. His poetic expressions of grief over the fall of Jerusalem (called Lamentations) became another book of the Bible.

You may seem to be the least likely—or liked—to be used in your country, your community, your church, or even your family. God loves to use the most unlikely to fulfill His plan. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-31,

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.”  
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