Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #3

“No Excuses”

Jeremiah 5:1-31
Can you remember from your high school or college days an assignment given that seemed unachievable? On the website of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) is a “final exam” covering a number of subjects, all with ridiculous questions like, “Define the universe and give three examples.” And the entire exam was to be completed in four hours.

In Jeremiah 5, the Lord gives Jeremiah an assignment that did not seem nearly so daunting, yet it turned out to be just as unattainable.

The Prophet’s Assignment

Jeremiah five begins with the prophet’s assignment in verses 1-2,

“Go up and down the streets of Jerusalem, look around and consider, search through her squares. If you can find but one person who deals honestly and seeks the truth, I will forgive this city. Although they say, ‘As surely as the Lord lives,’ still they are swearing falsely.”
God commanded Jeremiah to search all the city of Jerusalem. If just one righteous person was discovered, the Lord would forgive the wicked city and call off the invasion.
 

This is reminiscent of Genesis 18, where the Lord appeared to Abraham regarding His planned judgment for Sodom and Gomorrah. Turn Genesis 18:20,

Then the Lord said, “The outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is so great and their sin so grievous that I will go down and see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached me. If not, I will know.” 

The men turned away and went toward Sodom, but Abraham remained standing before the Lord.   Then Abraham approached him and said: “Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked? What if there are fifty righteous people in the city? Will you really sweep it away and not spare the place for the sake of the fifty righteous people in it? Far be it from you to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from you! Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?” 

The Lord said, “If I find fifty righteous people in the city of Sodom, I will spare the whole place for their sake.” 

Then Abraham spoke up again: “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust and ashes, what if the number of the righteous is five less than fifty? Will you destroy the whole city because of five people?”

“If I find forty-five there,” he said, “I will not destroy it.” 

Once again he spoke to him, “What if only forty are found there?”

He said, “For the sake of forty, I will not do it.” 

Then he said, “May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak. What if only thirty can be found there?”

He answered, “I will not do it if I find thirty there.” 

Abraham said, “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, what if only twenty can be found there?”

He said, “For the sake of twenty, I will not destroy it.” 

Then he said, “May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak just once more. What if only ten can be found there?”

He answered, “For the sake of ten, I will not destroy it.” 

When the Lord had finished speaking with Abraham, he left, and Abraham returned home. 
Of course, we know “the rest of the story,” as Paul Harvey would put it. There were not even ten righteous people in Sodom and Gomorrah, and the cities and their inhabitants were destroyed, except for Lot and his family.

Certainly Jeremiah was familiar with this story, so he must have been thrilled to hear that his assignment was to only find one righteous person, not in a heathen place like Sodom and Gomorrah, but in Jerusalem, the city of God! It seems that God is offering easier terms by far to Jerusalem even though Jerusalem’s sins exceeded those of Sodom, according to Jeremiah 15:1-4 and Ezekiel 16:48.

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.
 But we know the answer. He didn’t find one.

Before we move on, look at verse two: “Although they say, ‘As surely as the Lord lives,’ still they are swearing falsely.” In technical terms, by “swearing falsely” they actually committed perjury when they worshiped. As the Lord had said a generation earlier in Isaiah 29:13, “These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.” This is a strong warning for anyone who claims to worship God. He is not content with merely showing up at church on Sunday. He sees beyond the surface actions and into the heart. Whenever hymns are mumbled or prayers are mindlessly repeated, perjury is committed in God’s house.

The Prophet’s Assumptions

In verses 3-5 we see the prophet’s assumptions. As Jeremiah approached his assignment, he carried with him certain presuppositions about the people that might explain their lack of integrity:

O Lord, do not your eyes look for truth? You struck them, but they felt no pain; you crushed them, but they refused correction. They made their faces harder than stone and refused to repent.  I thought, “These are only the poor; they are foolish, for they do not know the way of the Lord, the requirements of their God. So I will go to the leaders and speak to them; surely they know the way of the Lord, the requirements of their God.”

In verse three Jeremiah admits that, though God had tried to get the people to repent, they refused to turn from their wickedness. So he tried to excuse their spiritual condition on the grounds of economic or educational deficiency.

In verse four he identifies “the poor.” These would be described in Jeremiah 39:10 as “the poor people, who owned nothing.” They were so concerned with meeting their basic physical needs, Jeremiah surmised, how could they be expected to give attention to spiritual matters?
 Yet the Lord replies in verses 7-9,

“I supplied all their needs, yet they committed adultery and thronged to the houses of prostitutes. They are well-fed, lusty stallions, each neighing for another man’s wife. Should I not punish them for this?” declares the Lord. “Should I not avenge myself on such a nation as this?”
While some did not have as much as others (which happens in every society), they were not totally deprived. God had given them everything they needed. They were well-supplied (according to verse 7) and “well-fed” (8).
 And this is nothing new. Moses wrote in Deuteronomy 32:12-15 regarding the people of Israel,

The Lord alone led him; no foreign god was with him. He made him ride on the heights of the land and fed him with the fruit of the fields. He nourished him with honey from the rock, and with oil from the flinty crag, with curds and milk from herd and flock and with fattened lambs and goats, with choice rams of Bashan and the finest kernels of wheat. You drank the foaming blood of the grape. Jeshurun grew fat and kicked; filled with food, he became heavy and sleek. He abandoned the God who made him and rejected the Rock his Savior.

Instead of appreciating what God had provided, they were ungrateful for His blessings. Instead of acting like men and women made in the image of God, they became like animals in heat.
 Their problem was not economic—relieving poverty will not save.

So Jeremiah moved on to another assumption: the problem with the people is a lack of education. In verse four we read, “I thought, ‘These are only the poor; they are foolish, for they do not know the way of the Lord, the requirements of their God.’”
“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.”
 He concluded that their lack of religious education would excuse them.

Yet even the poor were supposed to know the law of God. Just as running a red light unaware is still illegal—and still punishable—we are held to God’s standard whether we know it or not. Ignorance is no excuse.
 Romans 1-3 painstakingly dismisses every defense of lack of information or civilization before God. Romans 1:20 concludes, “For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.” 
Jeremiah decides in verse 5, “So I will go to the leaders and speak to them; surely they know the way of the Lord, the requirements of their God.” Yet he discovers at the end of the same verse, “But with one accord they too had broken off the yoke and torn off the bonds.”  When identical conditions occur among the upper classes, the prophet knows that they arise from a repudiation of God’s commands, not from ignorance.
 Even those better off economically and educationally, possessing every advantage, were no more righteous than the poorest and ignorant of the common people.

Jeremiah tries one more segment of society: the religious. Certainly he would be able to find one man of integrity among the prophets and priests of the land! Yet once again he came up empty, as evidenced in verses 12-13,

They have lied about the Lord; they said, “He will do nothing! No harm will come to us; we will never see sword or famine. The prophets are but wind and the word is not in them; so let what they say be done to them.”

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. Instead of the prophets were being filled with the Spirit, they were just windbags.

Before we dismiss this as just an ancient account of a primitive people, we must admit that Jeremiah’s search would have been equally futile if he had walked up and down 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 among the people? 

Anyone who has ever looked for a perfectly good man has reached the same verdict. King Solomon searched high and low and concluded in Ecclesiastes 7:20 that, “there is not a righteous man on earth who does what is right and never sins.” The Apostle Paul put it like this in Romans 3:9-12,

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! …As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.”

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—mind, heart, and will—are 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. Jeremiah received a lesson in total depravity. The longer he walked the streets of Jerusalem, the clearer the lesson became: “There is no one righteous, not even one.”
 And none of the prophet’s assumptions can explain or excuse this condition.

This is a message our society needs to hear. As one author observes, “We have seen a gradual change over the past several decades in our society from emphasizing individual responsibility to emphasizing, almost glorifying, individual rights.”
 James Moore should win some kind of award for the title of his book, Yes, Lord, I Have Sinned, But I Have Several Excellent Excuses! In it he writes,

I don’t know if you have noticed this, but we are living in very frank times! Nothing is kept under wraps anymore; we will admit to almost anything. We see people on national television laughing at their numerous marriage failures, admitting they are living together without being married, having children out of wedlock, openly telling of their use of drugs and alcohol. And are you ready for this?—the audience laughs and applauds! Our problem is not that we hesitate to admit anything; our problem is that we are learning how to justify everything! We have excellent excuses for anything we want to do!

He goes on to point out that we excuse ourselves with words, with scapegoats, by blaming other people, by blaming circumstances or past events, or by blaming evil spirits.
 (Remember Flip Wilson’s famous line, “The devil made me do it”?) But, in reality, there are no excuses for our sinful condition. 

The Prophet’s Announcement

This leads to the prophet’s announcement, seen first in verses 6-7,

Therefore a lion from the forest will attack them, a wolf from the desert will ravage them, a leopard will lie in wait near their towns to tear to pieces any who venture out, for their rebellion is great and their backslidings many. “Why should I forgive you? Your children have forsaken me and sworn by gods that are not gods.”

Judgment was coming because of the sin of the people. Despite God’s repeated warnings and even minor discipline (such as occasional droughts and famines), the people refused the turn from the evil ways, as seen in verses 23-25, 

“But these people have stubborn and rebellious hearts; they have turned aside and gone away. They do not say to themselves, ‘Let us fear the Lord our God, who gives autumn and spring rains in season, who assures us of the regular weeks of harvest.’ Your wrongdoings have kept these away; your sins have deprived you of good.
The depth of their depraved condition is seen in the concluding verses of the chapter: “A horrible and shocking thing has happened in the land: The prophets prophesy lies, the priests rule by their own authority, and my people love it this way.” (Jeremiah 5:30-31) The priests, prophets, and leaders of the nation were corrupt…and the people loved it! They were clapping and saying, “That’s the way we want it. We don’t want men of God. We want false prophets. We want our own message. Just salve our conscience and take away the pain. We’re enjoying this life that we’ve begun to live. We’re letting it all hang out. Don’t stop us, we like it like that.” 

Then he asked a question in verse thirty-one: “But what will you do in the end?”  Now listen very carefully: that is the question to ask when planning to live in sin. This may sound like a strange thing to say…almost sounds like a threat. But we do not focus on that; we prefer to focus on the fun part. The pleasures of sin and they are there. There is such delight in times of disobedience it is absolutely exhilarating. The flesh is enjoying it, the pride is fanned, and the flame gets higher. Wow, you can sort of swagger your way through, you can get your own way. You can manhandle, manipulate, intimidate and even turn off God and just sort of live it up. But what will you do at the end of it? 

Now, all is not doom and gloom. In the midst of the depravity and disaster of this chapter, we read in verse 18, “Yet even in those days,” declares the Lord, “I will not destroy you completely.” This warning opened and closed with the promise that God would not destroy the nation completely. Even in wrath, He remembers mercy. The Jewish prophets announced judgment, but they also promised that a “remnant” would be spared.
 But it requires repentance, not excuses. As Howard Hendricks liked to say, “If you want to do something, you’ll find a way; if not, you’ll find an excuse.”

Let’s wrap this up with a few conclusions.

First, God sees through our excuses. Like a parent who knows all the children well, God knows us. God can’t be conned! God knows us better than we know ourselves. God sees through us and our excuses. Our excuses seem so frail and feeble under the light of God.

That is what the strange little parable in Luke 14 is about. A man is giving a great banquet. The invitation goes out: Come! All is ready! Then there is that haunting line, “But they all alike began to make excuses.”

The story has some strange elements, but one central truth here needs to be underscored: We can make excuses for almost anything we want to do or don’t want to do, but God sees through them—and our excuses may be the very things that are keeping us out of God’s kingdom and out of God’s presence.

Second, God is more interested in forgiving our sins than in hearing our excuses. We don’t need a scapegoat; we have a Savior. Christ came to show us that forgiveness is at hand. We see it powerfully in the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15.

Here’s the point—we’re not justified by our eloquent excuses but by the grace of a loving, caring, forgiving God!

Third, what God wants from us is not excuses, but repentance. 

What God wants is not excuses, but repentance and commitment. Yes, we have sinned, and we have several excellent excuses, but God sees through them. And He’s much more interested in forgiveness, repentance, and commitment, anyway.

And that’s an assignment that we can accomplish!
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