Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #6

“Dirty Laundry”

Jeremiah 13:1-11
America, it seems, loves dirty laundry. Don Henley, former lead singer of The Eagles, recorded a song on one of his solo albums entitled, “Dirty Laundry.” Some of the lyrics read,

I make my living off the evening news

Just give me something, something I can use

People love it when you lose

They love dirty laundry.

We got the bubble-headed bleached blonde comes on at five

She can tell you about the plane crash with a gleam in her eye

It’s interesting when people die

Give us dirty laundry.

Watching the evening news or perusing the magazines and papers near the check out lines at most stores would seem to bear out this point. Americans love dirty laundry, at least in the figurative sense.

On the other hand, no one cares much about dirty laundry in the literal sense.

But that is precisely the focus of the first part of Jeremiah 13. Jeremiah had been preaching to the people, warning them of impending doom if they did not repent. But his words were missing the mark with this resistant people, so God chose to communicate His reality in a dramatic use of nonverbals. Jeremiah makes a public appearance in a shocking outfit. Instead of preaching a sermon, he is to be a sermon.
 This was one of Jeremiah’s “action sermons,” of which there are several in his book.
 It was not unusual for Jeremiah or other prophets to perform symbolic actions that were in the nature of parables.
 The prophet Ezekiel stands out in this regard. And, of course, Jesus taught many parables in His teaching ministry.

This parable has several details over which scholars debate. We must not lose the forest for the trees, however. As in the case of all parables it is wrong in principle to search for a meaning in every detail. Such a procedure only leads to allegorism, which is fraught with danger and is a hindrance to proper interpretation.

The Peculiar Symbol

Jeremiah 13 begins with the peculiar symbol used in this acted-out parable:

This is what the Lord said to me: “Go and buy a linen belt and put it around your waist, but do not let it touch water.” So I bought a belt, as the Lord directed, and put it around my waist. 

God sends Jeremiah shopping. He was to buy a new piece of clothing for wearing around his waist. What exactly the garment was and how it was worn is not entirely clear. The word (‘ēzôr) is rather rare, but it seems to have been a short skirt bound tightly around the waist and reaching some way down the thighs. Some commentators assume it was an undergarment and translate “loincloth.”
 The kjv translates this as “girdle,” which J. Vernon McGee finds humorous:

God is giving a parable to Judah, and it is the parable of the girdle! I just can’t help but smile at this. I don’t think that Jeremiah was putting on weight. In fact, I would think he had been losing weight. God told him to get a girdle and wear it. But it wasn’t because he was getting fat—a girdle wasn’t worn for that purpose in that day.

Others, however, envisage it being worn outside a man’s long outer garment, as a waistband (belt in the niv is too small and thin for what would have been a sizeable piece of cloth). It might have been decorative, but would have served also to carry small tools, weapons or a pouch of coins, like a waistband or sash.
 Of more importance than the exact nature of the garment was that it was made of linen, the material used for priestly garments; for Judah was a priestly nation (and Jeremiah was from a priestly clan).

I think that, either way, Jeremiah wore this on the outside so that people could see it. If Jeremiah wore the traditional prophetic garb he would have been clothed in a fairly tight tunic of coarse material with a hair cloak over it. A linen girdle around his waist, such as was worn by priests and the rich nobility, would have made him something of a spectacle.
 It would be like meeting an old friend you’ve only ever seen in jeans and a T-shirt suddenly going around in a suit and tie.
 Or perhaps meeting that friend wearing a bright new tie with jeans and a T-shirt.

Furthermore, Jeremiah was to wear the girdle and not wash it but let it get dirtier and dirtier.
 Everything about this peculiar symbol was intended to draw attention from the public so that God could communicate His message.

The Polluted State

Verses 3-7 describe the polluted state of the garment:

Then the word of the Lord came to me a second time: “Take the belt you bought and are wearing around your waist, and go now to Perath and hide it there in a crevice in the rocks.” So I went and hid it at Perath, as the Lord told me. Many days later the Lord said to me, “Go now to Perath and get the belt I told you to hide there.” So I went to Perath and dug up the belt and took it from the place where I had hidden it, but now it was ruined and completely useless. 

Once again a detail of the story divides the commentators. The Lord told Jeremiah to take the garment and hide it in the rocks in Perath. The Hebrew word Perath is usually the name for the Euphrates River. Jeremiah would have been 300-350 miles from the Euphrates, which would have taken several months each way (twice). Some believe that he did make these trips, and that the length of time away would add to the suspense.

Other scholars think it refers to the town of Parah about three miles from Anathoth, located in a wild and rocky valley watered by a copious spring, Wady Fara, which runs into the Wady Kelt flowing down past Jericho into the Jordan.
 The consonants of that name are identical to the Euphrates in Hebrew; there is just one vowel-point difference. This would have meant a shorter journey and the effect on the cloth would have been the same. But possibly the play on words would have been noticed by the people, later at least—given that Euphrates was the great river of Babylon to which they themselves would later be exiled.

Ultimately, though, the actual identification of Perath in Jeremiah 13:1–7 does not affect the ultimate interpretation of Jeremiah’s symbolic action.
 Jeremiah takes the linen garment and hides it in the rocks. After a while he returns and reclaims it. In hiding the girdle Jeremiah doubtless covered it with dirt.

After lying in the damp soil so long, the piece of fresh linen, once so decorative and admirable, had become a stained and rotting rag. Jeremiah certainly wasn’t going to be seen around Jerusalem wearing that! Probably, though, he carried it around to show the tattered shreds to the people who had once so admired it when it was new and pristine. A thing of beauty, a thing you could wrap around yourself with pride—now ruined and useless for the purpose it had been bought for.
 The polluted state of the garment rendered it worthless.

The Parable Explained

In verses 8-11, we see the parable explained:

Then the word of the Lord came to me: “This is what the Lord says: ‘In the same way I will ruin the pride of Judah and the great pride of Jerusalem. These wicked people, who refuse to listen to my words, who follow the stubbornness of their hearts and go after other gods to serve and worship them, will be like this belt—completely useless! For as a belt is bound around a man’s waist, so I bound the whole house of Israel and the whole house of Judah to me,’ declares the Lord, ‘to be my people for my renown and praise and honor. But they have not listened.’”
Jeremiah was taught how a life begins to rot when it turns away from God. It cannot be sustained in its strength, for God is the source of all strength in humanity. Man cannot be man apart from God. Any individual, or any nation, that refuses to live on this basis, will find his life beginning to rot and to shred, and to lose its power.
 God had brought the nation close to Himself, but they had defiled themselves with idols and become “good for nothing.”
 

The imagery is striking. God wanted to “put his people on” like clothing! And not just as a man might wear a cloak loosely thrown over the shoulders, but as a close fitting, clinging, waistband. And not just for warmth, but for show! Both these points seem to be included in Jeremiah’s message.

On the one hand, God had bound Israel to himself in a covenant relationship in which they were to cling to, or hold fast, to him in covenant loyalty, trust and obedience. But that is exactly what they had failed to do, to their own ruin.

On the other hand, God wanted “to look good” wearing Israel. That is to say, as a whole community they would be a credit to the God they worshipped, living in such a visibly different way among the nations that the name of the Lord would be held in praise and honor. Other nations should look at Israel and be attracted to the God whom Israel worshipped and belonged to. When we praise a beautiful piece of clothing, the praise is actually for the person wearing it. A husband who comments on his wife’s beautiful new dress is paying her the compliment of how beautiful she looks wearing it.

But now this garment was ruined. It was good for nothing. “Look at this cloth,” Jeremiah said to the people, “and see your own future.” His point is that not only had the people unbound themselves from their covenant Lord, they had become completely unwearable by him. Israel, far from displaying the splendor of the Lord, were rotting in their own disgrace. They were failing to be and do what they had been bought for. They were denying their mission, their reason for existence.
 Now they had reached the place where there is no hope for them. God was going to send them into Babylonian captivity.
 Yet God did not send Israel into captivity; they put themselves there. They perished outwardly because they had been corrupted inwardly.

Jeremiah’s dramatic message had a powerful implication for his countrymen… and for us. 

In choosing to “wear” Israel, God had a wider agenda, namely the exaltation of His own name among the nations through what He would ultimately accomplish “dressed with” Israel. And it was that wider purpose of God that Israel was frustrating by their disobedience. They had become as corrupt as a new waistband that has lain in wet soil for many months—to return to Jeremiah’s graphic acted parable. God simply couldn’t wear them anymore. Far from bringing Him praise and honor, they brought Him shame and disgrace. How could God attract admirers dressed in the filthy rags of such people? Their rottenness would bring Him into contempt.

For that reason, if God’s purpose for the nations were to proceed, God would have to deal with Israel first. And He would deal with them by bringing the Babylonian army to destroy Jerusalem and by taking the Jews back to Babylon in exile. But it was not just a form of punishment. The Lord says in Jeremiah 33:8-9,

I will cleanse them from all the sin they have committed against me and will forgive all their sins of rebellion against me. Then this city will bring me renown, joy, praise and honor before all nations on earth that hear of all the good things I do for it; and they will be in awe and will tremble at the abundant prosperity and peace I provide for it.

And so we have to ask, how do we as God’s people fit this metaphor? Are we living in such a way that the God we claim to worship attracts admiration from those around? Or does God look at us and think, “I can’t be seen wearing people like that!”

Paul uses a different yet related metaphor in 2 Timothy 2:20-21,

In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good work. 

God will not use dirty vessels, any more than He will wear dirty laundry. 

But this is not the final word. In another picturesque passage, Zechariah 3:1-5, we read, 

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan standing at his right side to accuse him. The Lord said to Satan, “The Lord rebuke you, Satan! The Lord, who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this man a burning stick snatched from the fire?” 

Now Joshua was dressed in filthy clothes as he stood before the angel. The angel said to those who were standing before him, “Take off his filthy clothes.” Then he said to Joshua, “See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on you.” 

Then I said, “Put a clean turban on his head.” So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him, while the angel of the Lord stood by.
This illustrates the forgiveness of sin. The filthy clothes represent our sin, which are taken away and new clothes are given. The cleansing agent is nothing less than the blood of Jesus. And we see the ultimate fulfillment of this in Revelation 19:6-8,

Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear.”  (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) 

It may appear that this image suggests that believers earn their salvation by good words, but these righteous deeds do not make up a gown of self-righteousness; for that would be cause for them in their rejoicing to give themselves the glory, whereas they are exhorted to give God the glory. The whole of their salvation, from beginning to end, is from God, and therefore all the praise belongs to God. The righteous acts of the saints, then, do not constitute or contribute to their justification before God, which would be self-justification; as the acts “of the saints” they are performed by those who are already redeemed and justified in Christ. They are evidence of the bride’s sanctification and at the same time of her serious concern to prepare herself for the marriage of the Lamb.

America may love dirty laundry—not just in the sense of bad news regarding others, but in the Scriptural sense of immorality. Lately it seems like the dirtier, the better. We are living in a land that has lost its way.

Judah in Jeremiah’s day had gone too far—only judgment awaited them. Has America gone that far? I cannot say. Only God knows. But if there is any hope for our nation, it is in humility and repentance. And we as God’s children must lead the way.
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