Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #8

“Jeremiah the Pariah”

Jeremiah 16
The late Pyotr Tchaikovsky was a lonely, depressed genius. He was the first Russian born composer to become internationally famous for the writing of his music. Ironically, he didn’t really begin until the middle of his life then he made up for lost time as lovers of music can testify. He was a man of great skill and of deep feeling but he was given to a kind of melancholy temperament, so much so that his friends wondered at times if he would live to a ripe old age, fearing for his life.  He entered into a disastrous marriage relationship at the age of thirty-seven, which lasted only a few weeks. The aftermath of that was so deep and despondent for him, many just wondered if he would lose his reasoning and finish his life in a hospital for the mentally ill. 

But like Edgar Allen Poe, Tchaikovsky had a way of doing his best work in the pit of despair. Listen to a few of them that he has left in his legacy; six symphonies, eleven operas, numerous concertos, the Nutcracker Suite, the ballet Sleeping Beauty, the overture fantasy Romeo and Juliet, and of course the famed overture 1812 with cannon.

But along with these classical works, it seems as though Tchaikovsky’s favorite pieces were those for voice with piano accompaniment. But he was not a man of lyrics, so he would borrow the lyrics—not always giving credit. On some occasions, against his critics’ advice, he would change the lyrics to fit his mood. Borrowing from the pen of Goethe, the famous German poet, Tchaikovsky put together a piece which he entitled “Opus Number 6.” That title doesn’t change anybody’s life; we know it today as “None But The Lonely Heart.” That’s not the way Goethe wrote it; he wrote, “None But The Weary Heart.” But Tchaikovsky felt that his piece reflected a lonely heart, not a weary one, and there’s a lot of difference between being weary and being lonely, as he felt none but the lonely heart could feel. So he wrote the piece that has, down through the annals of time, comforted many a lonely heart. 

There is something about loneliness that cannot be entered into, apart from past experiences with the depths of loneliness. The likes of which few people will know like the prophet Jeremiah.

On the streets of Anathoth, Jeremiah was a pariah, a misfit, a social outcast. When people saw him coming down the sidewalk, they held their children close and crossed to the other side of the street. “Oh, no,” they must have said, “here comes Jeremiah. Strange chap. Not a bad man, really; just a little unusual. Never got married, you know. Never been one for socializing. Never comes to holiday gatherings. Always been something of a disappointment to the family.”
 You might say Jeremiah was the Charlie Brown of ancient Israel.

We have seen in this study how emotional and melancholy Jeremiah could be. But God demanded more of his servant than emotional empathy. His whole life, physical and social, became a living enactment of his message. Like Hosea before him and Ezekiel after him, Jeremiah was a prophet from whom God demanded the most appalling personal cost. Hosea endured his wife’s unfaithfulness. Ezekiel saw his wife, “the delight of his eyes,” ripped from him in premature death. Jeremiah was denied a wife altogether. 

Any study of the book of Jeremiah needs to be constantly aware of the enormous cost that this man bore in being the mouthpiece of God. Jeremiah bluntly contradicts the “prosperity gospel” teaching that faith and obedience automatically bring health, wealth and happiness. It was precisely his faithful obedience that thrust Jeremiah into lifelong suffering and sorrow. One writer puts it this way: “Jeremiah had to representatively and predictively take up the cross on which the community soon would die.”

Already Jeremiah has said in Jeremiah 15:17, “I sat alone because your hand was on me.” Now he is destined to become even more of a pariah. If the people will not listen to what he says, then perhaps they will look at what he does. Again the prophet becomes a sermon by taking on three costly self-denials: He was forbidden to marry, forbidden to mourn, forbidden to mingle.

Forbidden to Marry

First we see that Jeremiah was forbidden to marry in verses 1-4,

Then the word of the Lord came to me: “You must not marry and have sons or daughters in this place.” For this is what the Lord says about the sons and daughters born in this land and about the women who are their mothers and the men who are their fathers: “They will die of deadly diseases. They will not be mourned or buried but will be like refuse lying on the ground. They will perish by sword and famine, and their dead bodies will become food for the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth.” 

The devastating demand of verse two must have come early in Jeremiah’s life, since most men married relatively young in Israel. It bound him to a life that was so abnormal that there is no known Hebrew word for “bachelor”—an unmarried man.
 He is the only man in the Bible who was forbidden to marry.

The command to Jeremiah came in a peculiarly emphatic form. The negative term denoted something permanent and indicated that never, in any circumstances, was the prophet to marry. A similar word occurs in the Ten Commandments. In a sense, Jeremiah was given his own special commandment: “Thou shalt not marry.”

Some of you are thinking Jeremiah didn’t know how lucky he was. It might have been different if he had chosen not to marry but God said you cannot marry. Don’t marry; don’t begin a romance; don’t get that started, Jeremiah, because you’re not to marry, you’re to live a single life. So he had no heart to beat with his. He had no warm heart to which to turn when all hell broke lose and the bottom dropped out. There was nobody to cry with or talk to or to help him when he was at the end of his rope.

And this was very unusual at this time. All Jewish men were expected to marry by age twenty. In fact, the rabbis pronounced a curse on any who refused to marry and beget children. Certainly Jeremiah would have appreciated having a loving wife to encourage him, but this blessing was not his to enjoy. When you consider all the trials he endured and the enemies he made, Jeremiah was probably better off a single man. But his refusing marriage was a symbolic act, for the sons and daughters in Jewish families would either die by the sword or starve to death in the coming Babylonian invasion. Whenever anybody asked Jeremiah why he wasn’t married, he had opportunity to share God’s message of the coming judgment.

And now, already a lonely, suffering man, Jeremiah is never to know the joys of a home or children, nor the comfort and companionship of a wife. God was not trying to be hard on Jeremiah. In fact, if you read on, you find that it was God’s love that prompted him to do this to Jeremiah. His desire was to spare this prophet greater sorrow.

Forbidden to Mourn

Secondly, Jeremiah was forbidden to mourn, as seen in verses 5-7,

For this is what the Lord says: “Do not enter a house where there is a funeral meal; do not go to mourn or show sympathy, because I have withdrawn my blessing, my love and my pity from this people,” declares the Lord. “Both high and low will die in this land. They will not be buried or mourned, and no one will cut himself or shave his head for them. No one will offer food to comfort those who mourn for the dead—not even for a father or a mother—nor will anyone give them a drink to console them.”
Jeremiah’s solitary lot extended into other areas of life. He was forbidden to join in the normal practices associated with mourning, the mourning gatherings for the deceased, which was a further mark of his withdrawal from normal life, and a reminder that the Lord had withdrawn from the life of his people.

Everyone went to funerals in those days, too. When someone died, the whole village would gather at the home of the deceased to mourn. Later the neighbors would bring food to share, since it would be unclean to prepare a meal in the same house with a dead body. The mourners would break bread and drink a cup of consolation together.

What did this unsociable conduct say to the people? For one thing, God had removed His peace and comfort from the nation. Moreover, the judgment that was coming would be so terrible that the people would be unable to express their grief. There would be so many corpses and so few survivors that nobody would bury the dead, let alone comfort whatever family member remained.
 In that culture, to not be buried was considered a curse.

Forbidden to Mingle

Third, Jeremiah was forbidden to mingle, as seen in verses 8-9,

“And do not enter a house where there is feasting and sit down to eat and drink. For this is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: Before your eyes and in your days I will bring an end to the sounds of joy and gladness and to the voices of bride and bridegroom in this place.”
Everyone also went to feasts in those days. Whenever there was a religious holiday or a family celebration, everyone would join in the party. Everyone got married, everyone grieved, everyone partied…except for Jeremiah, the pariah. He was always conspicuous by his absence. He defied the social conventions of his day. He did not follow the ancient world’s equivalent of Emily Post or Miss Manners.

But why? What’s the point? The banning of Jeremiah from such festive occasions further stresses the fact that the Lord had withdrawn from the total life of his people.
 The absence of the Lord’s spokesman represents the absence of the Lord Himself from the lives of the people. The people of Judah had been telling God, “Get out of my life!” and now God had granted their request. (This should sound familiar in our day, too.)

This speaks to the enormous cost Jeremiah bore in being the mouthpiece of God, as mentioned previously. One commentator writes,

Jeremiah wept the tears of God. He entered so much into the mind and heart of God that he became the embodiment of the divine feelings. Not only are God’s words being spoken by Jeremiah, but God’s emotions are being felt by Jeremiah. This is prophetic mediation in reverse: Jeremiah is forbidden from presenting the people’s pain to God, but he is commanded to present God’s pain to the people.

These deprivations made his life a picture of the terrible fate that awaited the nation. The strangeness of such isolation no doubt provoked many questions and provided Jeremiah with the opportunity to declare his word of judgment to a sinful and covenant-breaking people. His own separateness was a powerful testimony to the separateness of the Lord as His people turned away from Him.

The Lord anticipated this, as seen in verses 10-13,

When you tell these people all this and they ask you, “Why has the Lord decreed such a great disaster against us? What wrong have we done? What sin have we committed against the Lord our God?” then say to them, “It is because your fathers forsook me,” declares the Lord, “and followed other gods and served and worshiped them. They forsook me and did not keep my law. But you have behaved more wickedly than your fathers. See how each of you is following the stubbornness of his evil heart instead of obeying me. So I will throw you out of this land into a land neither you nor your fathers have known, and there you will serve other gods day and night, for I will show you no favor.” 

Jeremiah’s forced exclusion from his own flesh and blood embodied what it meant for God to be driven out by the people He loved.
 

Yet, in the midst of all this doom and gloom, there are words of hope in verses 14-15,

“However, the days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when men will no longer say, ‘As surely as the Lord lives, who brought the Israelites up out of Egypt,’ 15 but they will say, ‘As surely as the Lord lives, who brought the Israelites up out of the land of the north and out of all the countries where he had banished them.’ For I will restore them to the land I gave their forefathers. 

In wrath, God remembers mercy, and Jeremiah gave the people a message of hope: The exiles will one day return to their land. So great will be this deliverance that it will be looked upon as a “second exodus” and far outshine the glory of Israel’s exodus from Egypt. Later, Jeremiah would explain that the exiles will be in Babylon for seventy years (Jer. 25), and that a remnant would return to the land, rebuild the temple, and establish the nation (Jer. 23:3; 31:7–9). They would return as a chastened people who would never again turn to the idols of the Gentile nations.

This gracious deliverance of the exiles from Babylon would serve as a picture of the greatest deliverance of all, brought about through the death of Jesus Christ. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 1:10, “He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us.”
Before this deliverance, though, the people of Jerusalem and Judah would face God’s punishment, as outlined in verses 16-18,

“But now I will send for many fishermen,” declares the Lord, “and they will catch them. After that I will send for many hunters, and they will hunt them down on every mountain and hill and from the crevices of the rocks. My eyes are on all their ways; they are not hidden from me, nor is their sin concealed from my eyes. I will repay them double for their wickedness and their sin, because they have defiled my land with the lifeless forms of their vile images and have filled my inheritance with their detestable idols.”

The people of Jeremiah’s day were living as though nothing was wrong…just like people in our own day. The greatest danger of living in a land that has lost its way is that they are oblivious to the calamity they are approaching. This is a strong warning for everyone who has not entered into a personal friendship with Jesus Christ. The Day of Judgment approaches. Jesus warned in Matthew 24:37-40, 

As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man. For in the days before the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; and they knew nothing about what would happen until the flood came and took them all away. That is how it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.
From this passage, Jeremiah seems to be saying, “Do not walk down the aisle or go to a funeral or throw a party before you get right with God.”

Jeremiah 16 ends with a bit of poetry in verses 19-21,

O Lord, my strength and my fortress, my refuge in time of distress, to you the nations will come from the ends of the earth and say, “Our fathers possessed nothing but false gods, worthless idols that did them no good. Do men make their own gods? Yes, but they are not gods!” “Therefore I will teach them—this time I will teach them my power and might. Then they will know that my name is the Lord.”
Jeremiah was a pariah because he was God’s prophet. A prophet is a living sermon. Even his social life reveals something about the character and purposes of God. Jeremiah’s refusal to participate in matrimony, sympathy, and revelry was a warning of the judgment to come. The Holy Spirit uses Jeremiah to engrave this lesson on the conscience: The God who hates sin will surely bring sinners to justice.

Regardless of how bad society gets, regardless of how alienated we become from those around us, we must stand for God’s truth, stand for God’s grace, and stand for God’s will. We may be lonely, like Jeremiah—or like Jesus—but in the end it will be worth it all. Jesus said in Mark 8:34-38,

If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy angels.

Better to be a pariah on earth and be praised in eternity!
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