Whatever Happened to Sin #5

“The Effects of Sin (part 1)”

Lamentations 1

Do you remember the game show, “Name That Tune”? A few notes of a song would be played and the contestants would try to name that tune. This morning I would like to do that—see if you recognize this song…


[play intro to “Sad Songs (Say So Much)” by Elton John]


The name of that song is “Sad Songs (Say So Much).” That may come as a surprise, since the tone and tempo of the music seem so upbeat. But the message of the song can be summarized in the final line of the chorus: “When all hope is gone, sad songs say so much.”


You may ask, “Why would you play that in church?” I would like to borrow that theme for the next several Sundays as we explore an oft-ignored book of the Bible. As Walter Kaiser writes, 

No book of the Bible is more of an orphan book than Lamentations; rarely, if ever, have interpreters chosen to use this book for a Bible study, an expository series of messages, or as a Bible conference textual exposition. Our generation’s neglect of this volume has meant that our pastoral work, our caring ministry for believers, and our own ability to find di​rection in the midst of calamity, pain, and suffering have been seriously truncated and rendered partially or totally in​effective.


Lamentations is a deeply emotional book. In its verses we read of weeping (Lam. 1:2), desolation (Lam. 1:4), mockery (Lam. 1:7), groaning (Lam. 1:8), hunger (Lam. 1:11), and grief (Lam. 2:11), just to name a few of the pains and sorrows encountered there.
 Warren Wiersbe adds, 

No other book in the Bible speaks more about sorrow and pain than the Book of Lamentations. The very name of the book indicates suffering and weeping. The Prophet Jeremiah wrote this book at a time when he was grieving for the Children of Israel and what had happened to them. The city of Jerusalem had just been destroyed, including the beautiful temple, and the people had been taken captive by the Babylonians.


J. Vernon McGee simply calls Lamentations “the wailing wall of the Bible.”


So why do we need to spend any time in this book of sad songs? In our present series of messages regarding sin, Lamentations provides a graphic look at the effects of sin. We can probably all recite by heart Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death…” The words roll off our tongues so easily we don’t even have to think about them. And that is precisely the problem!


Chuck Swindoll asks and answers this important question:

Why study a book like Lamentations? Because I do not think sufficient attention is given to the consequences of wrong. I think one of the motivations to encourage us to do right is to reveal to our minds the consequences of disobedience.


Scripture everywhere assumes that a person’s deeds have effects. From the beginning of human history God spelled out the consequences of Adam and Eve’s actions: “If you eat of the forbidden tree, you will die.” Paul puts it this way in Galatians 6:7, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” This “harvest” of sin happens both to the sinner, who becomes more evil within, and it overflows to those around him who are affected by his actions. Sin has con​sequences in both senses.

Yet many—including Christians—skip through life without giving a thought about these consequences. John Lawrence, in his fine book Down to Earth makes an interesting comment: “Many believers are sowing wild oats through the week then going to church on Sunday and praying for a crop failure.”
 But it just doesn’t happen that way. As a loving parent, God will not allow His children to get away with wrongdoing. Oh, we may think we’re getting away with it for a while, but eventually it will catch up with us. As Numbers 32:23 warns, “you may be sure that your sin will find you out.”

That’s what Lamentations is all about. The people of Jerusalem had flaunted God and His law for generations. God had sent prophets—including Jeremiah—warning the people of the horrible consequences they faced if they did not turn from their wickedness. For four decades Jeremiah pleaded with the people to turn back to God, but they refused. Now the bills came due. And the price was high. The final chapter of Jeremiah records:

Zedekiah was twenty-one years old when he became king, and he reigned in Jerusalem eleven years. His mother’s name was Hamutal daughter of Jeremiah; she was from Libnah. He did evil in the eyes of the Lord, just as Jehoiakim had done. It was because of the Lord’s anger that all this happened to Jerusalem and Judah, and in the end he thrust them from his presence.

Now Zedekiah rebelled against the king of Babylon. 

So in the ninth year of Zedekiah’s reign, on the tenth day of the tenth month, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon marched against Jerusalem with his whole army. They camped outside the city and built siege works all around it. The city was kept under siege until the eleventh year of King Zedekiah. 

By the ninth day of the fourth month the famine in the city had become so severe that there was no food for the people to eat. Then the city wall was broken through, and the whole army fled. They left the city at night through the gate between the two walls near the king’s garden, though the Babylonians were surrounding the city. They fled toward the Arabah, but the Babylonian army pursued King Zedekiah and overtook him in the plains of Jericho. All his soldiers were separated from him and scattered, and he was captured.

He was taken to the king of Babylon at Riblah in the land of Hamath, where he pronounced sentence on him. There at Riblah the king of Babylon slaughtered the sons of Zedekiah before his eyes; he also killed all the officials of Judah. Then he put out Zedekiah’s eyes, bound him with bronze shackles and took him to Babylon, where he put him in prison till the day of his death. 

On the tenth day of the fifth month, in the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, Nebuzaradan commander of the imperial guard, who served the king of Babylon, came to Jerusalem. He set fire to the temple of the Lord, the royal palace and all the houses of Jerusalem. Every important building he burned down. The whole Babylonian army under the commander of the imperial guard broke down all the walls around Jerusalem. Nebuzaradan the commander of the guard carried into exile some of the poorest people and those who remained in the city, along with the rest of the craftsmen and those who had gone over to the king of Babylon. But Nebuzaradan left behind the rest of the poorest people of the land to work the vineyards and fields…. So Judah went into captivity, away from her land [Jeremiah 52:1-16, 27].

Can you picture that? Try to imagine Washington, DC coming under attack and eventually falling to an enemy army. The invaders burn the White House, the U. S. Capitol, the Supreme Court, the Pentagon, and all of the monuments and museums that have come to define our nation’s capitol. The President is dragged out into the street, where he is forced to watch his advisors and lawmakers summarily executed. Then his family is murdered before his eyes, just before he is blinded, so that the last thing he would ever see was the death of his loved ones. Then the citizens of the United States are all rounded up, put on airplanes and ships, and sent off to a distant land, most of them never to return.


Have that image in your mind? Now imagine one solitary soul sifting through the ashes of Washington, his heart broken by the devastation he witnesses, writing down his thoughts for future generations to read. That is what Lamentations was for the ancient Jews.


In these five chapters, Jeremiah describes the terrible price tag of sin. The people of Judah lost five precious possessions as a result of their wickedness, and these same five things can be lost by a person, a family, a church, or a nation that refuses to follow God. The first chapter speaks of a loss of future; the second of a loss of fellowship; the third of a loss of fitness; the fourth of a loss of fortune; and the fifth of a loss of freedom. We will examine each of these as we make our way through this book.


Turn with me to the first chapter of Lamentations. In the Old Testament, Lamentations follows the lengthy books of Isaiah and Jeremiah. As I read from these opening verses, try to capture the feeling behind these words.

How deserted lies the city, once so full of people! How like a widow is she, who once was great among the nations! She who was queen among the provinces has now become a slave. Bitterly she weeps at night, tears are upon her cheeks. Among all her lovers there is none to comfort her. All her friends have betrayed her; they have become her enemies. After affliction and harsh labor, Judah has gone into exile. She dwells among the nations; she finds no resting place. All who pursue her have overtaken her in the midst of her distress. The roads to Zion mourn, for no one comes to her appointed feasts. All her gateways are desolate, her priests groan, her maidens grieve, and she is in bitter anguish. Her foes have become her masters; her enemies are at ease. The Lord has brought her grief because of her many sins. Her children have gone into exile, captive before the foe. All the splendor has departed from the Daughter of Zion. Her princes are like deer that find no pasture; in weakness they have fled before the pursuer. In the days of her affliction and wandering Jerusalem remembers all the treasures that were hers in days of old. When her people fell into enemy hands, there was no one to help her. Her enemies looked at her and laughed at her destruction. Jerusalem has sinned greatly and so has become unclean. All who honored her despise her, for they have seen her nakedness; she herself groans and turns away. Her filthiness clung to her skirts; she did not consider her future. Her fall was astounding; there was none to comfort her. “Look, O Lord, on my affliction, for the enemy has triumphed.” The enemy laid hands on all her treasures; she saw pagan nations enter her sanctuary—those you had forbidden to enter your assembly. All her people groan as they search for bread; they barter their treasures for food to keep themselves alive. “Look, O Lord, and consider, for I am despised.” “Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Look around and see. Is any suffering like my suffering that was inflicted on me, that the Lord brought on me in the day of his fierce anger? “From on high he sent fire, sent it down into my bones. He spread a net for my feet and turned me back. He made me desolate, faint all the day long. “My sins have been bound into a yoke; by his hands they were woven together. They have come upon my neck and the Lord has sapped my strength. He has handed me over to those I cannot withstand. “The Lord has rejected all the warriors in my midst; he has summoned an army against me to crush my young men. In his winepress the Lord has trampled the Virgin Daughter of Judah. “This is why I weep and my eyes overflow with tears. No one is near to comfort me, no one to restore my spirit. My children are destitute because the enemy has prevailed.” Zion stretches out her hands, but there is no one to comfort her. The Lord has decreed for Jacob that his neighbors become his foes; Jerusalem has become an unclean thing among them. “The Lord is righteous, yet I rebelled against his command. Listen, all you peoples; look upon my suffering. My young men and maidens have gone into exile. “I called to my allies but they betrayed me. My priests and my elders perished in the city while they searched for food to keep themselves alive. “See, O Lord, how distressed I am! I am in torment within, and in my heart I am disturbed, for I have been most rebellious. Outside, the sword bereaves; inside, there is only death. “People have heard my groaning, but there is no one to comfort me. All my enemies have heard of my distress; they rejoice at what you have done. May you bring the day you have announced so they may become like me. “Let all their wickedness come before you; deal with them as you have dealt with me because of all my sins. My groans are many and my heart is faint.”


There is no doubt as to why Jerusalem was suffering this way.  Jeremiah writes in verse five, “The Lord has brought her grief because of her many sins.” Verse eight adds, “Jerusalem has sinned greatly and so has become unclean.”  There are no anguished questions of “Why did this happen, Lord?” or “Why me?”  Jeremiah knew all too well why this took place.


I’d like to draw three thoughts from these words that elaborate the effects of sin.

Their Forfeited Their Privilege


First, they forfeited their privilege.  The opening verse describes Jerusalem as a widow and as a deposed queen.  Both of these images reflect the relationship the people of Judah had with God.  He had chosen them from among the nations as His own people, through whom He would bless the whole world.  But now the city streets are deserted, and the people are abandoned.


Verse four speaks of “the appointed feasts,” referring to the special times of worship at the Temple.  God had revealed Himself to them and allowed them to worship Him.  The Temple was a magnificent structure adorned with gold and silver and precious stones.  Only those in covenant relationship with God could enter the Temple, as verse ten alludes to.  But now the Temple had been ransacked and razed to the ground.  Foreigners had entered the holy place and defiled it.


Can this happen today?  Absolutely!  Consider the warning Jesus gave the church of Ephesus in Revelation 2:5, “If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.” Since Jesus had just identified the lampstands as the churches in the previous chapter, the message is clear: “If you do not represent Me to the world in the way I deserve, you will lose the privilege of representing Me at all.” Francis Schaeffer writes of Jerusalem, 

She has forgotten her purpose as the people of God. She has even forgotten the purpose of man. For man is not just a chance configuration of atoms in the slipstream of meaningless chance history. No. Man, made in the image of God, has a purpose—to be in relationship to the God who is there. And whether it is in Jeremiah’s day, or in our own recent generations, the effect is the same. Man forgets his purpose, and thus he forgets who he is and what life means.


Knowing God and representing Him on earth is a privilege.  It is a privilege that can be forfeited by sin.

Their Forfeited Their Potential


Secondly they forfeited their potential.  They could look back at the privileges they enjoyed, but they could also look forward at the potential they would never reach.  I believe verse nine holds the key to understanding this chapter: “She did not consider her future.” Swindoll comments, 

Isn’t that the way it is? When we come to the fork in the road where a decision must be made to walk with God in the power of His Spirit or to walk in the flesh and satisfy the whimsical passion within us…at that moment when we make that choice, the wrong choice, we silence down inside our breast that part that says, “Down further on the road, you’re going to rue the day that you made that decision.” Jerusalem came to that fork in the road and forgot the future and lived only for right now and she went away. But forgetting the future doesn’t take it away. She did not consider her future; therefore she has fallen astonishingly.


Some twenty years ago a young man emerged from the ranks of college basketball as a rising star.  Len Bias seemingly had it made: He was the top pick of the most successful NBA franchise, the Boston Celtics, who already had several players in place to make themselves a winning team for years to come.  Financially he was looking at a multi-million dollar contract that would take care of his family.  But on the night of the NBA draft, he dabbled for the first time in cocaine…and lost his life. All the potential in the world forfeited for a momentary high.


That same story has been written and rewritten throughout the years.  People who did not consider their future and forfeited their potential.  How many lives have been lamented with the words, “If only” or “What a waste!”  As the classic author John Greenleaf Whittier put it, “For all sad words of tongue and pen, the saddest are these: ‘It might have been.’” 


No wonder Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 9:27, “No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.”  He did not want to forfeit his potential for the pleasures of the moment.
Their Forfeited Their Posterity


Finally the people of Jerusalem forfeited their posterity.  Notice how many times the children are mentioned: “Her children have gone into exile, captive before the foe” (v. 5); “My children are destitute because the enemy has prevailed” (v. 16); “My young men and maidens have gone into exile” (v. 18).  The decisions of the parents had a devastating impact on their children and future generations.


Why don’t we give more thought to the consequences our children bear for our decisions?  So often one parent (or both) are so caught up in what they want, what their rights are, what they feel they deserve…but what about the children?  What about their needs and well-being? 


The ancient Hebrews had a proverb: “The fathers eat sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge” (Ezekiel 18:2).  How many times are children the innocent victims of choices made by Mom and Dad?  How many futures had been forfeited because of someone else’s choices?  Maybe if we stopped long enough to consider the consequences on our children, we would make better decisions.


Choices and consequences: This is the theme of Lamentations.  The people made choices, and those choices came with a price…a very heavy price.  Sin always exacts a severe cost, and many times it is not only the sinner who suffers, but those closest to him.


We must understand and own up to our choices.  Oswald Chambers put it so well,

Our destiny is not determined for us, but it is determined by us. Man’s free will is part of God’s sovereign will. We have freedom to take which course we choose, but not freedom to determine the end of that choice. God makes clear what He desires, we must choose, and the result of the choice is not the inevitableness of law, but the inevitableness of God. ﻿Verse 18﻿ gives the reason for all that is happening—“﻿The Lord is righteous; for I have rebelled against His commandment.﻿” God will never change His character to please anyone’s pleading or petulance if they have deliberately spurned His counsel.


“The wages of sin.” The first “wage” we discover in Lamentations 1 is the loss of future.  Sin robs us of our privileges, our potential, and even our posterity.  Let’s resolve not to be like Jerusalem who “did not consider her future.”  Before we take the path of sin, let’s take a long, hard look at where that road leads.


The good news is that it is never too late.  Even if we have made bad choices—even if we are presently suffering the consequences of those choices—God will hear us if we turn back to Him.  The closing verses of Lamentations 1 reflect that.  The people are realizing their wrong and returning to Him.


When we do that, God will forgive and heal.  In the words of a contemporary song, “God gave me back my tomorrows when I had thrown tomorrow away.”  He may not make all of the consequences go away, but He will begin where we are and restore us to that relationship we had abandoned.  We need not forfeit our future if we turn around in the present.  A beautiful new future can be launched starting right now if we allow God to be God in our lives.
�Walter C. Kaiser, Biblical Approach to Personal Suffering (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1982).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Preaching and Teaching from the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, ©2003).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Scriptures That Sing (Lincoln, NE: Back To The Bible, ©1986).


�J. Vernon McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1997, ©1981).


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Lamentations of Jeremiah (Anaheim, CA: Insight For Living, ©1977).


�Bernard L. Ramm, Offense to Reason: A Theology of Sin (Vancouver, BC: Regent College Publishing, ©1985, 2000).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Francis A. Schaeffer, The Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer : A Christian Worldview. (Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1996, ©1982).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Oswald Chambers, Conformed to His Image (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, ©1950, 1996), emphasis added.





