Whatever Happened to Sin #6

“The Effects of Sin (part 2)”

Lamentations 2

“Wait ‘til your father gets home!”


Those six words have brought sheer terror to naughty boys and girls down through the ages. The verdict has been given; all that is left now is the handing down of the sentence. Minutes pass like hours until the fateful moment arrives. Here comes Dad, and he’s sure to be mad!


Whether or not you had a good relationship with your father, whether you felt close to him at times, those instances when your misbehavior brought on his displeasure were always painful—in more ways than one, probably! And, in almost all cases, it’s always worse when it’s Dad. Nothing against you, Moms, but no one can strike fear into the heart of a child like his or her father.


That may be a distant memory for many of us. For some, our fathers have passed on into eternity. Perhaps we haven’t thought about this for years. But I think we need to be reminded of this because, no matter how old we are, we have a Heavenly Father who loves us enough not to let us go too far in our own way. Consider these words from Hebrews 12:5-11,

“My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.” Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. 


In our series on sin, we began last week to consider the effects of sin as revealed in the Old Testament book of Lamentations. In each of the five chapters Jeremiah reveals something lost because of continued, unrepentant sin. In chapter one we considered the loss of future; how sin robs us of our potential and even our posterity. This week, from the second chapter of Lamentations, we see the loss of fellowship that sin brings. Our relationships with God and with those closest to us are adversely affected when we stubbornly persist in sin. In some ways this is the most painful cost of sin.


Lamentations 2 focuses on the Lord.  God Himself is the subject of half of the sentences.
  Jerusalem and the nation of Judah have been defeated and destroyed by the Babylonians, but from Jeremiah’s perspective, in accord with the traditional Hebrew con​cept, it was really God who destroyed the land by the hand of the Bab​ylonians in order to punish his people.


The prophet Hosea put it so eloquently: “They sown the wind and reap the whirlwind” (Hos. 8:7).  If you’ve sown in the flesh, you’ll reap an enormous harvest of misery. That, in a nutshell, is the whole message of Lamentations.
  From this second chapter, there are three things that we “reap” with regard to a loss of fellowship.
We Reap Anger 


The first “harvest” is that we reap anger from our Heavenly Father.  Walter Kaiser writes in his book, A Biblical Approach to Personal Suffering, 

One of the reasons Lamentations is so effective in its min​istry to those who are suffering is that it deals head-on with the anger of God. Although God’s anger is referred to in other chapters, in Lamen​tations 2 we find a most detailed and resolute treatment of this difficult matter. In fact, before we have gone ten verses into the chapter there are forty descriptions of God’s judg​ment and anger.


See how many of these you pick up as we read verses 1-9,

How the Lord has covered the Daughter of Zion with the cloud of his anger﻿! He has hurled down the splendor of Israel from heaven to earth; he has not remembered his footstool in the day of his anger. Without pity the Lord has swallowed up all the dwellings of Jacob; in his wrath he has torn down the strongholds of the Daughter of Judah. He has brought her kingdom and its princes down to the ground in dishonor. In fierce anger he has cut off every horn﻿ of Israel. He has withdrawn his right hand at the approach of the enemy. He has burned in Jacob like a flaming fire that consumes everything around it. Like an enemy he has strung his bow; his right hand is ready. Like a foe he has slain all who were pleasing to the eye; he has poured out his wrath like fire on the tent of the Daughter of Zion. The Lord is like an enemy; he has swallowed up Israel. He has swallowed up all her palaces and destroyed her strongholds. He has multiplied mourning and lamentation for the Daughter of Judah. He has laid waste his dwelling like a garden; he has destroyed his place of meeting. The Lord has made Zion forget her appointed feasts and her Sabbaths; in his fierce anger he has spurned both king and priest. The Lord has rejected his altar and abandoned his sanctuary. He has handed over to the enemy the walls of her palaces; they have raised a shout in the house of the Lord as on the day of an appointed feast. The Lord determined to tear down the wall around the Daughter of Zion. He stretched out a measuring line and did not withhold his hand from destroying. He made ramparts and walls lament; together they wasted away. Her gates have sunk into the ground; their bars he has broken and destroyed. Her king and her princes are exiled among the nations, the law is no more, and her prophets no longer find visions from the Lord.

Add verse 17, which Kaiser calls, “the pivotal verse for the whole chapter,”

The Lord has done what he planned; he has fulfilled his word, which he decreed long ago. He has overthrown you without pity, he has let the enemy gloat over you, he has exalted the horn﻿ of your foes.

Doesn’t leave much room for interpretation does it?  Almighty God was angry with His people, and in Jeremiah watched as He was letting them have it!  Their iniquity had raised Heaven’s ire, and now they were feeling the consequences of it.


Back in 1741, Jonathan Edward preached a sermon entitled, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.”  Warren Wiersbe describes this message as “probably the most famous, least read, and most criticized sermon ever preached in America.”
  Edwards’ audience was reported to have wept audibly (loud enough to disrupt the sermon), hanging on to the pews lest they slide into the fires of Hell, and responding en masse at the invitation to repent.


But many in Edwards’ day (as well as our own) criticized the preacher for using scare tactics and appealing too much to his listeners’ emotions.  “Don’t dwell on the wrath of God,” they complain, “dwell on God’s love and mercy.”  I read from a book by a well-respected Christian author this past week, “We are not sinners in the hands of an angry God; we are saints in the hands of a loving God.”
  And, to emphasize his point, he made the same assertion later in the book.  I’ve heard others dismiss such passages as our text in Lamentations because “that’s the Law and we’re under Grace.  God was a God of wrath in the Old Testament, but in the New Testament He is a God of love and mercy.”  But consider this New Testament passage from Hebrews 10:26-31,

If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses died without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” and again, “The Lord will judge his people.” It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. 


This is a message that is missing from our churches today!  I agree with John MacArthur who writes, 

We must recapture some of the holy terror that comes with a right understanding of God’s righteous anger. We need to remember that God’s wrath does burn against impenitent sinners. That reality is the very thing that makes His love so amazing. We must therefore proclaim these truths with the same sense of conviction and fervency we employ when we declare the love of God. It is only against the backdrop of divine wrath that the full significance of God’s love can be truly understood. That is precisely the message of the cross of Jesus Christ. After all, it was on the cross that God’s love and His wrath converged in all their majestic fullness.
Only those who see themselves as sinners in the hands of an angry God can fully appreciate the magnitude and wonder of His love. In this regard our generation is surely at a greater disadvantage than any previous age. We have been force-fed the doctrines of self-esteem for so long that most people don’t really view themselves as sinners worthy of divine wrath. On top of that, religious liberalism, humanism, evangelical compromise, and ignorance of the Scriptures have all worked against a right understanding of who God is. Ironically, in an age that conceives of God as wholly loving, altogether devoid of wrath, few people really understand what God’s love is all about!


Perhaps that is why we don’t hear more about God’s wrath these days. Many—too many—have vivid memories of a parent’s anger gone out of control. Physical, verbal, and emotional abuse sometimes result from a father or mother who “lose it” when their children misbehave. We cannot reconcile the wrath of God with that concept.  But,

God’s anger is never explosive, unreason​able or unexplainable. It is rather His firm expression of real displeasure with our wickedness and sin. Even in God it is never a force or a ruling passion; rather, it is always an in​strument of His will. And His anger has not, thereby, shut off his compassions to us.


It comes back to an old-fashioned word we don’t hear much these days: chastening. What is chastening? It is God’s loving discipline of His children. The Lord chastens us because He loves us, according to the passage from Hebrews 12 we read earlier.  The Lord real​ized that we needed guidelines, so He gave us His Word to follow. When we disobey those com​mands, God knows that He needs to punish us in order to bring us back into line with His will for us. The Lord chastens those whom He loves so He can build character into our lives. While we don’t enjoy punishment, we need to remember the rewards that come from it. Then we will be able to say with the psalmist, “I know, O Lord, that thy judgments are right, and that thou in faithful​ness hast afflicted me” (Psa. 119:75).

We Reap Alienation 


In addition to anger, through sin we reap alienation.  Sin separates us from God and from one another.  This is graphically depicted in the aftermath of the first human sin as recorded in Genesis 3:8-11,

Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden. But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?” 

He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.” 

And he said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” 

The man said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” 


What is the initial reaction of Adam and Eve when they sinned?  They ran and tried to hide from God.  They heard the sound of God walking in the garden and they hid among the trees.  Why?  Because God was the last person they wanted to encounter at that moment—just like the disobedient child wants nothing to do with Mom or Dad when they’ve been caught!  Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes,  

What a strange delusion of Adam’s, both then and today, to think that he can hide from God, as though the world were opaque to God…. Man has suddenly fallen from God and is still in flight. The Fall is not enough for him; he cannot flee fast enough.


When we, as Christians, veer off the straight and narrow on an excursion into sin, we alienate ourselves from God.  It is true that sin separates us from our Holy Father in Heaven, but the fact remains that no disobedient child of God wants to be anywhere near his or her Father!


Furthermore, we reap alienation from one another as well.  When God confronted Adam and Eve with their sin, what was the first thing out of Adam’s mouth?  “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.”  You don’t think that earned Adam a swift kick later that day?  “‘The woman you put here with me’, huh?” Eve probably said.  What happened when Cain murdered Abel?  He was driven from his family.  

Sin does that to the present, separating us from family and friends.  In shame we can’t face those brothers and sisters at church, we can’t go home and look into the eyes of Mom and Dad, and so we move out in isolation, closing ourselves off from the people who love us the most.  Don’t think Satan isn’t jumping up and down when that happens!
We Reap Anguish 


Finally, by sowing seeds of sin we reap anguish. You cannot read these verses in Lamentations 2 without feeling the anguish dripping off the page.  Verses 10-13 read,

The elders of the Daughter of Zion sit on the ground in silence; they have sprinkled dust on their heads and put on sackcloth. The young women of Jerusalem have bowed their heads to the ground. My eyes fail from weeping, I am in torment within, my heart is poured out on the ground because my people are destroyed, because children and infants faint in the streets of the city. They say to their mothers, “Where is bread and wine?” as they faint like wounded men in the streets of the city, as their lives ebb away in their mothers’ arms. What can I say for you? With what can I compare you, O Daughter of Jerusalem? To what can I liken you, that I may comfort you, O Virgin Daughter of Zion? Your wound is as deep as the sea. Who can heal you? 

What a pitiful scene!  Jeremiah himself has cried until the tears no longer come.  Young and old alike mope around in mourning.  Children cry in hunger, and mothers cry because they cannot feed them.  This anguish is palpable.  As Chuck Swindoll notes,

When you walk in carnality, not a person on earth can bring you relief. What God is telling us in very direct and (I might add) negative tones is that there is no misery like the misery of living in the flesh. Not even your closest friend can bring relief.


I’m reminded of the lines of a song: “Sympathetic friends are all around; their soothing words fall to the ground…” Some of you know what that’s like.  Some of you are there right now.  You’re miserable.  You’re alone.  You’re convinced that no one knows how far you’ve fallen, and if they did know, they’d have nothing to do with you.


The good news in all of this is that that’s not true.  In the concluding verses of the chapter Jeremiah exhorts the people, 

The hearts of the people cry out to the Lord. O wall of the Daughter of Zion, let your tears flow like a river day and night; give yourself no relief, your eyes no rest. Arise, cry out in the night, as the watches of the night begin; pour out your heart like water in the presence of the Lord. Lift up your hands to him for the lives of your children, who faint from hunger at the head of every street. “Look, O Lord, and consider…” [Lam. 2:18-20a]


When we feel the furthest away from God, that’s when we need to draw near to Him.  When we want to keep everybody at arms’ length, that’s when we need to bring them close.  God will not kick us away when we come back in repentance; God’s true people will not, either.  Don’t allow sin to keep you in God’s anger, alienated and in anguish.  Cry out to God and experience His forgiveness, mercy and love.
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