“The Fallout of Freedom”

Jeremiah 34:8-17

In the dark days of war, as the future looked grim for his country, the head of state made a bold, radical proclamation that freed all the slaves in the land. Years of forced servitude came to an end as men, women, and children tasted liberty—some for the very first time. 


The tide began to turn for the war-torn nation, and in time the threat of defeat lifted from the landscape. Then those who had freed the slaves changed their minds, and forced those who had been liberated into bondage once again.


“Whoa, wait a minute!” I can hear someone object. “That’s not the way it happened!”


I am certain that, as I related this story, your minds went to the time of the American Civil War, those dark days when our nation’s fate was anything but certain. Maybe the words “emancipation proclamation” echoed in your mind from high school history class, as you recall the law announced by President Abraham Lincoln that freed all slaves held in the country. The Union forces began to turn the tide of the war, and eventually defeated the Confederate Army. But the Emancipation Proclamation was never rescinded…was it?


No, it wasn’t. The story I told was not taken from the pages of an American history textbook, but from the history of Judah just before its downfall. We read about this in Jeremiah 34:8-17,

The word came to Jeremiah from the Lord after King Zedekiah had made a covenant with all the people in Jerusalem to proclaim freedom for the slaves. Everyone was to free his Hebrew slaves, both male and female; no one was to hold a fellow Jew in bondage. So all the officials and people who entered into this covenant agreed that they would free their male and female slaves and no longer hold them in bondage. They agreed, and set them free. But afterward they changed their minds and took back the slaves they had freed and enslaved them again. 

Then the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah: “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: I made a covenant with your forefathers when I brought them out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. I said, ‘Every seventh year each of you must free any fellow Hebrew who has sold himself to you. After he has served you six years, you must let him go free.’ Your fathers, however, did not listen to me or pay attention to me. Recently you repented and did what is right in my sight: Each of you proclaimed freedom to his countrymen. You even made a covenant before me in the house that bears my Name. But now you have turned around and profaned my name; each of you has taken back the male and female slaves you had set free to go where they wished. You have forced them to become your slaves again.” 

“Therefore, this is what the Lord says: You have not obeyed me; you have not proclaimed freedom for your fellow countrymen. So I now proclaim ‘freedom’ for you, declares the Lord—‘freedom’ to fall by the sword, plague and famine. I will make you abhorrent to all the kingdoms of the earth.”


Did you notice the recurring theme in this passage? No less than twelve times in these verses do the words “freedom” or “free” appear. But the text ends with a very different kind of freedom than what we are used to. As we celebrate our liberty and freedom this weekend, let us also consider from these verses the fallout of freedom.

The Chance to Exercise Freedom

This account begins on a positive note. King Zedekiah enters into a covenant (or contract) with the people of Judah to release all slaves. Some commentators note the similarity between this edict and the Emancipation Proclamation that freed the slaves in America during the Civil War. But this action by Zedekiah should not have been as monumental as it sounds.

According to the Law of Moses, a Jewish master had to free his Jewish slaves at the end of seven years of service. We read in Deuteronomy 15:12-15,

If a fellow Hebrew, a man or a woman, sells himself to you and serves you six years, in the seventh year you must let him go free. And when you release him, do not send him away empty-handed. Supply him liberally from your flock, your threshing floor and your winepress. Give to him as the Lord your God has blessed you. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed you. That is why I give you this command today.

Slavery was never meant to be permanent in Jewish society; it was intended to be a temporary condition. At the end of six years of service, the slave was to be set free, given enough material goods to get back on his feet again (similar to the way the Israelite slaves were given material goods by the Egyptians before they set off for Canaan).

The problem was that the Jews hadn’t done this for years. Then they decided it was a good thing to do. Why? Warren Wiersbe suggests,

Perhaps they felt that God would honor their obedience and defeat the enemy in some miraculous way, as He had done for Hezekiah (Isa. 36). Instead of believing God’s Word and submitting to Babylon, the Jews tried to bargain with the Lord and “bribe” Him into helping their cause. Of course, there were probably some practical considerations behind this covenant. If the slaves were free, they’d have to care for themselves; their masters wouldn’t have to feed them or care for them. Also freemen were more likely to want to fight the enemy and maintain their newfound freedom.

Whatever the reasoning, the Jewish people had the chance to exercise freedom. God gives the opportunity to do the right thing. For the moment, that’s what they did.

The Choice to Exploit Freedom


Unfortunately—especially for the freed slaves—the Jews reversed their decision and returned the slaves to servitude. With the chance to exercise freedom also comes the choice to exploit freedom. Whenever God gives the opportunity to do the right thing, there is always the wrong thing that can be chosen as well.

What caused this reversal? Jeremiah placed at the end of the chapter the key that unlocks the puzzle.
 In Jeremiah 34:21-22 the Lord says,

“I will hand Zedekiah king of Judah and his officials over to their enemies who seek their lives, to the army of the king of Babylon, which has withdrawn from you. I am going to give the order,” declares the Lord, “and I will bring them back to this city. They will fight against it, take it and burn it down. And I will lay waste the towns of Judah so no one can live there” [emphasis added].


Why had the Babylonians withdrawn from Jerusalem? Jeremiah 37:5 records, “Pharaoh’s army had marched out of Egypt, and when the Babylonians who were besieging Jerusalem heard the report about them, they withdrew from Jerusalem.” You see, the crisis of the Babylonian siege led to an apparent repentance and a desire to obey God’s law and to do what was just and right. But there was no depth of conviction, and a return to complacency and injustice was evident as soon as the crisis seemed to have passed.
 This incident has been aptly called “panic piety.”
 Wiersbe writes,

Before we condemn these dishonest masters too much, let’s admit that God’s people often make promises to the Lord when they’re in tough times, only to repudiate them when things get better. In my pastoral ministry, I’ve heard more than one suffering saint on a hospital bed promise to be the best Christian in the church if only God would give healing, and when He granted the request, he or she immediately forgot Him.


Solomon wrote in Ecclesiastes 5:4-5, “When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it. He has no pleasure in fools; fulfill your vow. It is better not to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it.” This does not mean that we should not make promises to God; it means that we should be true to the promises we make. God gave mankind free will so that we would choose to love and obey Him. But with this comes the potential to exploit that freedom. 


In the Garden of Eden there were two trees: the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Adam and Eve chose to exploit their freedom and do their own thing. And humanity has continued on that way ever since.

The Consequence of Egotistical Freedom


In the remainder of our text in Jeremiah we see the Lord’s response to the people’s reversal in their commitment toward the slaves. Needless to say, He was not at all pleased by their actions. Verse 17 states,

Therefore, this is what the Lord says: You have not obeyed me; you have not proclaimed freedom for your fellow countrymen. So I now proclaim ‘freedom’ for you, declares the Lord—‘freedom’ to fall by the sword, plague and famine. I will make you abhorrent to all the kingdoms of the earth.”

Here we see what I am calling the consequence of egotistical freedom—that is, freedom that is exercised solely for the benefit of oneself. Such selfish motivation is at the very heart of sin, and God pronounces judgment on the sin of the people.


In this specific occasion, the Lord announces that, since the Jewish people exercised their freedom by refusing to grant freedom to the slaves, He would take away their freedom and make them to become slaves to the Babylonians. This points to a basic principle found in Scripture: the surest way to lose freedom is to abuse freedom. The Bible often likens the power of sin over a person as slavery. We may proclaim that we are free, but in reality we are enslaved to all kinds of passions and desires that get the better of us. When Adam and Eve exploited their freedom by taking the forbidden fruit, they forfeited much of the freedom they enjoyed by living in the Garden of Eden.


In essence, what these people did was to declare their independence from God.
 They were saying, “God, leave us alone! Let us do our own thing!” And so God granted that request. “Fine,” He declared. “If you want Me to leave you alone, I will. You want to be ‘free’ from Me; then you will be ‘free’ from My protection and blessing, and you will be ‘free’ to die by the sword, plague, and famine.”


This brings us to another important principle we find in God’s Word: We can choose what we will do, but we cannot choose the consequences of that choice. This is why I entitled this message, “The Fallout of Freedom.” God establishes the boundaries and He sets the consequences, and the consequences cannot be avoided. We often bring trouble upon ourselves as a result of our choices.

Perhaps this truth is seen clearest in Deuteronomy 30:19-20,

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the Lord is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.


The choice is clear: life or death, blessing or curse. How do we choose life? The last part of the passage tells us: “love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him.” In other words, to borrow the title of the familiar hymn, “trust and obey.” How do we choose death? By going our own way. Proverbs 14:12 states, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.” 

Don’t we see this time and time again in our own society? We insist on our rights, that we have the freedom to do and say whatever we want whenever we want. But when the consequences of our choices come home, we complain. Young people want the freedom to party and drink, but when their friends are killed or seriously injured in a crash, they wonder, “Why would God let this happen?” Others want to ignore or flaunt God’s laws against immorality and indecency, but then wonder why their prayers go unanswered. 


One of the greatest gifts God ever gave was freedom. He made us as “free moral agents,” meaning that we have the capacity to choose our own direction. In doing so He set us above the rest of the animal kingdom. We can choose to know Him, to love Him, and to follow His way. But we also have the freedom to ignore Him and His ways and to go our own way. Whichever way we choose our direction, we also determine our destiny. For the choices we make invariably bring consequences. With great privilege comes great responsibility.


This weekend we celebrate our freedom as a nation. Two hundred forty-one years ago our forefathers declared their independence from Great Britain, and the United States of America was born. A new nation was established on the foundation of freedom. We have freedom of speech, freedom of worship, and freedom to choose our governmental leaders. One of the enduring symbols of our nation is the Statue of Liberty, underscoring the importance of freedom in our society.


In recent years, however, it seems that America has declared our independence from God as well. We have removed Him from our government, our schools, and our public places. We have rejected His precepts and principles, and have in essence told Him to leave us alone so that we could do our own thing. We have turned freedom to worship into freedom from worship.


May the example of the people of Judah in Jeremiah 34 teach us a valuable lesson in freedom. It is true that freedom provides us the ability to make choices, but freedom does not nullify the consequences of our choices. When we exercise our choice to follow God, we need to follow through. Don’t practice “panic piety” when we’re faced with a crisis, making promises to God that are soon forgotten when the threat passes. 


Remember, the surest way to lose freedom is to abuse freedom. This is true of a nation, but it also holds true for churches, families, and individuals. What we need is not less of God, but more of Him. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 3:17, “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” May we be people marked by the Spirit of the Lord, and may we enjoy His freedom.
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