Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #2

“Tools for a Tough Test”

Jeremiah 1:11-19
Remember the old Mission: Impossible show? No, not the recent Tom Cruise movies, but the old Peter Graves television program. At the beginning of each episode the main character, Jim Phelps, listened to a tape that stated, “Your assignment, if you choose to accept it…” and would detail the mission. Then, of course, the tape self-destructed in five seconds.

Jeremiah the prophet was given his own version of a mission impossible. The Lord didn’t give Jeremiah a joyful message of deliverance to announce but rather a tragic message of judgment. So dangerous was this message that people hearing it called Jeremiah a traitor. He would be misunderstood, persecuted, arrested, and imprisoned; and more than once, his life was in danger. The nation didn’t want to hear the truth, but Jeremiah told them plainly that they were defying the Lord, disobeying the Law, and destined for judgment. To prepare him for this dangerous mission God gave Jeremiah three promises. Two of the promises were in visions.
 It was what one commentator calls “an audiovisual presentation, a spiritual show-and-tell.”

A Picture of Dependability

The first vision is a picture of dependability. We read in Jeremiah 1:11-12,

The word of the Lord came to me: “What do you see, Jeremiah?” 

“I see the branch of an almond tree,” I replied. 

The Lord said to me, “You have seen correctly, for I am watching to see that my word is fulfilled.”
In English this connection is not obvious. In the Holy Land, the almond tree blossoms in January and gives the first indication that spring is coming.
 Here, the first harbinger of spring is the appearance of a robin. In Washington, D.C., cherry blossoms mean spring. In Oxford, England, it is daffodils.

In Anathoth, where Jeremiah was born, it was almond blossoms. If they had wanted to, they could have held an almond-blossom festival there every spring. Even to this day, that region of Judea is a center for almond-growing. The almond tree is always the first to blossom. Already in January the almond trees in Jeremiah’s hometown were covered with white blossoms.

The almond branch was the show. Next comes the tell: “The Lord said to me, ‘You have seen correctly, for I am watching to see that my word is fulfilled.’” God used a play on words to teach Jeremiah the spiritual significance of the almond branch. The word for “watching” is the Hebrew shoqed. It sounds very much like the Hebrew for “almond”: shaqed. In fact, those two words—shoqed and shaqed—are different forms of the same word, the word for waking or watching. The almond tree was called the waking-tree. It was the first tree to wake up after a long winter’s nap. It was also the watching-tree, the tree one watched for in the spring.

God showed Jeremiah the almond tree to teach him that he is wide awake. He is not asleep. He does not slumber. He never goes into hibernation. God is still on his watch. He is wide awake, watching and waiting. What God is watching for is to make sure that everything God has promised comes to pass. He is watching to see that his Word is fulfilled. 

God made a similar promise to Isaiah in Isaiah 55:10-11,

As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.

It was the Lord’s assurance and promise that he was watching over his word proclaimed by Jeremiah, to bring it to pass. Just as the early bursting into leaf and bloom of the almond tree heralded the springtime, so the spoken word pointed to its own rapid fulfilment.
 For Jeremiah, this picture of dependability was his badge of credibility as God’s prophet. Regardless of whether or not the people liked or even listened to what he said, when it came to pass, Jeremiah would be recognized as an authentic prophet.

This assures us that everything God has promised will come to pass. Every last one of his very great and precious promises will be fulfilled. Some have already begun to blossom, like almond-blossoms in springtime. Soon all of them will burst into full flower as God’s plan for the ages unfolds. The Apostle Paul wrapped up all these promises together when he wrote in 2 Corinthians 1:20, “For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ. And so through him the ‘Amen’ is spoken by us to the glory of God.” 

Just as Jeremiah, we live in a land that has lost its way. Like Judah of old, our country has been inundated with the Scriptures. I am convinced that the vast majority of Americans who end up spending eternity in Hell will not be there because they never heard the name of Jesus or were never exposed to a Bible. Many of them will have gone to church, read a Bible, maybe even “believed in God,” but never thought that a personal commitment to Jesus Christ was necessary. As time goes on, our culture sees Scripture as outdated and irrelevant. Those who stand on God’s Word will be increasingly ridiculed and even persecuted, as Jeremiah was. This picture of dependability should bring us comfort.

A Prediction of Disaster

The second object lesson, found in verses 13-16, is a prediction of disaster.

The word of the Lord came to me again: “What do you see?” 

“I see a boiling pot, tilting away from the north,” I answered. 

The Lord said to me, “From the north disaster will be poured out on all who live in the land. I am about to summon all the peoples of the northern kingdoms,” declares the Lord. “Their kings will come and set up their thrones in the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem; they will come against all her surrounding walls and against all the towns of Judah. I will pronounce my judgments on my people because of their wickedness in forsaking me, in burning incense to other gods and in worshiping what their hands have made.
The prophet saw a pot boiling, with smoke and steam rising up, streaming in the north wind toward the south. God said, “Jeremiah, that is a picture of what I’m going to do. I’m going to bring a boiling pot—a confederation of nations down from the north against this city of Jerusalem, and the city will be taken, its people driven into exile, and my judgment will fall upon this land.” This was the picture of judgment.

It was a scene Jeremiah might have witnessed any day in his village at Anathoth. The explanation of the simple visual impression was that just as the boiling liquid boiled over in a southerly direction, so disaster would be let loose from the north.
 Some that thought this was a reference to the Scythians,
 although the general sense of the chapter seems to refer instead to Babylon as the nation’s enemy.

When Jeremiah began his ministry, Assyria, not Babylon, was the dominant power in the Near East, and no doubt many of the political experts thought Jeremiah foolish to worry about Babylon in the north. But the people of Judah lived to see Assyria defeated and Egypt crippled as Babylon rose to power and Jeremiah’s words came true.

The real point is that God Himself will do the judging. God is summoning the northern kingdoms. When the Babylonians come, they will be marching to God’s orders. God is the one who will tip the “boiling pot” and pour it out over Judah. Judging sin is God’s prerogative. He is the righteous judge who uproots and tears down nations, who destroys and overthrows kingdoms. As He says in Jeremiah 1:16, “I will pronounce my judgments on my people.” 

The fundamental reason for all the suffering that lay ahead as the pot poured out its scalding contents was God’s judgment on the wickedness of his people. In other words, whatever might be the political or military convulsions that would shake the whole region and shatter Jerusalem, the core issue in God’s working was moral and spiritual. 

And the core of that issue was idolatry, and all its dismal consequences in the religious and social life of the nation. We should not imagine, however, that such idolatry was a “merely religious” matter. The separation of religion and politics is a modern quirk that would make no sense in the biblical world—for Judah or Babylon. Judah’s flirting with other gods was tied up with international alliances and the obsession with putting self-constructed national security above loyalty and trust in God.

Americans may not look to other nations for their security, but many look to their leaders. A growing number of Christians believe that if certain candidates are elected or certain legislation is passed then America will thrive—even enjoy God’s blessing. 

Here’s the catch: You will find these well-meaning people on both sides of the political aisle. Some are convinced that the Democrats are right while Republicans are wrong; others see Republicans as the only godly ones while Democrats are anathema. The truth was best stated in a sign that read, “America’s only hope is not in the donkey or the elephant, but in the Lamb.”

I have found Christians—on both sides of the political aisle—that have allowed their politics to overtake their faith. They demonize others—including fellow believers—who see issues differently than they do. I can assure you that there will be Democrats and Republicans in Heaven…and Hell. Neither party will save America. Only turning to Jesus Christ can save America. And Americans.
A Promise of Deliverance

That leads us to a promise of deliverance. This is not a vision, but rather an image God uses to describe His prophet. We read in verses 17-19,

“Get yourself ready! Stand up and say to them whatever I command you. Do not be terrified by them, or I will terrify you before them. Today I have made you a fortified city, an iron pillar and a bronze wall to stand against the whole land—against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land. They will fight against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you and will rescue you,” declares the Lord.

The Lord says to Jeremiah, “Get yourself ready!” Literally this means, “Tighten your belt around your waist!”
 By telling his prophet to get ready, God was telling him to brace himself. Today Jeremiah would be told to roll up his sleeves or to put on some sweats and lace up his sneakers. Back then God told him to hike up his robe and tuck it into his belt so it would not get in his way.
 God was making a prediction to Jeremiah: You will minister to the whole land and you’re in for a fight.
 There is no disguising the challenging experiences that lay ahead.

This charge is reminiscent of that to Joshua in Joshua 1:6–9, 

“Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them. Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go. Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful. Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”

Yet there is an added statement to Jeremiah: “Do not be terrified by them, or I will terrify you before them.” The Bible is filled with admonitions of “Fear not,” or “Do not be afraid,” but not often is there an “or else” attached. As J. A. Thompson puts it, “A man who fears man has also God to fear.”
 Jesus repeats this warning to His disciples in Mark 8:38, “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.” Anyone who speaks a word of testimony in behalf of Christ—even in the face of ridicule or persecution—needs to do it with spiritual courage.

Jeremiah was to become one of the most unpopular prophets in Jewish history. Measured by human standards, his ministry was a failure, but measured by the will of God, he was a great success. It isn’t easy to stand alone, to resist the crowd, and to be out of step with the philosophies and values of the times. Jeremiah, however, lived that kind of a life for over forty years.

This is where the promise of deliverance comes in: “‘Today I have made you a fortified city, an iron pillar and a bronze wall to stand against the whole land—against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land. They will fight against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you and will rescue you,’ declares the Lord.”
A fortified city was a symbol of security and impregnability. An iron pillar is a phrase signifying dignity and strength.
 A bronze wall is an image used in Jeremiah 15:20, a very similar word to this: “‘I will make you a wall to this people, a fortified wall of bronze; they will fight against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you to rescue and save you,’ declares the Lord.”
This is one of the richest assurances that the Lord’s servant can have. It correctly credits the source of spiritual victory to God rather than man.
 God did not say that Jeremiah would not be assaulted, belabored, or disquieted. He said that he would not be overcome. “Nothing in life is quite so exhilarating,” Winston Churchill once said, “as being shot at without result.”

Jesus likewise told His disciples in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”
We have not been promised a life without pain, opposition, or trouble. If anything Christians are practically promised a difficult life, swimming against the stream of our culture and our own sin nature. Living in a land that has lost its way means that our beliefs will be increasingly unpopular. Any time we stand up for God’s Word we can expect negative reactions. But we have the assurance that, in the end, we will overcome through God. The final triumph belongs to the Lord and to all who trust in Him.

We have each been given our own mission, and at times it may seem impossible. But God always gives us tools for the tough times, everything we need to bring us through. We will prevail, as long as we keep our trust in Him and not give in to fear or pressure. As difficult as our task may be, we have the guarantee of final victory.

And this message will not self-destruct in five seconds….
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