Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #4

“Worthless Worship”

Jeremiah 7:1-34
Five hundred years ago, the Church was in terrible shape. By that I do not mean that a building was in disrepair, but the body of Christ had completely gone off the rails. The leadership was corrupt, the people were kept in ignorance, and the Holy Spirit was largely quenched. Through such unbiblical practices as selling indulgences (think of this as a “license to sin”), praying departed souls out of purgatory (and paying the church for the use of a candle to do it), people were told they could be saved without changing their ways. Yet, as Philip Ryken puts it, “Those who seek justification without sanctification need reformation.”

Then came the Protestant Reformation, led by Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin, and others. While each of these reformers had their own unique contribution to the movement, speaking out against the worthless worship of their age, each of them brought biblical teaching back to the church.
 The Spirit moved once again, and true Christianity spread across Europe and eventually around the world.

Long before Luther, Zwingli, or Calvin, though, there was a reformer named Jeremiah. If that great prophet were alive in these post-Christian times, he would do what the Protestant Reformers did: He would preach God’s Word. He would tell the church to mend its ways. He would teach that religious observance without moral obedience cannot save. He would say that what the church needs now is reformation.

Jeremiah 7 contains one of the great reformation sermons in the history of God’s people. It is often called Jeremiah’s Temple Sermon because God commanded him to preach it at the temple. We read in Jeremiah 7:1-2, “This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: ‘Stand at the gate of the Lord’s house and there proclaim this message: “Hear the word of the Lord, all you people of Judah who come through these gates to worship the Lord.’” 

Before we get to his message, though, allow me to provide some historic context. Zealous for the Lord, King Josiah had begun a reformation during which he restored the temple buildings and removed the idols from the land. But in 609, he didn’t heed God’s warning and unwisely meddled in a war involving Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon. He was wounded in battle near Megiddo and taken to Jerusalem, where he died. Though stunned by Josiah’s death, the kingdom of Judah didn’t see the loss of their king as God’s call to national repentance and confession. His reformation was very short-lived.

Josiah’s son Jehoahaz reigned for three months, but was deposed by the king of Egypt and replaced by his brother Eliakim, whom the Egyptian king named “Jehoiakim.” (Because of Josiah’s defeat, Judah was now an Egyptian vassal state.) During the eleven years of Jehoiakim’s reign, he led the nation back into their old idolatrous ways. Though Josiah had removed the idols from the land, he couldn’t remove idol worship out of the hearts of the people.

The Jews didn’t actually abandon the temple ministry; they simply brought their idolatry into the temple courts and made Jehovah one of the many gods they worshiped. If you had watched their worship, you would have thought the people were sincerely honoring the Lord; but their hearts belonged to Baal, Ashtoreth, Chemosh, and the other gods and goddesses of the heathen nations around them. Judah paid lip service to Jehovah but gave heart service to idols.
 It was at this time Jeremiah preached this message.

One can imagine Jeremiah standing at one of the temple gates, watching the people of Israel come thronging up the temple steps to worship. Since his message was delivered to all the people, it was most likely preached during one of the great religious festivals, such as Passover or the Feast of Tabernacles, when the whole nation came to Jerusalem to worship. The Lord wanted this message to get the widest possible hearing.
 The temple was probably crowded, but there weren’t many true worshipers there.
 Can you imagine standing outside one of the local churches today, preaching a sermon against the people who think they are going in to get another sermon?

As we have noted in our Sunday morning series, revival always begins with the people of God. Reformation is something that starts in the church. It begins when God’s own people are convicted of their sins and turn to God with new repentance, trust in God with new faith, and walk with God in new obedience. That kind of spiritual reformation always has an influence on the community and the country. But it always starts in the hearts of God’s people.

The Futility of Sanctuary without Obedience

Jeremiah points out the futility of sanctuary without obedience in verses 3-15,

This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: “Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place. Do not trust in deceptive words and say, ‘This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord!’ If you really change your ways and your actions and deal with each other justly, if you do not oppress the alien, the fatherless or the widow and do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not follow other gods to your own harm, then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your forefathers for ever and ever. But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless.” 

“Will you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you have not known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and say, ‘We are safe’—safe to do all these detestable things? Has this house, which bears my Name, become a den of robbers to you? But I have been watching!” declares the Lord. 

“Go now to the place in Shiloh where I first made a dwelling for my Name, and see what I did to it because of the wickedness of my people Israel. While you were doing all these things,” declares the Lord, “I spoke to you again and again, but you did not listen; I called you, but you did not answer. Therefore, what I did to Shiloh I will now do to the house that bears my Name, the temple you trust in, the place I gave to you and your fathers. I will thrust you from my presence, just as I did all your brothers, the people of Ephraim.”
It helps our understanding if we notice how Jeremiah delivers his message: he states his two main points first in verses 3-4, and then explains each of them in turn. Thus, the main thrust of his message (which he may have repeated again and again as people flocked into the courtyard) is first a command and secondly a warning. The command is, “Change your ways!” while the warning is “Don’t be deceived!”
 God is calling for a true reformation…or else!

Verse four mentions “deceptive words” spoken by the false prophets of the day. Some call this “temple theology,”
 the idea that God would not destroy Jerusalem simply because His dwelling, the Temple, was located there. This delusion may have been fostered in part by the miraculous deliverance of the city during the reign of Hezekiah as recorded in 2 Kings 19:32-36.

Jeremiah noted that the people would chant, “This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord!” Often such a threefold repeating of a word or phrase is for emphasis.
 Perhaps the triple repetition had some superstitious or magical significance in the popular mind.
 For them, therefore, temple worship was little better than a good-luck charm for avoiding evil, and they had tricked the people into trusting in material buildings, forgetting that God wanted living persons as His temple.

God’s people used God’s temple as a safe house. They went out on crime sprees and then went back and used the temple for their hideout. They were wolves in sheep’s clothing.
 In Jeremiah’s view such an outlook was little more than empty superstition.

Verse nine describes their sinful ways, listing the violation of half of the Ten Commandments!
 That is a strong warning for anyone who has experienced God’s sovereign grace, yet continues to live in sin. God has saved you from sin, not for sin.

In verse twelve God says, “Go now to the place in Shiloh where I first made a dwelling for my Name, and see what I did to it because of the wickedness of my people Israel.” Before Jerusalem was an Israelite city, Shiloh was where the tabernacle had been set up after the conquest of Canaan and was still there at the end of the period of the judges.
 It was where Samuel grew up under the priest Eli. At that time it was the place of God’s dwelling.

What was there to see at Shiloh in Jeremiah’s day? Not much. Shiloh was where the tabernacle used to be, where God first made his dwelling in Israel. Many years before, according to Joshua 18:1, “the whole assembly of the Israelites gathered at Shiloh and set up the Tent of Meeting there.” But if God’s people went to Shiloh in Jeremiah’s day, they would not find God’s living presence, but only a pile of rubble. The archaeological evidence shows that Shiloh was destroyed twice over—once by the Philistines and once when the Assyrians carried the northern tribes into captivity.  When Jeremiah told the people to go to Shiloh, he was telling them to go to the place where God is not. Shiloh is the place where God once was and is no longer.
 “Go to Shiloh and have a good look,” says Jeremiah, “and see the future of this place you are so proud of and in which you feel so safe.”
 He makes it clear that religious observance without obedience cannot save.

The Futility of Supplication without Obedience

Secondly Jeremiah points out the futility of supplication without obedience in verses 16-20, 

“So do not pray for this people nor offer any plea or petition for them; do not plead with me, for I will not listen to you. Do you not see what they are doing in the towns of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem? The children gather wood, the fathers light the fire, and the women knead the dough and make cakes of bread for the Queen of Heaven. They pour out drink offerings to other gods to provoke me to anger. But am I the one they are provoking?” declares the Lord. “Are they not rather harming themselves, to their own shame?” Therefore this is what the Sovereign Lord says: “My anger and my wrath will be poured out on this place, on man and beast, on the trees of the field and on the fruit of the ground, and it will burn and not be quenched.”
Prophets not only preached, they also prayed. It was part of the prophetic calling. Moses, the model prophet, was the model intercessor. Samuel, Isaiah and Amos did the same. Jeremiah, then, would have been praying for his people—until God told him to stop.

What? God told Jeremiah not to pray?

Yes, that is precisely what God told Jeremiah! The command could hardly be clearer. God spelled it out for Jeremiah five different ways: “Do not pray for this people. Do not offer a plea for them. Do not make a petition for them. Do not plead with me. I will not listen to you.”

Nor is this the only time God gave Jeremiah this instruction. In Jeremiah 11:14 He says, “Do not pray for this people nor offer any plea or petition for them, because I will not listen when they call to me in the time of their distress.” Then in Jeremiah 14:11 we read, “Do not pray for the well-being of this people.” (Jeremiah 14:11). There can be no mistake. God told Jeremiah not to pray. But why?

God’s prohibition of intercession is hard to understand. But God knew one or two things that Jeremiah did not know. He knew that the people of Israel would neither listen to the prophet’s message nor repent.
 The people were too far gone in their sins, and all that remained for them was judgment.
 As one author puts it, “Those who will not listen will in the end not be heard either.”

Once God’s intention was to do all that had been revealed to Jeremiah, it would have been wrong for the prophet to pray for deliverance. To do so would have been to pray against the purposes of God. God is glorified by his justice. Whenever He judges sin, it is wrong to pray against His judgment. Praying for the glory of God to come includes accepting His justice. Jeremiah was not allowed to pray for a temporary deliverance that would fall short of full salvation.

The same principle applies to some of our own prayers. We are often aware of friends and family members who are in bondage to sin. But we cannot rescue them. Only God can do that, and sometimes He allows people to hit rock bottom in their sin so that they have nowhere else to turn but back to Him for salvation.
 Sometimes we have to let them go and leave them to God.

The Futility of Sacrifice without Obedience

Third, Jeremiah shows the futility of sacrifice without obedience in verses 21-26,

“This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‘Go ahead, add your burnt offerings to your other sacrifices and eat the meat yourselves! For when I brought your forefathers out of Egypt and spoke to them, I did not just give them commands about burnt offerings and sacrifices, but I gave them this command: Obey me, and I will be your God and you will be my people. Walk in all the ways I command you, that it may go well with you. But they did not listen or pay attention; instead, they followed the stubborn inclinations of their evil hearts. They went backward and not forward. From the time your forefathers left Egypt until now, day after day, again and again I sent you my servants the prophets. But they did not listen to me or pay attention. They were stiff-necked and did more evil than their forefathers.’”
A superficial reading of this paragraph may give the impression that God was denouncing the whole sacrificial system He had given to His people in Exodus and Leviticus, but such is not the case. In an ironic manner, Jeremiah was only reminding the people that the multitude of their sacrifices meant nothing because their hearts were unfaithful to God. God prefers obedience to sacrifice, as Samuel told Saul in 1 Samuel 15:22, “To obey is better than sacrifice.” The prophet Micah asked in Micah 6:7, “Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams or with ten thousands of rivers of oil?” Then he answered his own question in the next verse, “He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”

Verse 21 may sound strange to us: “Go ahead, add your burnt offerings to your other sacrifices and eat the meat yourselves!” Other sacrifices allowed for the priests and sometimes the people themselves to eat some of the meat, but the burnt offerings were to be given completely to God. In essence God is saying, “Because of your sinful deeds your sacrifices are worthless, so you might as well eat them yourselves.” Sacrifices were valid only when accompanied by sincere repentance and joyful obedience.

And so we see that the things most often associated with religion—going to the place of worship, prayer, and offering sacrifices—were completely worthless without obedience. Going to church, praying, doing good works, even giving sacrificially to the work of the Lord does not make up for disobedience.

The basic meaning of obedience is to conform oneself to the will, order, or command of another or a law. The Hebrew word most often translated “obey” in the Old Testament has the basic meaning of “listen” or “hear.” The connection between hearing and obeying is illustrated in many texts that are translated “obey the voice” of God. Obedience is a listening that implies an active, affirmative response to the will of the one who requests or commands. It implies not simply a conformity of external action, but, more importantly, the affirmation of the intent of one’s heart. Such obedience to the will of God is a necessary requirement for those who would become God’s people, whether in the Old or New Testament.

“But what about grace?” you may ask. “I thought God gave the Promised Land to the Israelites out of grace. How can He take it back?” The tension is the fully biblical relationship between grace and obedience. The land was an unconditional gift of grace. Ongoing life in the land required an obedient response to that grace. Obedience was never the means of earning the land. But it was the condition in which the grace-gift could be possessed and enjoyed. Grace comes first. Obedience must come second. This resounds through the Old Testament and on into the teaching of Jesus and the apostles.

The chapter ends with verses 27-34,

“When you tell them all this, they will not listen to you; when you call to them, they will not answer. Therefore say to them, ‘This is the nation that has not obeyed the Lord its God or responded to correction. Truth has perished; it has vanished from their lips. Cut off your hair and throw it away; take up a lament on the barren heights, for the Lord has rejected and abandoned this generation that is under his wrath. 

“‘The people of Judah have done evil in my eyes,’ declares the Lord. ‘They have set up their detestable idols in the house that bears my Name and have defiled it. They have built the high places of Topheth in the Valley of Ben Hinnom to burn their sons and daughters in the fire—something I did not command, nor did it enter my mind. So beware, the days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when people will no longer call it Topheth or the Valley of Ben Hinnom, but the Valley of Slaughter, for they will bury the dead in Topheth until there is no more room. Then the carcasses of this people will become food for the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth, and there will be no one to frighten them away. I will bring an end to the sounds of joy and gladness and to the voices of bride and bridegroom in the towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem, for the land will become desolate.’”

God revealed to Jeremiah that no one would listen to what he had to say. This is seen in Jeremiah 26, where the sermon is reprinted with this additional detail in verse one: “Early in the reign of Jehoiakim son of Josiah king of Judah, this word came from the Lord.” His message was very simple. “This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‘Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place.’” However simple Jeremiah’s message may have been, popular it was not! Jeremiah 26:8-9, 11 record,

As soon as Jeremiah finished telling all the people everything the Lord had commanded him to say, the priests, the prophets and all the people seized him and said, “You must die! Why do you prophesy in the Lord’s name that this house will be like Shiloh and this city will be desolate and deserted?”…Then the priests and the prophets said to the officials and all the people, “This man should be sentenced to death because he has prophesied against this city. You have heard it with your own ears!”
The religious establishment wanted to wring Jeremiah’s neck.
 Only when some of the wiser elders intervened in Jeremiah 26:17-19 was the prophet spared:

Some of the elders of the land stepped forward and said to the entire assembly of people, “Micah of Moresheth prophesied in the days of Hezekiah king of Judah. He told all the people of Judah, ‘This is what the Lord Almighty says: “Zion will be plowed like a field, Jerusalem will become a heap of rubble, the temple hill a mound overgrown with thickets.”’ Did Hezekiah king of Judah or anyone else in Judah put him to death? Did not Hezekiah fear the Lord and seek his favor? And did not the Lord relent, so that he did not bring the disaster he pronounced against them? We are about to bring a terrible disaster on ourselves!”

I think that if Jeremiah were alive in these post-Christian times, he would do what the Reformers did: He would preach God’s Word. He would tell the evangelical church to mend its ways. He would teach that religious observance—going to church, prayer, and good deeds—without obedience cannot save. He would say that what the church needs now is reformation.
 We may not be able so save America from God’s judgment, but we can become the light of the world and the salt of the earth we were intended to be!
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