Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #5

“Conspiracy Theory”

Jeremiah 11:1-23
Our culture loves a good conspiracy theory.

There are groups of people who get together (often in secret) to discuss the latest conspiracy theories. Among the longest-standing and most widely recognized conspiracy theories are notions concerning the assassination of John F. Kennedy, the 1969 Apollo moon landings and the 9/11 terrorist attacks, as well as numerous theories pertaining to alleged plots for world domination by various groups both real and imaginary.

A conspiracy theory has been defined as “the idea that someone, or a group of someones, acts secretly, with the goal of achieving power, wealth, influence, or other benefit. It can be as small as two petty thugs conspiring to stick up a liquor store, or as big as a group of revolutionaries conspiring to take over their country's government.” I like this shorter definition: “Conspiracy theories: They’re just fairy tales adults tell each other on YouTube.” More often than not, that’s right. Conspiracy theories are just that—theories. And usually these theories have little or no basis or truth. Conspiracy theories are often the product of paranoia.

But every so often one of these turns out to be accurate, as depicted in the (aptly-named) movie Conspiracy Theory, in which Mel Gibson portrays a man obsessed with conspiracy theories who becomes a target after one of his theories turns out to be true. As former president Richard Nixon once said, “Even paranoids have real enemies.”

Conspiracies are not an American invention, nor are they limited to our modern times. People have been conspiring in one form or another since the beginning of human history. Our Lord was the focus of one of the most dubious conspiracies of all time. And in our text this evening, Jeremiah 11, we will see that God’s prophet was a target as well.

Jeremiah is a difficult book to analyze for a number of reasons, one being that the book is not written in chronological order. Sometimes the text will reveal the timing as to when the events described took place, but often Bible scholars are left to hunt for hints or clues to provide the historical context.

Many commentaries place Jeremiah 11 early in the prophet’s career, during the time of King Josiah’s reform.
 The more natural interpretation of this chapter, though, would place it in the reign of Jehoiakim, for the whole section seems to belong to his reign, with the prophecies under Josiah ending with Jeremiah 6. Why would Jeremiah not have preached much during Josiah’s reign? It seems that once Jeremiah was convinced from the lack of changed lives that the reformation was purely external, he dropped into the background, not wishing to embarrass a king he respected so highly.

King Josiah was excited when the workmen repairing the temple found the Book of the Law in 2 Kings 22, and this discovery led to a movement that temporarily cleansed the kingdom of idolatry. This event is commonly called “Josiah’s revival,” but “reform” might be a more accurate word, because the people obeyed the Law only outwardly; in their hearts they still held onto their idols.

Because Jeremiah understood this and knew the shallowness of the unrepentant human heart, he wasn’t too vocal during Josiah’s reformation. He knew what the people were doing in secret and that they would return to their sins at the first opportunity. In this section of his prophecy, Jeremiah recorded the sins of the nation and pleaded with the people to return to the Lord while there was yet time.

The Broken Covenant

Jeremiah begins with the broken covenant in verses 1-5, 

1 This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: 2 “Listen to the terms of this covenant and tell them to the people of Judah and to those who live in Jerusalem. 3 Tell them that this is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: ‘Cursed is the man who does not obey the terms of this covenant— 4 the terms I commanded your forefathers when I brought them out of Egypt, out of the iron-smelting furnace.’ I said, ‘Obey me and do everything I command you, and you will be my people, and I will be your God. 5 Then I will fulfill the oath I swore to your forefathers, to give them a land flowing with milk and honey’—the land you possess today.” I answered, “Amen, Lord.” 

This first part of his message is almost entirely made up of quotes from Deuteronomy. Verses 3 and 5 reflect the curse texts of Deuteronomy 27. Jeremiah even chimes in with the amen that the people were supposed to say to the list of curses that sanctioned the covenant.

The people of Jeremiah’s day were ignoring or conveniently forgetting this part of the covenant. They were all for God coming through on His part of the deal of giving them the Promised Land and always bailing them out of trouble. But when it came to their responsibilities, well, they had a case of selective amnesia. (That’s usually the case in a land that has lost its way.)

This is the paradox of the book of Deuteronomy itself—between God’s unconditional promise and saving action on the one hand, and the conditional nature of continued enjoyment of the fruit of God’s promise and action on the other. Israel had received the land because God had delivered them from Egypt and kept his promise to Abraham. That was a narrative of unconditional sovereign saving grace alone. Yet God calls for obedient listening to the terms of the covenant. Obedience would be, not the means of earning or deserving God’s salvation, but the means of continued living within the sphere of God’s covenant blessing that had already been granted by saving grace. Outside that sphere of responsive obedience and blessing lay only one thing—the curse.

So Jeremiah begins his sermon with the curse in Deuteronomy 27 in verse 3, but immediately jumps back to the positive foundation for Israel’s obedience—God’s saving grace in the exodus in verse 4. The order of verse 4 clearly reflects Exodus 19:4–6: salvation first, obedience second. In building his message on the foundation of such authoritative scriptures, Jeremiah was leaving his listeners no option but to repeat after him the amen his text called for.

“Amen” simply means, “So be it.” We usually end our prayers with that word. Sometimes a person will say, “Amen!” to something they hear in a sermon with which they agree. Here the Israelites were agreeing to the terms of the covenant God was making with them. Yet there is an interesting usage of the word 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.” Notice who is saying the “Amen” in that verse…us! We acknowledge the promises of God that are ours through Christ.

Jeremiah continues in verses 6-8,

The Lord said to me, “Proclaim all these words in the towns of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem: ‘Listen to the terms of this covenant and follow them. From the time I brought your forefathers up from Egypt until today, I warned them again and again, saying, “Obey me.” But they did not listen or pay attention; instead, they followed the stubbornness of their evil hearts. So I brought on them all the curses of the covenant I had commanded them to follow but that they did not keep.’ ”

Throughout his ministry Jeremiah predicted by the word of the Lord, with great personal courage and unremitting persistence, that unless the people listened to God’s voice their nation, city and temple would be destroyed. But instead of listening, they shut their ears, stiffened their necks and hardened their hearts. These are some of the key phrases of the book. Here are a few examples in addition to this text in chapter 11:

From the day that your fathers came out of the land of Egypt to this day, I have persistently sent all my servants the prophets to them, day after day; yet they did not listen to me, or incline their ear, but stiffened their neck [Jeremiah 7:25-26].

For twenty-three years…the word of the Lord has come to me, and I have spoken persistently to you, but you have not listened. You have neither listened nor inclined your ears to hear, although the Lord persistently sent to you all his servants the prophets… [Jeremiah 25:3-4]

They have turned to me their back and not their face; and though I have taught them persistently they have not listened to receive instruction [Jeremiah 32:33].

As mentioned previously, in Hebrew the words “listen” and “obey” are closely tied together. To listen is to obey. To disobey is to not listen. The covenant was broken.

The Brazen Conspiracy

This brings us to the brazen conspiracy. The Lord revealed to Jeremiah a twofold conspiracy in the land: a conspiracy of the men of Judah to disobey the covenant and resist the reforms led by the late King Josiah, and a conspiracy of the people in Jeremiah’s hometown to kill the prophet and silence God’s Word.
 First in verses 9-10,

Then the Lord said to me, “There is a conspiracy among the people of Judah and those who live in Jerusalem. They have returned to the sins of their forefathers, who refused to listen to my words. They have followed other gods to serve them. Both the house of Israel and the house of Judah have broken the covenant I made with their forefathers.”

This is no conspiracy theory, dreamed up in some paranoid delusion. This was a national conspiracy against God.
 This Hebrew term (qešer) is introduced at this point which has been variously translated “conspiracy,” “mutiny” (Moffatt), or “revolt,” as though there was a formal uniting of the people of Judah against the Lord. The term is a metaphor, though a pointed one. There was no deep-laid plot, no secrecy behind the apostasy that Jeremiah witnessed, although religiously Judah displayed all that a carefully organized plot would achieve. The net result of their actions was the renunciation of God’s lordship and of the nation’s covenant obligations.
 It was, in essence, a coup d’état, an effort to overthrow the Lord from His rightful place in the nation.

But there was more to the conspiracy, moving down to verses 18-29,

Because the Lord revealed their plot to me, I knew it, for at that time he showed me what they were doing. I had been like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter; I did not realize that they had plotted against me, saying, “Let us destroy the tree and its fruit; let us cut him off from the land of the living, that his name be remembered no more.” 

Jeremiah learned that when people reject God, they also reject His messengers. Thus Jeremiah, the preacher of the covenant, was the object of the second conspiracy, instigated by men of his hometown, Anathoth.
 You would think that the priests in Anathoth would have had more discernment than to listen to the false prophets, but holding a religious office is no guarantee that people possess spiritual wisdom.

This was a lesson Samuel had to learn as well. In 1 Samuel 8:7, when the people of Israel asked for a king to lead them, the Lord told His prophet, “It is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected me as their king.” Samuel (and Jeremiah) were tempted to take the rejection personally, but the Lord revealed to them the truth of the matter.

Jesus told His disciples in John 15:18-19, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you.” If you feel rejected because of your faith, you’re not being paranoid. It’s not a conspiracy theory…it’s a conspiracy fact.
This conspiracy against Jeremiah was unexpected by the prophet. It really threw him for a loop. In comparison to their vicious intention to obliterate him, he says that he had been like a vulnerable “lamb led to the slaughter”—an image that connects the suffering of Jeremiah with the suffering servant of Isaiah 53:7 and is another item in the list of ways in which Jeremiah prefigures Jesus.

Jeremiah was dismayed that his friends would refuse to support him and would betray him in this way. He comes to the Lord and cries out in verse 20, “But, O Lord Almighty, you who judge righteously and test the heart and mind, let me see your vengeance upon them, for to you I have committed my cause.”
He did the right thing. He brought his problem to the Lord. Some of us do not bother to do that when a trial comes upon us; we run to somebody else. But Jeremiah brought it to the Lord. Sure, he had a complete plan of how God ought to solve it! He wanted God to wreak vengeance upon those who were threatening him, and he expected God to do it.
 But ultimately he turned the whole situation over to God.

As difficult as it is, we must do the same. In Romans 12:19 we read, “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.” Jesus provided the example of this, as seen in 1 Peter 2:23, “When they hurled their insults at him, He did not retaliate; when He suffered, He made no threats. Instead, He entrusted Himself to Him who judges justly.”
The Bitter Condemnation

To each conspiracy God delivers a bitter condemnation. The first is in 11-17,

Therefore this is what the Lord says: ‘I will bring on them a disaster they cannot escape. Although they cry out to me, I will not listen to them. The towns of Judah and the people of Jerusalem will go and cry out to the gods to whom they burn incense, but they will not help them at all when disaster strikes. You have as many gods as you have towns, O Judah; and the altars you have set up to burn incense to that shameful god Baal are as many as the streets of Jerusalem.’ 

“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. 

 “What is my beloved doing in my temple as she works out her evil schemes with many? Can consecrated meat avert your punishment? When you engage in your wickedness, then you rejoice.” 

The Lord called you a thriving olive tree with fruit beautiful in form. But with the roar of a mighty storm he will set it on fire, and its branches will be broken. 

The Lord Almighty, who planted you, has decreed disaster for you, because the house of Israel and the house of Judah have done evil and provoked me to anger by burning incense to Baal. 

We find out how seriously God takes His love and also how seriously God takes His law. Any breach of it brings a curse. Those people both then and now who insist on having only a God of love must settle up with these prophetic words. Because He is a pure and powerful God, He cannot be a permissive God.

Once again the emptiness and futility of ritual sacrifices without faithfulness and obedience to the Lord is stressed. The mere offering of a sacrifice in the belief that the Lord was thereby satisfied reduced religion to little more than superstition.
 And God never accepts a superstitious religion.

Disaster was coming to Judah and nothing could change it. The people could cry out to their gods, but their gods wouldn’t answer them. Even if the people turned back to the Lord and begged for His help, He wouldn’t answer them. Therefore, the Lord commanded Jeremiah a second time not to pray for the people, as we had seen in chapter seven. The people worshiped as many gods as there were cities in Judah, and there were as many altars as streets in Jerusalem. Yet none of these things could rescue the nation from the terrible judgment that was coming.

This may seem harsh, but it is nothing more than God returning upon their own heads the Israelites’ own persistent refusal to listen to God. The Hebrew for ‘listen’ and ‘obey’ is the same word (with a different preposition)—šāma‘. It has occurred seven times already in the first part of the sermon, climaxing in Israel’s habitual refusal to listen in verse 10. This is a very similar sequence to what we saw in chapter 7, where the same word occurs repeatedly, both as a characteristic of Israel through history (7:24–26), and as their continuing stubborn stance in the present (7:27). There too, God says he will no longer listen to them or to prayers on their behalf (7:16). They can’t plead their way out of their fate. People who resolutely refuse to listen to God cannot complain when God says he will not listen to them.

Israel is compared to an olive tree in Jeremiah 11:16–17, an image Paul used in Romans 11. The olive tree is prized in the Near East because of its fruit and the useful oil made from it. Judah thought of herself as a “thriving olive tree” that would never fall, but God saw a storm coming, and the wind would break the branches and lightning would set the tree on fire. Jerusalem would be broken down and burned like a useless olive tree.

In the same way, Paul taught in Romans 11 that natural born Jews who have no faith in God are broken off like branches from an olive tree, while Gentiles who have faith are like wild olive shoots grafted in. The point? Without faith it is impossible to please God. Don’t think that you are safe because of where you were born or the faith of your parents (or grandparents) or your religious actions. God has no grandchildren. Each one must come to Him with their own faith.

As to Jeremiah’s personal enemies, God issues His condemnation in verses 21-23,

“Therefore this is what the Lord says about the men of Anathoth who are seeking your life and saying, ‘Do not prophesy in the name of the Lord or you will die by our hands’—therefore this is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘I will punish them. Their young men will die by the sword, their sons and daughters by famine. Not even a remnant will be left to them, because I will bring disaster on the men of Anathoth in the year of their punishment.’”
God says to Jeremiah, “I will punish these men, but I will do it in my time. They are going to have a part in the judgment coming upon Judah. They shall suffer in the famine and in the attack coming from Babylon, but it will be when I say.” 

That is one of the difficult things about dealing with God, isn’t it? He has his own time schedule. We want him to act now. We say, “Lord, look at the opportunity you’ve got! It’s all set up. And if you’d just do this now, everything would work out.” But God says, “I’ll do it in my own time.” That was one of the hard things Jeremiah had to learn, as it is with every one of us. God does not move on our time schedule, much as we would like him to.

The manner in which God’s word against Anathoth was fulfilled is not known, but according to Ezra 2:23 a hundred and twenty-eight men of Anathoth returned from the exile, presumably to build again in a village that had been destroyed by the Babylonians. The site of ancient Anathoth has not been excavated so that we have no archeological information about any destruction in 587 b.c.
 But we do know that God did fulfill His word to Jeremiah.

Life can be tough for God’s faithful living in a land that has lost its way. The further away from God the culture gets, the more God’s people stand out in contrast. And the world does not like those who are different, regardless of how much they preach “tolerance.” We must be prepared for opposition, not resorting to conspiracy theories but knowing that we will face hostility from the world.

The world today needs more Jeremiahs who, in the midst of opposition, are true to the standards of the Bible, patient in the proclamation of the gospel, gentle in the hands of persecutors, committed to the protective care of the Chief Shepherd, and burdened for the souls of lost men and women. Satan and the world may conspire against a servant of God, but the conspiracy is really against God, and God is invincible!
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