Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #7

“Lying Liars Leading the Lost”

Jeremiah 14:11-16
Who can you believe anymore? 

There was a time when most Americans relied on newspapers and television news for their information. Obviously, the news media has fallen off the credibility wagon since the days of Walter Cronkite reassuring us, “And that’s the way it is (insert today’s date)”. In those days opinion and commentary were carefully labeled as such and delivered apart from factual reporting. It seems like centuries ago. But who can we believe these days when switching channels seems like switching facts?

Turning to the “experts” is no sure thing, either, as John Stackhouse warns,

It’s too good not to be true.
It’s easy to feel that way when you come across a news article, Facebook post, speech, or seminar that coincides nicely with your strongest convictions. Unfortunately, what psychologists call “confirmation bias” inclines us to pay attention to such information and immediately credit it with veracity while we brush aside whatever does not prove the point we want proven.

Recently, the academic world was set a-twitter (so to speak) by the work of three scholars who embarrassed several major journals. In a rather complicated hoax—or, perhaps better, “sting” operation—they jointly composed articles including what they felt were abhorrent or nonsensical ideas and tried to get them accepted for publication in leading organs of what they darkly called “grievance scholarship.”

They did so because they were concerned that in too many instances, bad scholarship was being validated by publication in good journals—including some of these. The bad scholarship had the virtue, so to speak, of confirming the bias of the journal’s editorial slant, and it was thus slipping by the normal “quality control” of properly rigorous peer review.

Lots of people are trying to sell us lots of things these days. Just because it looks good and because you badly want it to be good doesn’t mean you should grab it, buy it, and drink it. Check the label carefully. Snake oil in your favorite flavor looks and sounds good, too…

Unfortunately the same is true when it comes to spiritual truth. Who can we trust? Once reputable institutions of Christian theology have caved in to social pressure and have abandoned their biblical roots. Evangelical churches and preachers who boldly proclaimed God’s Word now waver on the very truths they used to hold.

This should not surprise us. Jesus said in Matthew 7:15-20,

Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them. 

Paul warned in 2 Timothy 4:3-4,

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.

Certainly that is true in our own day and age.

It was also true in Jeremiah’s day and age. Throughout his book Jeremiah had to deal with false prophets, but in chapter fourteen, the Lord speaks directly to the issue of lying liars leading the lost.

The Destructive Prediction

We begin in Jeremiah 14:11-12 with the destructive prediction by the Lord:

Then the Lord said to me, “Do not pray for the well-being of this people. Although they fast, I will not listen to their cry; though they offer burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Instead, I will destroy them with the sword, famine and plague.”
This is the third time Jeremiah is told by God not to pray for the people. That this injunction not to pray is here repeated for the third time may suggest that Jeremiah did not heed the Lord’s command.
 We have dealt with this troubling concept before in this series, but there is something in this verse that may help explain what God is saying here.

The Lord tells Jeremiah, “Do not pray for the well-being of this people.” (Notice the Lord refers to them as “this people,” not acknowledging them as his own.
) I looked up this verse in some other English translations, and saw a similar emphasis. The King James Version reads, “Pray not for this people for their good.” The New American Standard Bible renders this, “Do not pray for the welfare of this people.” And the Living Bible paraphrases this as, “Don’t ask me any more to bless this people.”
Digging a little deeper, I discovered that the Hebrew term used here, towb, means “good” in the realm of “welfare, prosperity, or happiness.”
 Now it makes more sense! God was forbidding Jeremiah from praying for the people’s welfare, prosperity, or happiness while in their sinful state. Nor was he to pray for the sparing of Judah since unrepentance must be punished.
 They were beyond help because of their determined disobedience.

As people usually do when they’re in trouble, the Jews turned to God and prayed, but their prayers were insincere and not linked with repentance. Jeremiah had already confronted these pious hypocrites with their sins when he asked, in Jeremiah 7:9-10, “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?”
When God disciplines us, it isn’t enough that we pray and ask for His help; anybody in trouble can do that. We must repent of our sins, judge and confess them, and sincerely seek the face of God. To weep because of the sufferings that sin causes is to show remorse but not repentance.
 Paul speaks of this distinction in 2 Corinthians 7:10, “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.” A biblical example of this is Peter and Judas Iscariot. Peter denied the Lord three times; Judas betrayed Jesus to the Jewish authorities. After their sins, both men were certainly remorseful, but only Peter found forgiveness and new life; Judas went off and hanged himself. God sees the heart; He knows when repentance is real and when it is staged.

I think there is a valuable lesson for us here. When we pray for those we love—especially our children or grandchildren—we usually pray that the Lord will keep them from harm…perhaps even shield them from the consequences of their own actions. We pray for their towb—their welfare, prosperity, or happiness. Yet physical welfare, material prosperity, and emotional happiness while still in their sin may lead them to an eternity in hell!

When those for whom we pray persistently reject the Lord and His Word, we may need to change our prayers for them. Paul instructed the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 5:5 to “hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature [or ‘flesh’] may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.” Later he would write in 1 Timothy 1:20, “Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme.” This may seem like drastic measures, but what it shows is not a lack of love but the presence of perspective. Rather than praying for earthly delights we need to be praying for their eternal destiny.

We may need to rethink how we pray for our loved ones, our community, and our country. Instead of praying for life to be easy and happy and prosperous, we need to pray for holiness and righteousness and faith. The path to these things may lead through dark days, as in Jeremiah’s era, but the outcome is eternal blessings and life truly worth living!

The Delusional Prophets

Returning to Jeremiah 14, we read of the delusional prophets in verses 13-14,

But I said, “Ah, Sovereign Lord, the prophets keep telling them, ‘You will not see the sword or suffer famine. Indeed, I will give you lasting peace in this place.’“ 

Then the Lord said to me, “The prophets are prophesying lies in my name. I have not sent them or appointed them or spoken to them. They are prophesying to you false visions, divinations, idolatries and the delusions of their own minds.”
Jeremiah leaps to the defense of the people (as we parents and grandparents often do with our own families). “Perhaps it is not their fault,” Jeremiah objects. “They are being deceived by prophets who keep promising them a secure future—‘peace in our time.’” But, as we will see, that excuse carries no weight with God.

Jeremiah really had to deal with false prophets in his day. In fact, he said more about them than any other prophet did. Why were there so many of them, especially at that time? Remember that the prophets were revivalists, calling the people back to God. They denounced sin; so their messages were not welcome to the ungodly. The true prophet was never really popular any more than he is today. But if a prophet told the people what they wanted to hear, well, they would be accepted with open arms! Micah, who prophesied a century and a half before Jeremiah, wrote in Micah 2:11, “If a liar and deceiver comes and says, ‘I will prophesy for you plenty of wine and beer,’ he would be just the prophet for this people!” I think he would be just the prophet for our people, too! So there arose alongside the true prophets of God false prophets—self-seeking, profiteering, and zealous for popularity, but with no authoritative word from God.
 

And the people ate it up! The spiritual leaders had given the people a false message and they had believed it. Jeremiah had openly opposed the false prophets who proclaimed “Peace, peace when there is no peace.” They preached a popular message that the people wanted to hear, while Jeremiah proclaimed the true message of the Lord and was rejected and persecuted. Jeremiah compared the false prophets to deceitful physicians (Jer. 6:14; 8:11), empty wind (Jer. 5:13), peddlers of chaff (Jer. 23:28), selfish shepherds (Jer. 23:1-4), and toxic people spreading deadly infection (Jer. 23:15).

The false prophets refused to expose the sins of the people and call the nation repentance. But even today we have religious leaders like these false prophets, people who want to be popular with the crowd instead of pleasing to God. Instead of getting their messages from God’s Word, they dream up their own messages and lead people astray.
 Notice the end of verse 14: “They are prophesying to you false visions, divinations, idolatries and the delusions of their own minds.” These prophets were truly delusional. They are lying liars leading the lost.

The same thing is happening today. Divine judgment has become increasingly unpopular. D. P. Walker’s book The Decline of Hell shows how the doctrine of eternal punishment came under attack during the seventeenth century. If Hell was in decline back then, it has all but disappeared since. Liberal theology gave up on the idea at the start of the twentieth century. At the dawn of the twenty-first century, eternal judgment is on its way out in the evangelical church as well. It is not so much that the doctrine of eternal punishment is under attack—it is just that the subject never comes up. As John Blanchard expressed it in the title of his book, Whatever Happened to Hell? What indeed? Doctrines that cease to be taught in the church die a long, slow death.

Whereas prophets of biblical times depended upon dreams for their inspiration, modern-day pastors and teachers (and many Christians) rely upon their own emotions and opinions. I never cease to be amazed at how many Christians can be shown something very clearly from God’s Word and respond, “Well, that’s not how I see it!” Or they may say, “Well, I interpret that differently.” Too often Scripture falls under the category or, if I may borrow the title of a recent book, “an inconvenient truth.” In an age of convenience the truth is often ignored.

The Deserved Perdition

The natural result of such an attitude toward God and His Word are described in verses 15-16, the deserved perdition:

Therefore, this is what the Lord says about the prophets who are prophesying in my name: “I did not send them, yet they are saying, ‘No sword or famine will touch this land.’ Those same prophets will perish by sword and famine. And the people they are prophesying to will be thrown out into the streets of Jerusalem because of the famine and sword. There will be no one to bury them or their wives, their sons or their daughters. I will pour out on them the calamity they deserve.”
Such deceivers, who claimed divine authority although the Lord had never commissioned them, would be the first to encounter the judgment of sword and famine. But they would be followed by the gullible and faithless people who gave heed to them and who would be hurled out into the streets of Jerusalem with no one to bury them. To lie unburied was one of the most dreadful fates that could overtake the man of Israel.

Jeremiah wondered if the people were to blame for this situation. We may be shocked by what God answers. The false prophets have yielded to the temptation of telling the people what they want to hear, of preaching a popular gospel. Not only are they telling lies, but they are using God to endorse them. In these verses, God pronounces a fitting consequence upon them. They shall reap themselves the very dangers they refused to preach, so glibly discarding them in favor of their own more popular opinions that the people wanted to hear.

Those who have listened to the false prophets are victims, but they are not innocent. We bear a responsibility for the kind of teaching we decide to listen to. According to God’s answer to Jeremiah’s prayer, we bear a responsibility for the kind of teaching we accept into our culture and we will reap a judgment.

The people should have known that the Lord punishes sin, and they should not have believed the false prophets. The judgment of the nation is spoken of here because the people were willing to be deceived.

From the very beginning of the nation, according to Deuteronomy 18:21-22, it was the responsibility of the people to test the prophets, not just to accept whatever they said without question, but they failed to do so. They may have known that what the prophets said was not in line with God’s will, but because they liked what they heard, they condoned it. 

We are also obligated to test the messages we hear and reject those who preach a false message in God’s name.
 Paul wrote to the Galatians in Galatians 1:6-9,

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—which is really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! 

I wonder how many Christians today fall into this category?

Instead, we are to follow the instructions of 1 John 4:1-3,

Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.

You might say, “Nobody does that! That’s too much work!” Well, consider the example of the Berean Christians in Acts 17:11, “Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” They didn’t even take the apostle Paul’s word for it—they checked it out with the Scriptures! May their tribe increase! 

Who can we trust these days? Living in a land that has lost its way, we see many lying liars leading the lost. Our only truth is God’s Word, and our only hope is to return to God’s Word and to repent of our sins as a church, a community, and a country.

And that’s the way it is. (With apologies to Walter Cronkite!)
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