Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #11

“The Dark Night of the Soul”

Jeremiah 20
Living can be painful.

Living in a land that has lost its way can be particularly painful, especially if you are trying to live for the Lord in such a land.

And Americans do not like pain. We flee pain in every way possible. As Norman Cousins remarked in his book Anatomy of an Illness, “Americans are probably the most pain-conscious people on the face of the earth. For years we have had it drummed into us-in print, on radio, over television, in everyday conversation—that any hint of pain is to be banished as though it were the ultimate evil. As a result, we are becoming a nation of pillgrabbers and hypochondriacs, escalating the slightest ache into a searing ordeal.”
 There is, to be sure, avoidable pain, meaningless pain, senseless pain that we should try to escape. But there is also unavoidable pain and suffering which, if properly entered into, can help us grow in our relationship with God.

One source of such pain is sometimes called the “dark night of the soul.” That phrase is not much used today, but it is a translation of the title of a book by the Spanish monk St. John of the Cross. What is the dark night of the soul? It is a state of intense spiritual anguish in which the struggling, despairing believer feels he is abandoned by God.
 It is described in Isaiah 50:10, “Who among you fears the Lord and obeys the voice of his servant, who walks in darkness and has no light, yet trusts in the name of the Lord and relies upon his God?” The point of the biblical passage is that it is quite possible to fear, obey, trust, and rely upon the Lord and still “walk in darkness and have no light.” We are living in obedience but we have entered a dark night of the soul.

This is a season of time in which God seems to have entirely abandoned you and a dreadful sense of condemnation for your sins looms large over your soul. It is not that God has abandoned you. No, His promises still stand. But in the silence of that “dark night of the soul,” it feels as if He has.

It is a horrible feeling that even church leaders experience. In the September/ October 2000 edition of Physician Magazine, Dr. Walt Larimore, vice president of medical outreach at Focus on the Family, reported, “Surveys indicate that 80 percent of pastors and 84 percent of their spouses are discouraged or are dealing with depression from time to time. In addition, more than 40 percent of pastors and 47 percent of their spouses report that they are suffering from burnout.” These statistics are nearly twenty years old now, and one can only imagine that the situation is even worse. The condition may be subtle: A great many preachers don’t understand that they are spiritually under the emotional weather. A lot of them may feel they’re suffering from burnout when the honest truth is they are in the clutches of depression.

What happens in the dark night of the soul? Charles Colson explains,

I found out this past year. Weeks after finishing The Good Life, my son Wendell was diagnosed with bone cancer. The operation to remove a malignant tumor took 10 hours—the longest day of my life. Wendell survived, but he’s still in chemo.

I had barely caught my breath when my daughter, Emily, was diagnosed with melanoma.

Back in the hospital, I again prayed fervently. Soon after, my wife, Patty, underwent major knee surgery. Where was my good life?

Exhausted from hospitals, two years of writing The Good Life, and an ugly situation with a disgruntled former employee, I found myself wrestling with the Prince of Darkness, who attacks us when we are weakest. I walked around at night, asking God why he would allow this. Alone, shaken, fearful, I longed for the closeness with God I had experienced even in the darkest days of prison.

An answer came in September. I was standing alone on the deck of a friend’s home in North Carolina, overlooking the spectacular Smoky Mountains arising out of the mist. I was moved by the glory of God’s creation. It’s impossible not to know God as the Creator, I realized, for there is no other rational explanation for reality. God cannot not be.

It struck me that I don’t have to make sense of the agonies I bear or hear a clear answer. God is not a creature of my emotions or senses. God is God, the one who created me and takes responsibility for my children’s destiny and mine. I can only cling to the certainty that he is and he has spoken.

Even someone as intelligent, well-read, and mature as Colson is not immune to this phenomenon. It is also true of Biblical characters, such as Moses, Elijah, David, and possibly even Jesus. In our text for this evening, Jeremiah 20, we see the low point of Jeremiah’s ministry, his dark night of the soul. In it he blames God, rejects his calling, and curses the day he was born.

More than any other prophet, Jeremiah is most willing to disclose himself, to open his memoirs and reveal the naked emotions that lie there. He can tell God anything and he does. It is an outpouring that rings with authenticity but never violates God’s sovereignty.

Here we get another look at the honest humanity of this man, at the way he faced circumstances just as we do, with fear and despair, alternating at times with faith and confidence. If you have ever found yourself in unexpected trouble for doing the right thing, you will be able to identify with Jeremiah at this time, as he fluctuates between bitterness and faith, between despair and praise.

Jeremiah’s Disgrace

The first thing we see is Jeremiah’s disgrace. This takes place in the fourth year of Judean King Jehoiakim, when Nebuchadnezzar and the armies of Babylon were already marching to Jerusalem. The king had heard of their approach, fear had gripped the hearts of the people and of the king himself, and Jeremiah was sent by God to give a final word of warning before the judgment actually fell. By now the prophet has been conveying this message for twenty-two years, but the nation remained stubbornly unrepentant.

Jeremiah’s message is found in Jeremiah 19:14-15,

Jeremiah… stood in the court of the Lord’s temple and said to all the people, “This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‘Listen! I am going to bring on this city and the villages around it every disaster I pronounced against them, because they were stiff-necked and would not listen to my words.’” 

The reaction is found in Jeremiah 20:1-2, “When the priest Pashhur son of Immer, the chief officer in the temple of the Lord, heard Jeremiah prophesying these things, he had Jeremiah the prophet beaten and put in the stocks at the Upper Gate of Benjamin at the Lord’s temple.” 

For the first time we read the title, “Jeremiah the prophet,” yet his treatment was anything but honorary. This was also the first of many instances of physical violence against Jeremiah. The religious leaders, who should have been the first to respond to Jeremiah’s message, ironically were the ones who most vehemently opposed it.

Pashhur is named as Jeremiah’s antagonist in this text. He is called the “chief officer,” identifying him as the priest in charge of punishing troublemakers in the temple courts. The position was second only to that of the chief priest himself.
 When Jeremiah was called by God in chapter one, he was appointed as an overseer of the nations. There is intense irony in that the overseer in God’s temple is now about to take action against God’s overseer.

Pashhur had Jeremiah beaten and put into stocks. Such punishment is described in Deuteronomy 25:2-3, “If the guilty man deserves to be beaten, the judge shall make him lie down and have him flogged in his presence with the number of lashes his crime deserves, but he must not give him more than forty lashes. If he is flogged more than that, your brother will be degraded in your eyes.”

Jeremiah had been threatened before, but this time the authorities took action. First they thrashed him, and then they tortured him. Putting Jeremiah in “stocks” meant more than just locking him up. The Hebrew word refers to twisting.
 They put Jeremiah on the rack, clamping his wrists and twisting his body into painful contortions.

The stocks were located at a prominent place in the temple area, in order to add shame to pain. Spending all night with your body bent and twisted wouldn’t be at all comfortable, and when you add the pain of the beating, you can imagine how Jeremiah felt.
 (Or probably not, since most Americans have absolutely no idea how either would have felt like.)

Pashhur has made Jeremiah the symbol of how costly it is to go against the prevailing system.
 Had Jeremiah committed some crime? No, he had simply declared God’s truth. He had done what was right—and this is what he got in return. It hurt the prophet deeply—emotionally and spiritually as much, if nor more, than physically.

Verses 3-6 continue,

The next day, when Pashhur released him from the stocks, Jeremiah said to him, “The Lord’s name for you is not Pashhur, but Magor-Missabib. For this is what the Lord says: ‘I will make you a terror to yourself and to all your friends; with your own eyes you will see them fall by the sword of their enemies. I will hand all Judah over to the king of Babylon, who will carry them away to Babylon or put them to the sword. I will hand over to their enemies all the wealth of this city—all its products, all its valuables and all the treasures of the kings of Judah. They will take it away as plunder and carry it off to Babylon. And you, Pashhur, and all who live in your house will go into exile to Babylon. There you will die and be buried, you and all your friends to whom you have prophesied lies.’”
On his way out of the temple stocks, Jeremiah says to his tormenter, “The Lord is changing your name.” To name something, in Hebrew thought, is to control it, to own it, or to bring out its true essence. Here, God’s renaming of Pashhur, a high official in the temple, shows God’s power over him in judgment.
 The name Pashhur meant “fruitful on every side,” but Magor-Missabib meant “terror on every side.”
 This is not the first time the name Magor-Missabib appears in Jeremiah; it also recurs in Jeremiah 6:25; 20:10; 46:5 and 49:29.
 It may have been a nickname given to Jeremiah; now Jeremiah gives it to someone else.

There was more than a name change here. Jeremiah predicts that Pashhur would go into exile in Babylon, where he would die and be buried. For a Jew to be buried outside his own land was considered a judgment, for the Gentile lands were considered unclean. 

For Pashur and his friends, however, what difference would that make? They’d been preaching lies in the name of the God of truth and had been encouraging idolatry in the temple of the holy God. So why not live in a land of lies and idols and eventually be buried there? They’d be right at home!

Jeremiah had often warned that judgment would come from the north, but until this point he had not mentioned the invader by name. Here, for the first time, we learn that Babylon will be the instrument of divine judgment. From this point on Jeremiah will mention Babylon more than 200 times.
 Pashhur evidently went into exile in 597 b.c., because the office was held by Zephaniah son of Maaseiah after 597 b.c.

Jeremiah’s Despair

That is the story, but not the whole story. It does not tell what went through Jeremiah’s mind during his night in jail. Jeremiah 20 is best understood as the prophet’s account of his night in the stocks, his dark night of the soul.
 Listen to the tone of his voice in verses 7-8,

O Lord, you deceived me, and I was deceived; you overpowered me and prevailed. I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me. Whenever I speak, I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction. So the word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long. 

Jeremiah begins this prayer in a startling way: literally this reads, “You seduced me, Yahweh, and I was seduced.” Yes, that’s what it means. The verb rendered seduce occurs in Exodus 22:16 regarding sexual seduction. The language verges on blasphemy.

Here is a bitter cry. Jeremiah charges God with having lied to him, having taken advantage of him because He is bigger. Jeremiah is probably thinking back to the promise with which he began his ministry, recorded in Jeremiah 1:7-10,


But the Lord said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a child.’ You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you,” declares the Lord. Then the Lord reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, “Now, I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.”
Jeremiah, remembering those words, is saying, “What happened, Lord? What happened to your promise? You said you’d be with me to deliver me, but here I am in these miserable stocks, held a prisoner, my back bloody and sore, and they’re threatening my life. You said you’d deliver me! Lord, you’ve deceived me!”

Furthermore, Jeremiah became a continual laughingstock for the people. Perhaps he had thought that the word of the Lord would lead the people to repentance. It was a shock to him that his message brought only slander and abuse.
 Mockery is hard to bear, hard for the human spirit to take, and this was getting to Jeremiah.

Jeremiah continues in verse 9,

But if I say, “I will not mention him or speak any more in his name,” his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.”

The imagery here is a powerful way of portraying the inner psychological necessity that Jeremiah felt. As a hungry fire must consume everything it touches, so the word of God in Jeremiah had to find an outlet. The verb “weary” in Hebrew thought implies a struggle to the point of exhaustion.
 The apostle Paul had the same attitude in 1 Corinthians 9:16, “Yet when I preach the Gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel!”

How he is torn with this inner tension—fearful of proclaiming the truth, because it only subjects him to ridicule and scorn, and yet unable to quit. When he resolved to keep still the fire of God burned in his bones and he had to say something. Do you know anything of that? Perhaps not with respect to public preaching—we are not all called to that. But have you ever felt that you just had to speak out? Some injustice, some moral perversity, some scandalous conduct, some loveless hypocrisy was occurring, and you just could not keep quiet about it. And yet you knew that if you spoke out you would only get into trouble, and nobody would thank you for it, you would only upset the status quo and create strife but you could not contain yourself. Did you ever feel that way? That was what Jeremiah was experiencing here—this tremendous struggle within himself against the proclamation of the word of God that only created more trouble.

The last thing he mentions is the sense he had of living in an atmosphere of total insecurity, in verse 10,

I hear many whispering, “Terror on every side! Report him! Let’s report him!” All my friends are waiting for me to slip, saying, “Perhaps he will be deceived; then we will prevail over him and take our revenge on him.”
There is not a person he can trust, not a one. Even his familiar friends, those he ate with, visited with, talked with, even they are whispering against him. There is terror on every side. Even the walls are bugged! There is no one he can trust. That is a vivid description of the way our fears can seize our mind and distort reality to such a degree that we believe God himself is faithless to us. That is an accurate description, also, of a satanic attack, which is exactly what this is. When we begin to look at our circumstances, something within us begins to make everything look utterly black and dark.

If you have ever been in this predicament you know that it is nonsense to try to convince yourself intellectually that things are not bleak. It seems to be madness to deny what appears to be the reality of the situation. It looks exactly that way, and everybody tells you that is the way it is. But this is a lie. It is a distorted fantasy, not real at all. What the natural mind does to us when we try to see life on our own is to twist things all out of shape, conjuring up all kinds of lurid and gruesome spectacles that appear to be actual realities.

Jeremiah has a burst of hope and inspiration, which we will consider in a moment, but then he lapses back into despair, as seen in verses 14-18,

Cursed be the day I was born! May the day my mother bore me not be blessed! Cursed be the man who brought my father the news, who made him very glad, saying, “A child is born to you—a son!” May that man be like the towns the Lord overthrew without pity. May he hear wailing in the morning, a battle cry at noon. For he did not kill me in the womb, with my mother as my grave, her womb enlarged forever. Why did I ever come out of the womb to see trouble and sorrow and to end my days in shame?

The prophet was in the pits. Literally. Swamped with disillusionment and drowning in despair, he cursed the day he was born and wondered he didn’t die prior to his birth.
 Verse 17 may sound strange to us—“her womb enlarged forever”? Literally the word “enlarged” means, “pregnant.” In his anguish, Jeremiah wishes that his mother’s womb, which gave him birth, had been instead his eternal tomb.

We should be careful not to psychoanalyze Jeremiah’s state of mind here. It is not that Jeremiah has sunk into a suicidal depression, or that he is wallowing in self-hatred, or in some kind of existential angst about the meaninglessness of his own existence. This is not a rejection of his life itself, but an agonized struggle with his vocation as a prophet. He knew that the word of God within him was the truth that had to be spoken. But he railed against the fact that it had to be him stuck with the burden of delivering it.

Jeremiah’s Determination

Verses 11-13, though, shine through as a stark contrast to what is before and after. Faith comes to Jeremiah’s rescue and begins to strengthen him. We see Jeremiah’s determination in these words,

But the Lord is with me like a mighty warrior; so my persecutors will stumble and not prevail. They will fail and be thoroughly disgraced; their dishonor will never be forgotten. O Lord Almighty, you who examine the righteous and probe the heart and mind, let me see your vengeance upon them, for to you I have committed my cause. Sing to the Lord! Give praise to the Lord! He rescues the life of the needy from the hands of the wicked. 

Now he is as steady as a rock. What happened? Well, we do not know; we can only surmise. But I suggest that sometime through that long dark night, the burning in the bones of the prophet—the word of God—triumphed over the tremblings of his heart. The Word began to prove itself true. Jeremiah discovered what many of us have discovered in the hour of pressure, what the Word of God tells us—“Greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world.”

When we call to mind his sensitive nature, we’re not surprised that he’s on the mountaintop one minute and in the deepest valley the next. In the end, though, Jeremiah lived above his moods and did the will of God regardless of how he felt.
 In fact, the placing of the promise and praise in the central position of this text suggests that this was the most important element of the section. Jeremiah lamented, while acknowledging God’s sovereignty and grace, which took priority over his difficult circumstances.
 This chapter depicts a man loudly complaining about his lot in life, yet showing that he is still submissive, loyal and obedient to God’s will.

Jeremiah is now fighting back against the assault of lies. He begins now to count as truth what God had made known to him. That is the way to handle any frightening situation. You can be almost sure that the way you see it is not the way it really is. This is what you have to remember. Your heart is being assaulted, your feelings twisted and distorted by a naturalistic view of things. And the only answer is to begin with God, the unchangeable One, the One who sees things the way they really are. Start with him and with what he has told you, and work from that back to your situation, and you will see it in an entirely different light.

We can understand how Jeremiah feels about being cheated or manipulated by God. Even if it is not the objective truth (God does not cheat or deceive), it is certainly a subjective feeling that many people have experienced. Jeremiah’s words speak for many. If God was willing to allow Jeremiah’s words to be in the Bible (though they are untrue about God, but true about how Jeremiah felt)—what does that say to our responsibility towards people who suffer so much that they have the same kind of thoughts—even if they would not express them in such outspoken words?

And we must also think about how to handle the extreme swings of this text, from accusation to trust, from agony to praise, from assurance of deliverance to rejection of life itself. Once again, we should be grateful that Scripture provides us with such extremes, for sometimes they do truly reflect the emotional and spiritual reality that many people experience in the pressures of life. Jeremiah suffers because he has faithfully fulfilled his service to Yahweh. For this reason, the book of Jeremiah is an exposure of the blatant falsehood of so much Prosperity Gospel teaching. According to such teaching, the rewards of faith and obedience are health, wealth and success. Sickness, poverty and failure are the result of lack of faith. On the contrary, Jeremiah suffers in ways beyond our imagining precisely because he persisted in trusting and obeying God.

When God lovingly draws us into a dark night of the soul, there is often a temptation to seek release from it and to blame everyone and everything for our inner dullness. The preacher is such a bore. The hymn singing is too weak. The worship service is so dull. We may begin to look around for another church or a new experience to give us “spiritual goose bumps.” This is a serious mistake. Recognize the dark night for what it is. Be grateful that God is lovingly drawing you away from every distraction so that you can see him clearly. Rather than chafing and fighting, be still and wait.
 As Psalm 46:10 invites, “Be still and know that I am God.”
Many years ago I heard a song that speaks to what Jeremiah was experiencing, and it has been of great assistance to me through the years.

Seasons of the Soul

Whenever summer dreams start to fade and lose their light,
And when the spring in your heart seems so cold, it can’t be right,
And you feel like you’ve lost control,
And the valleys seem so low,
It’s not forever, just a season of the soul.

If you could step away just to see how far you’ve gone,
If you would take the time just to be what you’ve become,
You could have the time to grow,
There would be a chance to know,
That it’s not forever, just a season of the soul.

Walking alone in the desert at night, searching for the rain,
How can this happen to me, it’s not right, when Jesus is my friend?
Everything was going fine, I was standing on the line,
Where did I go wrong?
Suddenly the sky was gray, looking like it was gonna stay,
Far too long.

Up on a mountain I heard His sigh, like an angel’s call,
If you don’t rest when the winter is here, what will you bear in the fall,
A time to cry, a time to sing, there’s a time for everything,
Nothing lasts that long.
Don’t look at what you see, just keep your eyes on Me,
I won’t let you go wrong.

So when you look for the voice that you’ve known, and no one’s there,
And when it seems the caretaker’s heart, just doesn’t care,
It’s the seasons of the soul,
It’s the seasons of the soul,
It’s not forever—it’s the seasons of the soul.
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