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The Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost

August 15, 2010

Jeremiah 23: 16-29

Several years ago, when I was serving a church back in Missouri, I used to attend the local Ministerial Alliance.  Made up of the ministers from all the local churches, the Alliance primarily ran a cooperative food pantry manned by volunteers from the area congregations.  Now, to be honest, being part of the Alliance was a real test of my patience and the reason I say that is because, to be honest, so many of the ministers were . . . well . . . pretty out there in what they believed. 
For example, the Methodist pastor once told me that if God spoke to him, or, if he felt moved in his heart to do so, he would have no trouble marrying a homosexual couple.  I responded by saying, “Even though God’s Word calls homosexuality a sin?”  He replied, “Yes.  If the spirit moved me to do so I would.”
Another minister believed that God was so supportive of abortion that he actually held a “celebration service” on the anniversary of the Roe vs. Wade decision.  In his heart he saw no conflict with the Scriptures.

And yet another minister in town wrote an article for the local newspaper describing how God revealed to him that Jesus in his resurrected body had no blood.  The reason?  Well, Jesus on the cross poured out his blood for sin.  Therefore, he no longer had any blood.  Consequently, when you and I rise from the dead we won’t have any blood either!  That view is so bizarre that I don’t even know where to begin!
However, these sorts of visions or “feelings in one’s heart” aren’t limited to clergy.  Many years ago when I was still living in St. Louis, my neighbor across the street told me once how God had spoken to him the night before and told him to drink a six pack of beer to prove that he had beaten his alcoholism.   Not wanting to disobey God, he sat at his kitchen table and did exactly that; he drank all six beers.

How about something a bit more recently when a woman stopped by the church office one afternoon to drop off her resume?  She told how she had been praying and that God told her, “that a job was waiting for her at this church.”  All she needed to do was to go and see the pastor.  I wonder what God said to her after I told her no jobs were available!

I have to tell you, I find this whole “God-speaking to me personally” phenomena both fascinating and disturbing, especially when what “God” supposedly tells them is something that is often contrary Scripture.  But, how many times have you heard fellow Christians insist that God has indeed spoke to them?  I’m not necessarily talking about televangelists here.  By their account, God speaks to them all the time and by my account, they are wrong probably 99.9% of the time.  Rather, I am talking about regular Christians who claim God spoke to them or God revealed to them some specific instructions on what to do, who to see or what path to take in their lives.  They know, they claim, it must be God because it “feels right.”
And when you do run into someone who says this, how does it make you feel?  Do you simply feel skeptical or is there a part of you that feels perhaps just a little spiritually inferior?  What I mean is that when you see people who so fervently believe that God is talking directly to them, have you ever wondered, “Why hasn’t God spoken to me?”

To be honest, I’ve wondered that.  I have often wondered why God doesn’t tell me what job to take, what car to buy or what directions to take in my ministry.  I guess the bottom line for me is this:  why doesn’t God ever seem to speak to Lutherans?  I want to know why.

Well, the issue of how God speaks to us, how he reveals his truth to us is exactly what our Old Testament lesson from Jeremiah is a about today.  You see, the issue of “personal revelation” is nothing new; we see it with the prophets who lived at the time of Jeremiah.  But, the whole area of personal revelation does raise some interesting questions, in fact, not just interesting, but important questions with important answers.  Here are the bottom line questions:  As God’s people redeemed by the blood of Christ, what do we use to guide our lives?  Do we give more weight to personal revelation, to what we think or feel about God or do we give more weight to Gods Word and his Word alone?  From where do we get our truth about God and from where do we get the truth that guides our lives?
Now, as we look at this text from Jeremiah we need to keep in mind that Jeremiah is speaking to God’s people.  He is speaking to Israel which means that he is speaking to the Old Testament church.  That’s what makes the book of Jeremiah so disturbing because his accusations are levied not against unbelievers but supposed believers.  I say supposed believers because when you read through what Jeremiah says, the people of Israel seemed to be living more like pagans than they did God chosen people.

And so Jeremiah warned them (actually, God warned them) about their unfaithfulness.  He warned them of the coming judgment of God.  He warned them about their complacent attitude toward sin and believe me, Israel’s list of sins seemed endless.  They boldly worship false god’s including making offerings of bread to the “Queen of Heaven.”  The use of temple prostitutes became a normal part of what they called “worship.”  So total was their spiritual deterioration that the people of Israel actually participated in human sacrifice, offering up their children to idols.  
Their lack of devotion to God meant a lack of devotion to others.  In business, they treated each other dishonestly.  The rich cheated the poor.  Sexual immorality and adultery ran rampant in the church.  The world, the pagan culture which surrounded Israel, had entered the church and let me tell you, God was none too pleased.  He even challenged Jeremiah to find him one righteous person; just one.  “Go up and down the streets of Jerusalem, look around and consider, search through her squares.  If you can find but one person who deals honestly and seeks the truth, I will forgive this city.”  The challenge was rhetorical because God already knew the one person could not be found.  So, Jeremiah, speaking the Word of the Lord, announces God’s judgment.  Israel would not stand.  For her turning away from God the judgment of God would come upon her.  That was the message God wanted them to hear.  That was the message of Law that he wanted proclaimed so that the people would repent and turn to him so that he might forgive them.
But, what did the false prophets say in contrast?  Well, the Lord himself tells us in Jeremiah 5, verse 12, “They have lied about the Lord; they said ‘He will do nothing!  No harm will  come to us; we will never see the sword or famine.’”  And, as our text for today tells us, “I have heard what the prophets say who prophesy lies in my name.  They say, ‘I had a dream!  I had a dream!’  How long will this continue in the hearts of these lying prophets, who prophesy the delusions of their own minds?”
While Jeremiah warned them of the coming destruction and punishment for their sin, which was the truth, the false prophets preached “peace.”  Actually, they did not just preach peace but “shalom.”  They preached God’s peace as if he was pleased with them.  Jeremiah said, “Repent!  Seek God’s forgiveness.”  The false prophets said, “God has spoken to me personal.  He has said, ‘Don’t worry about it.’”

Those were the two messages they were hearing.   Now, to which do you think the people chose to listen?  Sadly, they chose to listen to the false prophets and the imaginations of their own minds.  They chose to believe the delusions of their own hearts even though they directly contradicted the Word of God.  The false prophets not only led the people astray but they confirmed them in their sin; teaching them that they could sin wantonly without worries and still remain on God’s good side.
Do you think there are any parallels to the church today?  Of course there are.  Every generation in the church has to deal with false teachers and we are no different.  However, the parallels between the time of Jeremiah and our times are freakishly similar.  Today, church body after church body tells sinners not to worry about their sin, that no harm will come to them.  Those churches that bear the name of Christ are boldly and brashly confirming people in their sin.  The idea of repentance and calling for repentance is treated as archaic and old-fashioned.  The concept of sin as a truly damnable offense against God which God takes seriously is hardly mentioned for fear of offending the hearer.  Homosexuality, abortion, divorce, living together before marriage if they are not out rightly endorsed, they are at least tacitly accepted in practice by church leaders.  Believe me, you do not have to look very far or hard for examples, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, the Episcopal Church, the United Methodist and many others have been preaching their dreams and the delusions of their own minds for years.
And if you think that we are not affected by this, think again. Do a little self-assessment.  Think of all the things you have personally come to accept as OK even though you know that God’s Word speaks otherwise.  We too let our feelings overshadow God’s Word and his will, especially when things become personal.  You find that you have a friend or a relative who is a homosexual, you love them (which, by the way, you should) but despite knowing their lifestyle is wrong in the eyes of God, you remain silent and soon you begin to think, “He’s so nice.  It can’t be all that wrong.  God must have created him that way.”  Someone you know moves in with their boyfriend or girlfriend.  They love each other.  It seems right and besides, God would want them to find out if they are compatible first, wouldn’t he?  A man or a woman is unhappy in their marriage.  They convince themselves that God would want them to be happy so divorce is OK.  It seems right in my heart.  It feels OK.  But, it’s not OK.

My dear friends in Christ, our personal revelation concerning God whether we believe he audibly spoke to us or it is simply an inclination we have in our minds, are notoriously unreliable when it comes to God.  How we feel about something does not equal what God says about something.  Do you know what we are really doing when we follow our own feelings rather than following God’s Word?  We are creating a god of our own imaginations.  We have made an idol to suit our needs for the moment so that we can have a god who makes us feel OK about the sin we are trying to commit.  We create a god, who by the way, only exists in our minds, who with a wink and a nod, lets you go about your life as if sin doesn’t matter.  However, as Jeremiah warned Israel, God never approves of sin; never.  And this, no matter what our hearts are telling us.
So, getting back to the beginning of the sermon, where do we go to find out the truth concerning God and his will?  How does God speak to us?  Does God speak to Lutherans? Yes he does.  He speaks to Lutherans and to Presbyterians and to Baptists and to Pentecostals and to anyone who would pick of their bible and read it.  God told Jeremiah, “Let the prophet who has a dream tell his dream, but let the one who has my word speak it faithfully.”  Why focus on the flawed imaginations of your heart when what God has given us is so good?  

Sure, his Word reveals things that might make us uncomfortable . . . like our sin.  However, even in that he is being gracious so that we might become aware of our problem and turn to him who can forgive.  Yes, as our text says, his Word is like a hammer that breaks stone which, in my opinion, is an apt analogy given how hard our hearts can be.  However, once his Word has crushed us, he does not leave us a pile of rubble to be swept away.  He uses the Word of his gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ to pick up the rubble and fashion for himself a new creation.  He fashions for himself a Christian.

My dear friends in Christ, it is so important for us to stay faithful to God’s Word for in it he reveals the life-saving gospel.  He reveals his desire to forgive all those time when we too have acted faithlessly and followed our own ways.  How unimaginable is that?  Could you have ever imagined on your own a God who is so longsuffering and patient with your sin?  Could you have imagined on your own a God whose desire is that no sinner ever taste death?  Could you have imagined on your own a God who, after you disobeyed him time after time, invites you back to come back to him?  Could you have ever imagined a God who, of his own accord, took on our flesh and in that flesh bore your sin and my sin to a cross, to take the punishment for sin that we deserve, so that you and I might never have to face that punishment?  The imaginations of our hearts will never add up to the truth that God’s Word reveals to us?  They don’t even come close.

So, my friends, to which do you give more weight, your flawed dreams, feelings or imagination, which lead to death, or God’s perfect Word which tells us of Jesus and his cross which lead to life?  There is no choice really.  We choose God’s Word and that is how he speaks to Lutherans!  To God be the glory.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
