Jeremiah 7:1-11
1984


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. 
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.’”


The vast majority of people got busy with the things of this life, and pretty much ignored God.  Perhaps God could be brought in for a formal occasion now and then, like a wedding, but for the most part, God could be ignored.  People did whatever they wanted.  Finally, the Lord decreed what was going to happen, and commanded Noah to build an ark in which he and his family alone would survive the coming flood.  All the other people in the world, all of them, died in the flood.  Some have estimated that there could easily have been ten billion people on the earth at that time; all but eight of them drowned in the waters of the flood.


When Joshua led the Israelites across the Jordan River on dry ground, the first place they came to was Jericho.  The Lord performed yet another miracle and brought the walls of Jericho falling down, so that the Israelites took the city.  They were instructed by God to kill everything in the city, to destroy everything, to save nothing.  All the people of the city, except for Rahab and her family, were destroyed, along with everything else.  Except for what Achan stole.  As he was walked victoriously through the city, he saw some things, some gold and a cloak, and took them and hid them in the ground under his tent.  Achan took what was supposed to have been destroyed.


The next city in line was a place called Ai, and the Israelites were defeated there by a smaller force.  Joshua realized that something was wrong, and the Lord revealed who was responsible for this defeat: the one who had stolen things from Jericho.  When Achan was confronted with what he had done, he confessed his sin.  But then Achan and all his family and all his possessions, including what he had stolen, were piled up and the Israelites gathered around and threw stones at them until they were buried under a heap of stones.


The disciples once pointed out to Jesus how beautiful the temple in Jerusalem was, “adorned with beautiful stones and with gifts dedicated to God.”  Jesus said, “As for what you see here, the time will come when not one stone will be left on another; every one of them will be thrown down.” Lk21v5,6.  That time came about forty years later, when the Roman army destroyed Jerusalem and leveled the temple to the ground, so that there was not even one stone piled on top of another.  All of Jesus’ warnings about the destruction of Jerusalem were fulfilled.


The prophet Jeremiah lived at a time just before another destruction.  This time the Babylonians would be coming.  They would kill many of the people, take some as slaves, and leave only the bums and bag ladies behind.  The Babylonians would also destroy Solomon’s temple, and take whatever was of value there back with them to Babylon.  The Lord revealed to Jere​miah that that was going to happen, and it was Jeremiah’s job to pass on that warning to the people, so that they would repent before the destruction came.  He was not very successful at that, judging by how few listened and believed what he said.


On this particular occasion, Jeremiah went to the temple in Jeru​salem, stood at the doors as people were entering the temple, and pro​claimed words of judgment on them.  Now, we need to be clear who these people were.  They were not the ones who had no use for God.  They were not the ones who never came to the temple.  They were not the ones who never darkened the door of a church.  No, these were the church people, these were the people who came to the temple in Jerusalem to worship.  These were the people Jeremiah condemned for their hypocrisy.


Jeremiah accused them of going through the motions of worship.  God was not pleased with that then, nor is He now.  On the one hand, they devoted themselves to the law of the Lord, and meticulously observed the details of the law, bringing just the right sacrifices, wearing just the right clothes, eating just the right food.  But at the very same time, they ignored much of the law of the Lord.  Jeremiah suggests a few commandments for them to consider: “Will you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you have not known?”  He suggests commandments seven, five, six, eight, and one for their self-examination.  He suggested some things for them to do: “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.”


The point Jeremiah was making was not which commandments they were to keep, but who was to be keeping these commandments.  They needed to repent and look to the Lord Jesus for forgiveness.  Then, as real Christians with real faith, they could work at keeping the commandments.  But as it was, many of them were not real Christians with real faith, but only sham Christians going through the motions of worship.  Jeremiah mocked their words: “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!’”  In other words, how could God not love us when we come to His temple?  Jesus quoted similar words from the prophet Isaiah: “These people honor Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me. They worship Me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.” Mt15v8,9.

Today, of course, people would point out that Jeremiah was being judgmental, of course he was; however, his judgment was correct, because his message had come from the Lord who searches hearts.  Today, of course, people would point out that love is the greatest commandment, and that we shouldn’t put anyone down; however, that kind of love is hatred for God and His Word.  Today, of course, people would point out that this is all ancient history, and none of this stuff is ever going to happen to us; how​ever, our time is very ripe for Judgment Day.  And there may well still be time for other judgments before Judgment Day arrives.


Martin Luther once described the Gospel as a traveling rain shower which you can see coming out of the west and then going on to the east.

It has been with the Jews; but when it’s gone it’s gone, and now they have nothing. Paul brought it to the Greeks; but again when it’s gone it’s gone, and now they have the Turk. Rome and the Latins also had it; but when it’s gone it’s gone, and now they have the pope. And you Germans need not think that you will have it forever, for ingratitude and contempt will not make it stay. LW 45:352.
When it’s gone, it’s gone, and Germany has had rationalism and im​perialism and the Nazis and the communists.  To this day, there are many beautiful cathedrals in Germany, nearly empty on Sunday mornings.  And what will happen in America?  When it’s gone, it’s gone, and America will have only paganism left.


I would encourage you to ask yourself two questions.  First, is our time the same as Jeremiah’s time?  That is, are conditions today much the same as they were at Jeremiah’s time?  I think the answer must be that in many ways our time is the same.  Our time would benefit from a Jeremiah calling out, “Hear the Word of the Lord, all you people ... who come through these gates to worship the Lord. This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: Reform your ways and your actions.”  Our time would benefit from that only if people would listen to what the Lord had to say through Jeremiah, only if they believed what the Lord had to say.


The second question is this: Is our God the same as the God who spoke through Jeremiah?  That is, does He have the same message for us as for the people then?  The answer must be yes.  As He Himself says, “I the Lord do not change.” Ma3v6.  He still stands behind His law, and He still wants His Gospel proclaimed.  He said through Jeremiah: “Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place.”  The words, “in this place,” are insignificant.  Where the Lord lets us live is unimportant compared to the fact that He does let us live.  “Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live.”  In fact, He has eternal, unending life in store for us.


Real faith in Jesus requires both parts, both that we confess our sins against God, and that we cling to the Savior He has given us, our Lord Jesus, who went to the cross for us.  He is not pleased with going through the motions of worship.  He is not deceived when people say, “This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord!” although people are often deceived.  He wants our hearts, all of our hearts, devoted to Him, just as He is devoted to us, and laid down His life for us.  Amen.
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