Sermon 8-19-07

12 Sunday of Pentecost

Jeremiah 23:23-29

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

In what I would classify as rather strong and sarcastic language, we are reminded this morning through the prophet Jeremiah that we cannot pull the wool over God’s eyes.
Jeremiah’s problem was that he told the truth about the covenant. He spoke the truth about how broken Israel’s relationship with God was and his was a minority voice – his was a voice that was drowned out by all the prophets who spoke sweet dreams and said everything was alright and claimed that it would go well with Israel.

And God’s word through the prophet Jeremiah was that judgment was coming and no one wanted to hear it.

This is how Jeremiah puts it in verses 16-18 in this chapter.

Thus says the LORD of hosts: Do not listen to the words of the prophets who prophesy to you; they are deluding you. They speak visions of their own minds, not from the mouth of the LORD. 
They keep saying to those who despise the word of the LORD, “It shall be well with you”; and to all who stubbornly follow their own stubborn hearts, they say, “No calamity shall come upon you.”
It is an age old problem and in the language of today the prophets of war – the prophets of consumerism – the prophets of culture tickle our modern ears and say it will go well and everything is ok.
And God says – you’ve got to be kidding me - Am I a God near by, says the LORD, and not a God far off? I have heard what the prophets have said who prophesy lies in my name, saying, “I have dreamed, I have dreamed!” Who can hide in secret places so that I cannot see them? says the LORD. Do I not fill heaven and earth? says the LORD. 
These false prophets speak lies and the purpose of the lies is to draw God’s people away from the source - They plan to make my people forget my name by their dreams that they tell one another, just as their ancestors forgot my name.

To forget God’s name is to break the 1st commandment – which is in case you don’t remember – I am the Lord your God, you shall have no other gods before me.
To forget God’s name is to no longer be in a right relationship with God.

To forget God’s name is to allow ourselves to listen to the prophets of our time whisper things into our ears and our hearts that slowly, quietly and deceitfully draw us away from the one relationship;

the only relationship that can give us life in a manner which God has always intended for us 
in order for us to be the kind of people that God intended for us to be.
A light to the nations 
a people created and redeemed for the purpose of loving the world and serving the world 

a people who when we are in a right relationship with God understand what it means to gives ourselves away because we understand and have experienced God’s power and promise to fill our cups faster than we can empty them.
False dreams and false prophets – a word that does not satisfy or give life – a word that doesn’t speak the truth about our human condition.
Is not my word like fire, says the LORD, and like a hammer that breaks a rock in pieces? 
Fire and steel – judgment that comes to burn away all the dead branches and debris in our lives - the hammer of God that breaks us into pieces in order for God to restore us and make us whole.
My heart is filled with the brokenness and the judgment that comes upon people and individual lives when they forget – when they forget God’s name – when they no longer listen to God’s voice.
And like a fire that burns and a hammer that breaks – lives become broken and filled with calamity and negative consequences that not only damage their own lives but the lives of those around them.
The damage is painful to watch and see and I find myself asking the same questions; why do people engage in such destructive behavior and why do they make these choices.

And while I don’t have answers to those questions I take comfort in the power of God’s fire to not only burn away that which needs to be gone but also to purify and refine into what God intends.

God’s word is fire and steel and it has the power to shape us and mold us. Each one of us has proven time and time again that it is only because of God’s Word at work in our lives that we become the people that God created us to be.
And it is not an easy thing. It is not easy because we too easily focus on other people – we are too quick to judgment – our eyes zero in on that which is dead and broken in others.
The illusion of self righteousness is the dream of those who measure themselves against a sister or a brother and find the other person lacking – in faith – in morals – in right behavior – but who is the one lacking?
It is much harder to look at our own lives. But if God says, “who can hide in secret places so that I cannot see them; what do you or I have to fear – if God can use fire and steel to purify and shape our lives – then our only response can be – melt me and mold me Lord.
We are surrounded by false prophets but God’s Word always comes. It comes in a manner that is most effective in each of our lives – it speaks to that which we need the most; sometimes as fire and sometimes as steel – and always with grace and mercy and love.
Lord, grant us ears to listen and hearts to believe and trust your Word in all circumstances of our lives. 

For Jesus sake. Amen

