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Verse 1-2
JEREMIAH’S CALL
‘Jeremiah … to whom the word of the Lord came.’

Jeremiah 1:1-2
I. The considerations employed by God to induce the prophet to undertake his office.—It is obvious that the language is meant to assure him and to lead him to acquiesce in his appointment. Why should God’s acts in the present have less force than His designs in the past? Perhaps the real force of predestination is the corroboration which it brings to the present out of the past. It gives the idea of a prevailing and fixed direction of God’s gracious mind towards us. This cannot fail to bring strength to our life. Not now for the first time is God thinking of us or making use of us.

II. The man’s instinctive shrinking from God’s proposal.—The prophet is not to be blamed for his hesitation. It was a matter of mental constitution. Other prophets, such as Isaiah, do not shrink at all. Isaiah never feared the face of man. He confronted kings with fearlessness. He never analysed his own feelings and reflections; he was absorbed in his mission. Jeremiah lived long after Isaiah, and it is a mark of advanced religious thought that men become analytical, critics of themselves and of others. Jeremiah’s is the more interesting temperament; Isaiah’s the more healthful. The men of our time are like Jeremiah, but the men of a former (and let us hope of a future) day, like Isaiah. The mission of Jeremiah was mainly destructive. Religion in his day was moss-grown and rusty, eaten away with formalism. It was indeed an age of reform, but Jeremiah cherished no illusions about its reforms. They merely scratched the surface; he wished to pierce down to the rock. For the first time in prophecy it is the heart that comes into prominence; it is on the heart that all depends Jeremiah is the prophet, not of reform, but of revolution. He preached a new régime, but the new régime is the New Covenant.

III. The Old Testament is a book of ideals—ideals never realised at the time, but which those who proclaimed them knew well would be realised eventually. We also have to learn that God has sent every one of us, and that He puts the words in our mouths. This is difficult, for the course of history has been so prolonged, and the time when God walked with human feet on earth is so far distant, that we find it hard to realise His presence. The realisation is the very thing we need. If we had it, it would make men of us, instead of mere wavering shadows, that come and go in the wind and the sun. The old philosopher said, ‘Give me a standing-place and with my lever I will move the world.’ Scriptures gives us a standing-place, and the standing-place is God.

Illustration
‘The character of Jeremiah is in many respects the exact opposite of that of Isaiah. Possessed of no great literary power, writing in a timid, hesitating style, yet often with a plaintive sweetness; borrowing constantly the thoughts and even the very words of others, as if glad to have their authority in his support; melancholy in temperament, brooding constantly on the difficulties in his path, till he even cursed the hour of his birth, he yet in his moral qualities rises to the very highest elevation, and is not unworthy of the place he held in the estimation of the Jews, who regarded him as the chief of all the prophets.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE MEANING OF INSPIRATION
There is no more interesting book as illustrating what is the meaning of inspiration than Jeremiah.

I. Upon the question of how the Scriptures came into being, this prophet throws immense light.—The four greater prophets belong to a state of national transition: Isaiah foresaw the fall of the northern kingdom, and the destruction of Samaria; Jeremiah foresaw the destruction of the Jewish empire, and was, in fact, the prophet ‘to the Jew first and also to the Gentile.’ With the exception of one short prophecy, all his utterances were delivered in Israel. Ezekiel prophesied in the land of captivity; Daniel lived to see the return. So these four great prophets carry us over from the time of the Jews to the time of the Gentiles. It may be remarked in passing that there is a considerable analogy in this respect between the group of four prophets and the four evangelists, the latter carrying us on to the destruction of Jerusalem under Titus. Jeremiah stands at the parting of the ways.

II. His was an experience of constant opposition from his own countrymen, constantly delivering a most unpatriotic message, viz., that they should surrender to their enemies. His book seems tangled, yet it is a work most carefully edited. It was written by two prophets, for at the end of the fifty-first chapter we read, ‘Thus far are the words of Jeremiah.’ The words following are not the words of Jeremiah. In the twenty-fourth chapter the good figs represent the captives taken away; the ‘naughty figs,’ Zedekiah and those left.

The later prophet gives the history of the bad figs, and then comes back to the good ones; and, after thirty-seven years, Jeconiah is released.

—Rev. Dr. C. H. Waller.

Illustration
‘One may divide the Book of Jeremiah into four periods, as follows:—First, there are twenty chapters, ending with the passage in which Jeremiah curses the day that he was born. This is chiefly pure prophecy. Second, a mainly historical portion, extending from the twenty-first to the thirty-sixth chapter, ending with the story of the roll. This is the portion which gives to Jeremiah the idea of being “tangled.” It is mainly historical, but not in chronological order. It is the only portion that is not in historical order. The third portion, to the forty-fourth chapter, is straight history; and the fourth, from the forty-fifth chapter, chiefly concerns the prophet’s utterances against the Gentiles, Egypt and Babylon. The twenty-first to the thirty-sixth chapter is the portion which should be specially studied.’

Verse 17
JEREMIAH CONTRA MUNDUM!

‘Be not dismayed.’

Jeremiah 1:17
I. A tender-hearted prophet.—Jeremiah stands before us, keenly sensitive to injustice and misconstruction, deeply moved by the ungodliness prevailing round him, well aware that the nation is hurrying to its ruin. I recognise in him a brother of my own, although I have not his lofty gifts. Frequently his heart was cast down. Frequently the burden laid on him seemed too heavy to carry. Frequently there was storm and darkness within his soul. I compassionate him. I feel for him. I love him. I know something of his misgivings and griefs.

II. A reassuring God.—Let us see at what pains God is to scatter the fears that gather round his soul. He gives him the assurance of an eternal ordination, an appointment to his work in the Divine mind before he was himself born. He gives him the assurance of a present help, touching his mouth to tell him that he will never be left in uncertainty as to his message—that thought and language will always be supplied. He gives him the assurance of a successful ministry: ‘I have this day set thee over the nations.’

One by one, if only I lean on Him, God will dispel all my alarms, and will make me wise and strong.

Illustration
‘A sense of helplessness is of prime importance as a preparation for ministry. Those who count themselves able to speak will never become God’s mouthpiece, those who have no words of their own will be surprised to find how forcible and perennial the stream of holy speech will become through their lips. Though you cannot He can. And your sense of inability is the condition that the Spirit of your Father should speak through you. Of you, too, it shall be true, “the words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself, but the Father that dwelleth in me doeth the works.”’

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 13
GOD’S COMPLAINT
‘They have forsaken Me.’

Jeremiah 2:13
An evil thing and bitter it is to forsake God.

I. It is so unreasonable.—There is an element of thoughtlessness in all sin. If I had pondered the matter carefully and deliberately, I never would have yielded to it. If I had set before me the hardness of the way of transgressors, would I ever have entered on the bitter path? I have been blind, and negligent, and heedless in the extreme.

II. And it is so guilty.—My conduct may have been thoughtless, but it is inexcusable too. I should have considered. I should have been wise. Lawlessness, rebellion against God’s Word, the slighting of His call and commandment, the wounding of His very soul: that is what I am chargeable with. Is it not criminal indeed?

III. And it is so dangerous.—When I forsake my Guide and my Father, I am caught in the thorny thickets, or I stumble over the precipice, or I fall into the enemy’s hand, or I sink down wearied before it is noonday. Behind me is the path I have left, a witness against me. And in front of me is the Judgment Seat.

IV. And it is so hopeless.—I have forfeited the power to rescue and restore myself. I am bewildered, helpless, undone. I am neither able nor yet willing to come back to God. Nothing avails to change me—nothing within myself, I mean—in my fatal course. I but lose myself more and more.

And yet, and yet, there is forgiveness with Thee.

Illustration
‘Why should the chosen people hind themselves up with the fortunes of any heathen nation? Was not God their King? Would not He succour them in calamity? Why should they drink the waters of Sihor, the black Nile, or those of the great river, Euphrates? It was as though a hamlet of villagers were to refuse a fountain of crystal water rising at their doors, and betake themselves to hewing cisterns, with infinite labour, in the hills, which at the best could only hold brackish water. But God had failed them in nothing, in nothing had He shown Himself worthy of such behaviour. Ah, how true this is of us, who have sought help and satisfaction in money, pleasure, human love, neglecting the offers of the Son of God!’

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 16
AN OBSOLETE WATCHWORD
‘And it shall come to pass … they shall say no more, The ark of the covenant of the Lord: neither shall it come to mind.’

Jeremiah 3:16
I. There was a time in Israel when the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord was the symbol of the national hopes and deliverances.—If Israel was smitten before her enemies, it was thither that the people turned for help. On one memorable occasion they brought from Shiloh the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord of Hosts, which dwelleth between the cherubim, and when it came into the camp all Israel shouted with a great shout, so that the earth rang again; and even the Philistines were afraid. But Jeremiah says that this would never be done in the coming time. Why? Partly because the people would rely more on the spiritual presence than the material emblem, and partly because a new covenant would have been inaugurated, superseding the old.

II. In all true lives there is something of this.—We outgrow our old experiences, and get as far beyond them, as they were once beyond anything we had attained. It seems to you that you cannot look for higher heights, more heavenly experiences, or deeper insight than you have had. Beware, lest you limit God. Your highest watermark shall be overleapt when the tide comes in again.

Illustration
‘The doctrine of setting aside of ancient codes by the authority of the Inner Law is implied in many passages of Jeremiah. The superseding of the Mosaic Law is here set forth by a most expressive symbol. “The Ark of the Covenant of Jehovah” shall no longer be the watchword of Israel. The Ark and the Mosaic Torah were inseparably connected; if the Ark was to perish and be forgotten, the Law must also be annulled.’

Verse 17
THE SACRED METROPOLIS
‘They shall call Jerusalem the throne of the Lord; and all the nations shall be gathered unto it.’

Jeremiah 3:17
Jerusalem is now to be in relation to the nations.

I. All Jerusalem is now to be the throne of the Lord.—The prophet’s glance penetrates to the remotest distance, without distinguishing the progressive stages into which the final period itself is divided. While this prophecy in itself requires limitation, it may be used also in a wider sense, so that the heathen, in so far as Jerusalem is also their centre, may be reckoned together with Israel. All then, Israel and the heathen, will finally lose their stony heart and receive a heart soft and filled with the Spirit (Ezekiel 11:19; Ezekiel 36:26), and not outwardly only, but with the whole heart will they be subject to the Lord and His kingdom.—If we once more look over this section we are struck above all by the sublimely rapt progress of the prophet’s discourse from the circumstances of the present to the remotest future. The prophet proceeds from the comparison of the Judah of the present with the Israel in a certain sense belonging already to the past. This comparison issues favourably to Israel. Thus a prophecy is called forth which sets in prospect before Israel the highest material and spiritual prosperity.

II. With this two questions are connected.—Since the realisation of this prosperity is connected with the condition of Israel’s conversion, the question arises, Will this conversion take place? and when? The prophetic gaze can in the inconceivably distant ages perceive no element of religious or political restoration in the Israel of the ten tribes, as these are in fact unknown even to the present day. It must then be reserved for the final period to bring back the lost ten tribes to the light—the light of knowledge and of salvation. But here another question also arises, Will not Judah also participate in this light of knowledge and salvation? These two questions then: What will become of Judah? and, How is it as to the conversion required in Ezekiel 36:13? still wait for a solution. We may indeed read this solution from Ezekiel 36:14 between the lines. But the sublime haste of the prophet’s flight hindered him from giving it in express words; he adds it therefore in the following strophe.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Here is a great deal of Gospel in these verses, both that which was always gospel, God’s readiness to pardon sin, and to receive and entertain returning, repenting sinners, and those blessings which were in a special manner reserved for gospel times, the forming and founding of the gospel-church by bringing into it the children of God that were scattered abroad, the superseding of the ceremonial law, and the uniting of Jews and Gentiles, typified by the uniting of Israel and Judah in their return out of captivity.’

(2) ‘Sin may come in between a man and his wife, severing marriage ties; but though our sin be more inveterate and repeated than woman ever perpetrated against man, or man against woman, it cannot cut off that love which is from everlasting. O, blessed love! into the inner circle of which even prodigals may be readmitted.’

04 Chapter 4 
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Verse 1
NO! NOT ONE!
‘If there be any that executeth judgment.’

Jeremiah 5:1
I. A nation’s moral ruin.—The desperate condition of the Hebrew people is described in moving terms. Both high and low were equally corrupt, therefore judgment could not be delayed (Jeremiah 9:9; Jeremiah 44:22). When men become ungodly, the bands of society are dissolved. Ingratitude towards the God Who has fed them to the full is certain to make men reckless of the relative duties that they owe to their fellow-men. To love God first is the guarantee of love to one’s neighbour. We have similar reasons to deplore the decline of religion in our national life.

II. God’s executioner.—Babylon is summoned to destroy the sinful nation, though not utterly. But the people would not believe that their end was near. When warned by the preacher of the inevitable fate of the wicked, the ungodly will still whisper to themselves, even if they dare not say it openly, ‘It is not He.’ But there is a precise exactitude in God’s retributive justice, so that men may read their sin in their punishment. If we forsake God, we shall be forsaken by Him; if we serve strangers in our own land, we shall serve them in a land that is not ours.

Illustration
‘Diogenes, the cynic, was discovered one day in Athens in broad daylight, candle in hand, looking for something. When some one remonstrated with him, he said that he needed all the light possible to enable him to find a man. Something like that is in the prophet’s thought. God was prepared to spare Jerusalem on lower terms than even Sodom, and yet He was driven to destroy her. Both poor and rich had alike “broken the yoke and burst the bonds.”’

Verse 22
A BARRIER OF SAND
‘Which have placed the sand for the bound of the sea, by an everlasting ordinance, which it cannot pass.’

Jeremiah 5:22 (R.V.)

I. What an insignificant atom is a grain of sand!—But God has chosen to arrest the advance of the mighty billows by a barrier of sand-grains. Let the ocean chafe as it will, it cannot pass its defined limits. It may destroy the solid masonry of human construction, but it is foiled by a bank of soft sand.

II. So it has always been in the history of the Church.—The pride of the persecutor has been arrested by the sufferings of men, women, and children, who have had no more strength in themselves than a bank of sand-grains, but have succeeded in exhausting the might of their foes by passive endurance. The persecutions of the Roman Empire were finally renounced because they actually promoted the cause they were intended to destroy. By the weak things of this world God brings to nought the things that are reckoned mighty.

III. The weakest things that God has made are invincible.—What, then, may not those who are strong in His strength do! Who would not tremble at His presence, since He can do so much with what man despises? What a great God is this, Whose weakness is stronger than men!

What cannot His power accomplish for me,

Who made of soft sand a strong bar to the sea!

Illustrations
(1) ‘The perversity of the human heart is beyond belief. It is not moved by the manifestation of God’s power in the majesty and beauty of Nature as in the soft sand-barrier to the waves. It is not touched by reverent gratitude for God’s beneficence in giving the appointed weeks of harvest. It is only glad when prophet and priest are infected by the common degeneracy, and cease to remonstrate. Let us seek to hear and speak, not what is palatable, but what is profitable unto salvation.’

(2) ‘What a delightful metaphor this is which reminds us that God has made the soft sand a perpetual barrier against the sea! It is not necessary for Him to resist the waves with a parapet of cliffs; sand will serve His purpose equally well. It makes one think that the people of God, lowly and pulverised though they be, will yet suffice to resist the onset of the mighty waves of Satan’s power. Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings, God ordains strength.’

Verse 24
GRATITUDE FOR HARVEST
‘The appointed weeks of the harvest.’

Jeremiah 5:24
The inspired writers, in urging the claims of God and of religion upon those to whom they addressed their messages, sometimes made use of facts which were familiar to all, in order to support those claims. Whilst there were special proofs in Revelation of Divine wisdom, care, and love, it was thought well sometimes to appeal to those proofs of Providential oversight and benevolence which are visible to every eye, and should produce impression upon every heart.

I. The natural events and processes upon which the appeal is grounded.—The provision made annually for the wants of God’s dependent creatures has always attracted the attention of the observant, and awakened the gratitude of the devout. Notice (1) The means by which the harvest is prepared. The former and the latter rains were given in their season to fertilise the soil and to bring forward the crop. (2) The end which is thus secured. The appointed weeks of the harvest, i.e. the seven weeks from Passover to Pentecost, witnessed the ripening and the ingathering of the precious grain. Still is the promise fulfilled, ‘Seedtime and harvest shall not cease.’

II. The religious impressions and resolutions which these natural events and processes are fitted to produce.—They who witness such proofs of God’s goodness are expected to say in their hearts, ‘Let us reverence, worship, and serve the Lord, the Giver of every good gift!’ To refrain from such a response is an evidence of ‘a revolting and a rebellious heart.’
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Verse 15
FAILURES
‘They shall fall among them that fall.’

Jeremiah 6:15
How many men start in London with the fairest possible promise, but who ultimately, alas, become occasional inmates of the casual ward! You have no need to be told of their failure—some dragged down by the horrible curse of drink, others degraded by impurity. But it seems to me as though such cases as these were, after all, not the very saddest illustration of our subject. The saddest failures, it appears to me, are those whom the world regards as successes—the men who get on in life, who make large fortunes, who attain to a lofty social position, and who, all the while, have been injuring and even ruining their own moral nature by their very process of advancement. They are rich, successful, and externally fortunate, but, none the less, mean, sordid, greedy, avaricious. They are what the world calls successes, and they must be very bad indeed if the world does not recognise them as such. But how does a man of that description appear in the eyes of the Eternal God who made him? A shrivelled, withered thing, bereft of nearly all that goes to make man God-like; not unlike the autumn leaf swept by the October blast—who shall say where!

I. Perhaps the saddest part of the matter is that many who belong to this class do not recognise the fact that they are failures.—A very large number of them are on extremely good terms with themselves. They settle down into a condition of self-complacency.

One man, perhaps, has made many thousands of pounds, and in a few months he is going to retire from business, and he will have his respectable place in the church, and, as he puts it, make the church a little more respectable by going there. And so it is that, as frequently happens, our desire in early days to lead a good life gradually fades away amidst the ‘humdrum’ routine of commercial life, which we allow to drag us down instead of our elevating it into a position of sanctity; and we become more and more gross in our aims, and content with our moral failure. On the whole, peradventure, such a man calls himself a very fair specimen of the genus humanum. ‘I will succeed,’ he seems to say, ‘in passing muster in the court of my self-consideration, and I appear to pass muster pretty fairly in the circle in which I live; and if I do that, I do not see why I should trouble myself about any nobler aims.’ He does not realise that he is selling his spiritual birthright for the paltry mess of pottage offered him by the world. Hence, you see that there may be abundant activity in our lives, and that many a man who has led an active life in the way just described will go so far as to affirm that he has always endeavoured to do his duty. But what is duty? Duty is to produce what God intended you should, and to become true to the Divine ideal. Otherwise, a man does not, and cannot, rise to the proper level of true activity.

II. How do we become failures?—By abusing the world instead of using it as God would have us use it. A man’s commercial life is part of the mechanism that God employs for rendering him what God intended him to be. What, then, is your commercial career doing for you in your manhood? Are you learning lessons of self-control? Are you learning how to master your disposition in the direction of avarice, greed, and impurity? If so, you are getting something out of your business which you will have to thank God for through all eternity.

Many of our commercial men mistake the proper purpose of life, forgetting that the making of money should be a means to an end, and not an end in itself. The man who looks at the matter in the right light regards each fresh thousand that comes into his possession as something that God has entrusted to him in order that he may employ it for his Master’s glory and the benefit of his fellow-men. The secret of moral failure lies in an absence of Divine co-operation—not in the reluctance of God to co-operate, but in the indisposition of man to claim, and ensure, and make use of the co-operation. I would just as soon expect to see a structure like the Forth Bridge turned out without modern appliances as expect to see a saint produced otherwise than by Divine co-operation. I stand in this pulpit, my fellow-men, because I believe in the reformative power of God. God knows how to make a saint just as much as He knows how to make a star. But to make a saint, man needs to surrender his human will into the Divine hands; whereas, in the case of a star, the matter obeys the behests of the Divine.

Gehenna, or Hell, is the common receptacle of rubbish, the place of loss, where those who are not fit to share the Divine society, and to exercise the proper functions of man—where those who are branded with God’s ‘failure,’ drop down into the dark and are lost in utter night. What is the only alternative to this miserable, tragic issue? It is that of surrendering ourselves completely to the control of God, Who is able to turn our spiritual weaknesses into impregnable forts against the powers of evil.

Canon Aitken.
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Verse 4
DELUDED FORMALISTS
‘The temple of the Lord, The temple of the Lord, The temple of the Lord, are these.’

Jeremiah 7:4
I. Religious formalism.—When Jeremiah threatened Israel with the coming of the king of Assyria, the false prophets minimised the terror of his utterances by pointing to the Temple and assuring the people that there was no reason to anticipate the overthrow of their city, since it was the custodian of the holy shrine of Jehovah. ‘Ye have the Temple in your midst, surely then you are a religious people. You cannot be as bad as this pessimistic prophet alleges, and God cannot very well dispense with you.’

II. But men may perform the most sacred rites, and yet perpetrate the grossest crimes. The presence of a Temple with all its priests and rites does not necessarily denote holiness, but often the contrary. In some countries brigands will seek the blessing of heaven on their plans of murder and plunder. Our safety lies, not in outward rites, but in amending our ways and doings, in executing judgment, and refusing to walk after other gods. Not in having sprung from godly parents, nor in engagedness in holy things, nor in the practice of religious rites, will help come, but in being genuinely right with God. Real religion consists not in temple-rites, but in humility, unselfishness, and godliness.

Illustration
‘Men are always prone to attribute to the externals of religion a saving efficacy, imagining that a rigorous attention to these will condone for the commission of sins like those enumerated in the earlier verses. It is a terrible thing for a soul when, beneath an outward decorum of behaviour, the heart is filled with all manner of abominations, as the Temple was filled with robbers (Jeremiah 7:11. See also Matthew 21:13).’

Verse 8
‘A REFUGE OF LIES’
‘Lying words, that cannot profit.’

Jeremiah 7:8
I. God tears open the ‘lying words’ of many who worship Him, and what does He find?—Hypocrisy, fraud, a festering mass of corruption, a fixed determination that nothing shall be true which interferes with their pleasures, their emoluments, their privileges. Love, brotherhood, humility, mercy, faith; these things they do not believe in. What they seek is the maintenance of their own position, the advancement of their own interest. To all such He says, ‘Ye shall become as Shiloh,’ bankrupt, deserted, lost.

II. So let me be true, for I worship the God of truth.
(1) True to myself. In my thoughts seeking honestly to gain the verity and certainty of things, especially the things which are highest and deepest. In my speech uttering only what I feel. In my life, abhorring the very appearance of dissimulation and craft.

(2) True to my neighbour, and, most of all, true to my God. Trusting Him with a clinging trust. Feeling for Him a fervent affection. Following hard after Him whatever the cost may be. Begging Him daily to see if there is any wicked way in me, and to lead me in the way everlasting.

Illustration
‘The privileges of a form of godliness are often the pride and confidence of those that are strangers and enemies to the power of it. It is common for those that are furthest from God to boast themselves most of their being near to the Church.’
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Verse 7
A LESSON FROM THE STORK
‘The stork in the heaven knoweth her appointed times.’

Jeremiah 8:7
We could lay down on the map the great highways along which bird-life comes and goes.

How do they know how to journey so unerringly for thousands of miles? It is one of the greatest mysteries in Nature. They do not travel by sight of landmarks; the birds of each year’s brood go straight for the first time to their goal. It is not that they are guided by those who have made the journey before; the lark is a solitary pilgrim, and, in the case of many species, the young and the old travel in separate flocks. We, with all our science, know little more of the matter than did Jeremiah.

I. Consider the fowls of the air.—The mystery of Nature has its parallel in a mystery of grace; we also are birds of passage, and in us also God has put the homing instinct. We come from Him; in His presence is our native land, our home, and however far we have wandered thence, there is an instinct in our hearts which will not suffer us to rest in peace, but now whispers, now loudly cries, Return, return! He who suffers not seedtime and harvest to fail brings round at last the spiritual spring, when we hear Him call, ‘Rise up and come away, for, lo, the winter is past.… The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come. Arise and come away.’ The homing instinct may be feeble now; we have so long resisted, quenched, but it is there; it is in every hardest, vilest heart. Return unto thy rest, O my soul!

II. How far the birds have come!—We too have a long journey back to God, but our very unrest and unhappiness in estrangement from Him are assurance that we are not so very far from home as we fear. It is a long journey, but the yearning which bids us set out is promise that we, like the birds, shall be safely guided. They have their appointed path; we have the true and living Way. The birds of passage come unfailingly when the feet of the coming spring touch the meadows and leave the daisies rosy; the souls come home because the bleeding feet of Christ have reddened the path to Calvary.

III. The birds set out, but not all arrive.—Many are driven from their course by stress of tempest; birds of North America are found on the east coast of England; hundreds, hypnotised by the glare, dash themselves against the lighthouse lanterns; tens of thousands are snared and shot. There is danger for the birds of passage, and there is danger for the returning souls. Some who started once to come to God—whither have the tempests of passion driven them, to what bleak shores of exile? Some, dazzled by sins, are dashing out their life in vain attempt to pass the barrier, invisible but impenetrable, which God has set between the sinner and satisfaction. Some are taken by subtle temptation, as the bird in the net of the fowler. The home-coming here is often sad, so many, yet so few—where are the nine?

And there awaits us all a great mysterious migration by a path which no fowl knoweth, which vulture’s eye hath not seen, a path which, in loneliness, all unerringly follow—the tender infant, man in his prime, the feebleness of age—the great migration, whither? From the great deep to the great deep—who knows save God? Doubt and fear are natural, yet we have not so learned of Christ. He teaches that we come, the glories of dawn tinging the soul’s wings, from God, into the shadowed house of life, and thence emerge into the sun’s noontide splendour. Birds of passage are we all; yes, but we follow the sun.

Illustrations
(1) ‘If we behold such examples in nature we ought surely to be ashamed that irrational creatures are so willing and obedient, and do that for which they are created, but we men (who were made in His image and sealed with the Holy Ghost on the day of redemption) are so opposed, rebellious, and disobedient to Him. This will certainly, in the case of no amendment, lead to a hopelessly bad ending.’

(2) ‘In ordinary life, if one falls he tries to rise again; if he turns away from the right road he endeavours to return to it. But sinful men cling to their self-deceits; they refuse to return (Jeremiah 8:4-5), and madly rush forward in their headlong course like the horse in the battle. The very instinct of the birds may rebuke men who pride themselves on their intelligence. Those who profess to be wise and the leaders of others are especially exposed to the Divine wrath, and on them the heaviest brunt of judgment must fall.’

(3) ‘It is worthy of observation that the young birds which have been born in this country and have never made the long journey before, yet set forth with the older ones at the appointed time. They are novices in the art of travelling, yet they try their callow wings, and away they fly to the far-off land where the sun shines as it does not in this higher latitude. I wish that our young people were all as wise as the young swallows are: that they knew their appointed time, that they understood that there is no period in life which has so much of hopefulness about it as the period of childhood and youth, that it is the best time in which to seek the Saviour, for it has a special promise attached to it: “Those that seek Me early shall find Me.” I would that they could hear the Lord Jesus Christ’s peculiarly sweet and tender message concerning them: “Suffer the little children, and forbid them not, to come unto Me: for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” Yet, alas! young storks, and swallows, and cranes, and turtle-doves fly at the appointed season, but many young men and maidens delay and waste the joyous hours of the morning of their lives in the ways of sin and folly. Yes, waste the hours which, if consecrated to Christ and to His service, would have brought them a rich return in this life; and, in the life to come, would have tended to increase and intensify their everlasting felicity.’

Verse 20
HARVEST PAST: SUMMER ENDED
‘The harvest is past, the summer is ended.’

Jeremiah 8:20
These words were first spoken of the ruined hopes and blighted fortunes of God’s people, Israel. Truly for that perverse and sinful generation the summer was ended. In the days of Jeremiah, the cup of their sorrow was full mixed; God delivered them into the adversary’s hand, and caused those round about them to lead them away captive. They were fast bound in misery and iron, and as they sat by the waters of Babylon they wept when they remembered Sion. When they remembered! Ah! well might they weep, since

‘It is truth the poet sings

That a sorrow’s crown of sorrow

Is remembering happier things.’

Israel thought of the pleasant land which they had despised, of the cedars of Lebanon, and the hills which stand round about Jerusalem, and now, in the black winter of their discontent, they mourned ‘the harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved.’

I. Once more God has turned over a leaf in the Book of Nature, and found a text for us.—Just now all nature is saying to us, ‘the summer is ended.’ The plashing rain preaches from that text, the fierce winds proclaim it, the lightning writes it in fiery letters on the sky. The dying leaves lie like monuments bearing the epitaph, ‘the summer is ended.’ And now that the harvest is past, and the summer ended, and the fruit gathered, will you not think a little of yourselves, about the time that is past, about the harvest for which God looks, about the future of your souls?

II. There are various classes to whom the text applies.
(1) ‘The summer is ended,’ this is true of the old and feeble. It was summer-time with them once; how strong they were! The winter of age has sprinkled snow on the hair, and sent a chill frost into the bones, and frozen the current of the blood. For the old the summer is ended. But though the summer be ended for the body and the mind, though it be winter with the limbs, and the eyes, and the ears, and the brain, it need not be winter for the soul.

(2) For those, too, who have endured severe affliction the summer is ended. It is false and useless to say that we must not be sorry sometimes. We must not be sorry as those without hope, we must not despair, nor rail against God, nor neglect the work which He has given us to do; although our eyes be blinded with tears, we must pray for resignation: but we may be sorry. And for those who have lost their worldly property, whose savings have been swallowed up in bankruptcy when they are too old and infirm to retrieve their fortunes; for those families left destitute by the death of the bread-winner, and reduced from ease and comfort to poverty and dependence, for such as these also, ‘the summer is ended.’

(3) But every one of these cases is but the type and parable of the deepest meaning of all. There are those who pass through life and neglect the opportunities of grace which lead to salvation, and for them at last a time shall come when it shall indeed be said with awful meaning, the summer is ended. The wise man tells us that ‘there is a time to get, and a time to lose.’ This is true of worldly matters. As with the things of daily life, so with the things of life eternal. There is a time to get a chance of repentance and amendment, a time to escape from the clutches of some bad habit or besetting sin; a time to get, and a time to lose. It is written in the Scriptures, ‘Behold, I set before you an open door’; and again it is written, ‘The door was shut.’ There is a time when for all the door of opportunity stands open, and there is a time when it is fast closed. Shall not the gathered harvest remind you of God’s goodness to you and to all men, and warn you that the Lord of the harvest is looking for fruit from you, the fruit of a holy life, and the flowers of purity and meekness? Does not the end of another summer teach you that another season of opportunity is gone for ever, and that you are one year nearer the Great Harvest?

Brethren, we must sow for Eternity, if we expect to reap the harvest of eternal joy. For those of you who are doing this, striving after holiness, and letting your light shine before men, it is always summer—summer here, more perfect summer hereafter.

Illustration
(1) ‘Every person who still remains in sin may at the close of the year usefully adopt this lamentation. (2) A season of religious revival is also eminently a time of harvest, and such as lose this season may usefully adopt this lamentation. (3) Another situation to which this melancholy reflection is peculiarly liable is that of a dying sinner, for there is in this text: (i.) The acknowledgment of opportunity; (ii.) The confession of neglect; (iii.) The anticipation of doom.’

Verse 22
‘THE BALM OF GILEAD’
‘Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no physician there? why then is not the health of the daughter of My people recovered?’

Jeremiah 8:22
It is wonderful what a parallel of the sacred, and the divine, and the eternal underlies the whole creation.

Now both in the physical and the moral world, it has been God’s law—not so much to prevent the existence of evil, as always to provide a sure and abiding remedy for all the evil which exists.

It was so when sin came into the world, and all creation fell.

‘Gilead’ was a large tract of country to the east of the Jordan; with a mountain called ‘the mountain of Gilead’ rising nearly 3000 feet above the level of the valley of the river. In the early times it was the sojourning place of different flocks; and it was especially noted for its balsam tree; the ‘balm’ from which was well known for its saving and healing properties. It was often applied to sores.

As was natural, the character of the produce of the country attracted scientific men, and made it the abode of many physicians. Hence the question, almost ironically—strongly involving an affirmative—‘Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no physician there?’

But Jeremiah, or rather God speaking by Jeremiah, evidently used the words in a metaphorical sense, and addressing the sinful and afflicted people of God refers to a Divine Presence, and a supernatural power and wisdom; and argues with them and remonstrates with them as to why they should continue so afflicted and so distressed when there is such a provision which would effect an aid and cure. ‘Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no physician there? Why then is not the health of the daughter of My people recovered?’

I. Now, even in this sense, referring it to bodily complaints, physical pains, may we not accept the word as belonging to all sick and sorrowing ones?—Would God have sent that disease or painful trial without providing something to meet the case—its antidote? Isn’t God the Great Healer, and has He not all means at His command, holding the very issues of life and death in His hand? Shouldn’t both patient and doctor alike recognise and remember this? Be it the loss of health, and the anguish which it may bring ever so great, it has its object, it has its voice, which should never be forgotten.

Then why do we not in all our sickness and sufferings go more straight to God? Pray to God, look to God, trust in God, Who Himself has so curiously and so wondrously made us, and knows and remembers all our frames, and Who has Himself given to all nature its secret virtues, and to man all his skill.

Go first, go last, go always to God, and let everything else be secondary—secondary, as an instrument in His hands.

I would that all doctors and all surgeons would always recognise themselves as what they are in their true characters—God’s servants, sent by God, used by God, depending upon God: to work God’s work to God’s glory. Would so many then have to cry, ‘Why is not the health of the daughter of My people recovered?’

Let me say, even upon human grounds, by natural cause and effect—as I have seen thousands of times and know well—there is no medicine in all the world so good and so effectual as peace of mind. And who is to give that quietness of mind, but God only?

II. But I have to look at a deeper and more important meaning attaching to the words.—There are worse diseases than the ills of the body, and there are better recoveries than the restoration of physical health. Christ, while He was upon earth, twice called Himself a Physician, a Physician of the soul! All sin is a disease. You may trace the resemblance. It is infectious, and it comes by contact. It has its degrees; it spreads and increases. But it has its own appointed antidotes and remedies. It may be prevented, or alleviated, or removed. Its course is subject to a law of progress or regress. If permitted, it kills, but taken hold of in time it may be cured.

Now, from this disease of sin every one suffers. Nay, more, every one has the disease. The whole world is a leper-house, and every church is a hospital.

The text positively says that there is One, that there is a Curer; and we know that Physician is infallible. The progress may be very slow, but the result is sure.

At this moment, in this church, there is the Great Physician. More, more than the words represent, He is here to receive, to comfort, to restore, to heal every sick soul. Then why, why is any soul uncured? Why does any soul die? Why is any soul unhappy? Why, why? ‘Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no physician there? Why then is not the health of the daughter of My people recovered?’ Why are you unhappy? Why? Because you do not believe in Him. You do not really and fully believe it.

There may be some one saying, ‘But the discipline—I am afraid of the discipline!’ It has been a dreadful discipline which could not cure the soul! But listen to the exact word. He does not propose long confinement, or the bitter draught, but ‘balm’—‘Is there no balm in Gilead?’

The ‘balm’ of forgiveness, the ‘balm’ of a man quite at peace, the ‘balm’ of a loving smile, the ‘balm’ of the tenderness of the Tenderest One in the universe—‘Balm,’ only balm, ‘balm’ will do it.

And yet the cry still goes forth, and which of you hears it: ‘Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no physician there? Why then is not the health of the daughter of My people recovered?’

Will no poor, sick, dying soul come and be healed? Come, my daughter; come, my son; take the ‘balm,’ and you will be quite well!

—Rev. Jas. Vaughan.

09 Chapter 9 

Verse 1
A TRUE PATRIOT
‘Oh … that I might weep day and night.’

Jeremiah 9:1
How was this one man able to do so much for Israel, to give it no less than six hundred years of life? Because of his character.

We, too, have great tasks to perform. Salt kills corruption and so saves life. Christ says to us, ‘Ye are the salt of the earth.’ Are we giving life to the nation we belong to?
If we wish to know how to do it, let us note what it was that empowered Jeremiah for his bitter, glorious task. Three characteristics are worthy of note.

I. His unbending steadfastness.—His two strongest passions were love of country and love of God. But he made the love of God supreme, and had to suffer abuse, imprisonment, all but death, at the hands of the countrymen he so dearly loved (Jeremiah 20:7-11). He was, as God had called him to be—an iron pillar. This is what we need in our churches. To save our nation from the love of pleasure we need such ‘iron pillars.’

II. His tender sympathy.—The four chapters, 31–33, are known as the ‘Book of Consolation.’ Where can you find more touching messages than these? ‘Is Ephraim my dear son? Is he a pleasant child? My bowels are troubled for him; I will surely have mercy upon him, saith the Lord.… Refrain thy voice from weeping, and thine eyes from tears.… I have satiated the weary soul, and I have replenished every sorrowful soul. Upon this I awaked and beheld, and my sleep was sweet unto me’ (Jeremiah 31:20; Jeremiah 31:16; Jeremiah 31:25-26). He was a man of a great soul, able and willing to weep with the oppressed and suffering and guilty. He was an ‘iron pillar’ in steadfastness to his God, but he was as a gentle mother to the erring children.

III. His spirituality.—The people had broken the old covenant. It had been written on tables of stone. Jeremiah’s great hope was in looking forward to a New Covenant that was to be purely spiritual. ‘This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel. In their heart will I write it.… They shall all know Me.… I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin will I remember no more for ever’ (Jeremiah 31:33-34).

Here, then, is to be our strength—in unbending steadfastness to God, in tender love for the people, and in having the law and the love of God written on our hearts. Let us see to these three things and we shall become powerful for the pulling down of strongholds.

Illustrations
(1) ‘With the beautiful Temple fell all the hopes and confidence of the Jews. They were carried off into captivity, and it seemed as if the last stay of God’s true worship was gone. (597 and 586 b.c.) But one man was left to build up the ruins. It was Jeremiah. He preserved his faith in the one true God; rallied Israel around that belief as the centre of their national life; and gave them the hope of again enjoying God’s favour. Thus they were kept steadfast in exile, and came back, some sixty or seventy years after (537 b.c.), to their own land with a purified faith. The nation had been at the point of extinction. It was brought back to its fatherland and lived six hundred years. But it sinned once again, and this time against God’s own Son, and was finally shattered in the year 70 a.d.’

(2) ‘Tears, give me tears, as I see the vast population of Great Britain, growing up without the religion that made our land great. When the working classes in growing numbers absent themselves from places of worship; when the youths and maidens turn their backs upon the religion of their fathers; when the little children count their Sunday-schools irksome—what reason there is to weep! When Jesus beheld the city He wept over it.’

(3) ‘Once the voice of joy and thanksgiving had been heard in Jerusalem, but now on every side there was bloodshed, and the patriot prophet could only weep incessantly over the slain. A lodge in the wilderness seemed preferable to the most luxurious mansion in the city, better than to continue to associate with the ungodly perpetrators of such crimes. Yet we must not go out of the fray as long as our Captain wants us to remain in it, in dependence upon Him.’
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Verse 5
THE SIN OF PRIDE
‘Be not proud.’

Jeremiah 13:5
The heart is not pure that is not cleansed from pride.

I. How lightly we treat this sin of pride!—What is pride? It is the sin that leads me to look contemptuously, or, if you like, compassionately, upon those whom I imagine to be more feebly gifted than myself, forgetting how much higher than I they may be standing in the sight of God because of greater faithfulness. Pride, with its twin-sister vanity, is the sin that makes me so morbidly sensitive to human opinion; that keeps my ears so painfully open to every word of praise or blame. A pure heart is the home of the lovely grace that ‘vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly.’ How unseemly is pride of purse! How unseemly is pride of social rank! How unseemly when we cannot bear to hear others praised more warmly than ourselves! How unseemly is gratified pride, with its ostentatious boastfulness! And how unseemly is mortified pride, finding its solace in slander and detraction and spiteful censoriousness! ‘Love behaveth not itself unseemly,’ but is willing to take the lowliest seat, is ready to serve the humblest of God’s children, and has ever a generous word for those who have been swifter in the race or stronger in the strife.

II. But a pure heart is also humble before God.—What is this painful search in our own hearts and lives for somewhat to commend us to God, or to entitle us to pray? What is the discouragement because of unworthiness but pride? Humility thankfully receives all grace as a free, unmerited gift.

Illustration
‘As wine takes away the reason, so sin and the natural penalty it brings to heart and mind reduces the proud and rebellious sinners to collision with each other, as when a potter’s vessels are dashed one against another. Pride, panic, and mutual hostility are closely associated; but in the meanwhile the sad condition of the impenitent awakens the sincerest distress and pity in the hearts of God’s children, who realise how much they are losing in this life and the next.’

Verse 11
WHAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN!
‘That they might be … but they would not.’

Jeremiah 13:11
I. This parable of the girdle may really have been transacted.—By some such striking symbol, enacted before the people, their attention must have been powerfully arrested. Or, it may be that this is only a vivid style of presentation. Whichever it is, the chief idea is the intimacy of relationship between the chosen people and their God. Oh that He would cause us to cleave unto Him! At the same time, the degradation of the best is to the worst, and nothing more strikingly sets forth the condition to which those may sink who have abused the highest possibilities than the condition of this marred and profitless girdle. Capernaum would not be as she is to-day unless she had been lifted to heaven in privilege. O my soul, beware! Since thou art capable of God’s best and highest, thou art also liable to the weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth.

II. The people answered the prophet very rudely and roughly.—They mocked at his words. But Jeremiah wept bitterly over their obduracy and pride. He saw the inevitable doom to which the young king, Jehoiachim, the queen-mother, and the whole land were drifting. These are the tears that we may all covet. We have shed tears of proud mortification, of vexation, of hot temper, of disappointment and chagrin, but God give us to shed tears for the sins, and woes, and doom of a lost world.

III. Jerusalem is apostrophised, and asked where the beautiful flock of sister and daughter towns was which had gathered under her lead.—Ah, they were destroyed, and their people were in captivity. Their destruction had come from those who had been allies and friends; and their sin was so deeply seated and inveterate, that such a fate was inevitable—there was no hope of reformation. What a terrible thing sin is! Of how many of our sorrows and disasters it is the cause. Cleanse Thou me, O God, from secret faults!

Illustration
‘It is hardly likely that a literal journey of two hundred miles, there and back, was undertaken by the prophet, though, of course, it may have been. Probably this prophecy of the approaching captivity of the people was given in this way to make it more graphic and impressive. The corrupted garment was an emblem of the sad effect that association would have on too many of the chosen people, which would cause them to be marred and spoiled.’

14 Chapter 14 

15 Chapter 15 

Verse 1
THE TRUE POWER OF A NATION
‘Then said the Lord unto me, Though Moses and Samuel stood before Me, yet My mind could not be toward this people.’

Jeremiah 15:1
In saying these words, God recognised that these two men had special power with Him. Nearly a thousand years after, Jehovah remembered the power that these men had had with Him. Recognising this fact,

I. Would it not be worth while to see what was that style of prayer that God Himself acknowledged as having power with Himself?—Moses had two special seasons of intercession, prayer to God, and so had Samuel, but it will not be necessary to dwell upon both. The first, in the case of Moses, was found in the thirty-second chapter of Exodus. The people of Israel were dancing round the golden calf, and God, looking down, said, ‘I have seen this people, and, behold, it is a stiffnecked people: now therefore let Me alone.’

Thus the ‘Let Me alone,’ in answer to Moses’ pleading, showed that God was conscious of this power that he possessed. I wonder whether Jehovah has ever had any reason to say to any of us, ‘Let Me alone’? With Moses, also, God linked Samuel, and the record to which doubtless this referred was 1 Samuel 7:5. The ark had been for twenty years at Kirjath-jearim, and the Israelites had for many years been under the heel of the Philistines; and the Spirit of the Lord came upon Samuel, and he was bold enough to send out this notice to the people: ‘Gather to Mizpah, and I will pray for you.’ After their twenty years of backsliding, Israel accepted the invitation, and the Philistines, on hearing of this, gathered together a vast army. But as Samuel prayed, the Lord thundered, and the Philistine host were scattered. Besides these two men there was, too, another known to them to have had special power with God—Elijah; for, when he prayed, after three years of famine and drought, the heavens gave rain and the earth brought forth her fruit. We thus see three men acknowledged by God to have special power in prayer, and do we not believe that now God raises up such men, both in nations and in the churches? I am persuaded that such men as these are worth more to a nation than all her armies and all her navies. Seeing that there had been an awful revival of the military spirit, cursing the nation, it is good for us to bear this in mind, that a few men like Moses and Samuel and Elijah were worth more than any army or navy, for

II. When men that had power with God laid hold of Him, a nation might be saved.—The real power in our churches is to be found in those who have this peculiar power. There are some that have money power, others that have social power, both of which are not to be despised; but in all churches there are some that have got this strange and wonderful power that God noticed.

Look at the value of these men! I do not think they are so highly valued as they deserve to be—not by men; they are by God. Moses was not very much valued by Israel, and Samuel was strangely neglected for twenty years. Think for a moment what prayer had accomplished in time past; and, indeed, in days of scepticism it was best to recall this. What had prayer done? Well, I know prayer has piled up the billows like grass, has sealed lions’ mouths before now, has marshalled all the stars of the heavens against the enemies of God’s people, and, what I think more wonderful, has brought back spirits from the Eternal World. Prayer has conquered demons, has commanded whole legions of angels, and brought them down from above to encamp round about the saints. Oh, the wealth that lay in all our churches, then, in the men concerning whom God said, ‘Though Moses and Samuel stood before Me.’

III. Note the secret of this power.—I hope you will not imagine for a moment that I am speaking upon the secret of the power because personally I know it. All present knew sufficiently of it to long to know more. Without a doubt, the secret of the power of these three men was (1) their sympathy with God. These men were in awful sympathy with God; and if we ourselves are going to have power with God, we too must be in sympathy with Him. (2) Then with this full sympathy with God, there was a marvellous love for men. Do you know much of that? Do you know what it was to have that intense passion for the ingathering of souls?

Illustration
‘The life of constant opposition to his people was full of labour and sorrow to the gentle disposition of the prophet. He had not acted in any such way as to merit the hatred with which he was beset, and yet the detestation with which men hate the usurer was meted out to him in full measure. But for those who do God’s work, there is a Divine safeguard and reward. God will deliver them for good, and cause their enemies to come as suppliants to them, acknowledging that God is with them (1 Samuel 7:11). Yes, it were easier to break the northern iron or steel, the toughest and strongest of metals, than to overcome the barriers with which God surrounds those who believe in Him.’
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Verse 8
MINISTERIAL FRESHNESS
‘As a tree planted by the waters.’

Jeremiah 17:8
In this picture, likening a man who trusts in the Lord to a tree planted by the waters, we have a description, with six particulars given, of a perfectly fresh, fragrant, and full life, and from this I draw the subject of my address—‘Ministerial Freshness.’

I. The need of ministerial freshness.—If we lose this there is not much left in our ministry. We need it for our own sake, for the sake of others, and for the sake of God.

II. The secret of ministerial freshness.—The inclusive secret is in the minister’s relationship to the Bible. There must be personal meditation on the Word of God. And in this connection I recall the five metaphors used in the Bible concerning that word. It is the mirror that reveals, the water that cleanses, the food that strengthens, the light that illuminates, and the honey which rejoices.

III. The method of ministerial freshness.—(1) This relation to God’s Word must be a daily experience, never to be omitted. If time cannot be found it must be made. (2) We need a first-hand rather than a second-hand meditation. The too free use of books of devotion and meditation is not helpful. The Psalmist said: ‘My meditation is sweet.’ (3) For devotional reading and meditation it is well to have a Bible absolutely free from marks. (4) Our meditation must be definite. We must read for ourselves and not for our people.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Miss Havergal writes:—“Will you look into each clause of the sixfold promise contained in the beatitude of ‘trust’ (Jeremiah 17:7-8)? You will enjoy it if you have not yet gone right into those two verses.”’

(2) ‘I want those on whom the storm of temptation is beating pitilessly to turn to me for shelter. I want those who are passing through the dread hour of sorrow to feel instinctively that I can impart some sure and effectual consolation. I want those whom perplexities and difficulties surround like prison walls to know that I possess the key of promise, which will open every iron door in Giant Despair’s castle. Planted and rooted by the River of waters, I want to be a shadow from the heat to wayworn souls.

“They move through our ranks, recall

The stragglers, refresh the outworn.…

Eyes rekindling and prayers

Follow their steps as they go——”

My Lord, let the sweet words be true of me.’

Verse 9
THE DECEITFUL HEART
‘Who can know it?’

Jeremiah 17:9
You will remember that this is said of ‘the heart,’ and that it is made to apply itself to one of those terrible descriptions of ‘the human heart’ to which the Bible is so given. Not merely saying, ‘The heart is deceitful;’ but more ‘deceitful’ than anything else in the whole world; and not only ‘wicked,’ but ‘wicked’ to a degree that is in itself beyond all hope—this is the crown of its wretchedness—it cannot be fathomed; it cannot be read; it cannot be really grasped—‘The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?’ What, one day, you thought to be your ‘heart,’ that, another day, you find that ‘heart’ is not: the phases of it always varying, not only with outward circumstances, but with the state of the atmosphere of the mind, and even of the body, with which you look at it; and that, of all the difficulties with which the Christian has to do, the inscrutability of his own ‘heart’ is undoubtedly the hardest.

I. As a general rule, the duty of self-examination is placed out of its due and scriptural proportion.—The examination of the Scriptures, and especially the examination of the Lord Jesus Christ—His being, His work, His glory, His claim—have a far healthier effect upon the mind, and ought to exceed, very much, all our examination of our own ‘hearts.’ There is a great danger, which must never be forgotten, of self-inspection becoming unpractical and morbid.

II. But, if there are some who are in danger of anatomising their own breast too often, there are others, and perhaps they are the majority, who would put in the probe too seldom!—And there are seasons, when the duty of the whole Church is to look in, to cultivate self-knowledge. Such seasons are, especially, falls—times of manifest declension—anniversary, say of a birthday, a baptism, or a confirmation, or any spiritual blessing, or any particular mercy, or bereavement, preparation for Holy Communion—and Lent.

But, brethren! let me beg of you that it may be your own ‘heart’ and nobody else’s. Deal with ‘your own hearts’ this Lent.

III. By ‘the heart,’ I mean the seat of the affections, as distinguished from the intellectual part, although the two can never be really divided; and, manifestly, God has not divided them—for ‘out of the heart’ are said to proceed all ‘evil thoughts’; and faith, which is assuredly part of the intellectual, is always, in the Bible, placed in ‘the heart’; and we have the striking and very touching expression, ‘The understanding heart.’ And, indeed, I think it will appear that the ‘heart’ has much more to do with the mind, with all the processes of mind, than most men suspect.

Still, ‘the heart,’ properly so called, is that part of the man in which reside his desires and his passions—both for good and evil. And this is one reason why it is more difficult to scrutinise the province of the ‘heart,’ than it is to measure the advance of the understanding—for feeling can less easily take hold of feeling, and look at it, than thought could apprehend thought. It is so exceedingly near.

It is as in the natural sight. An object may be so close to the eye that it almost spoils the sight, and so becomes indistinct, if not invisible. And a man’s feeling is so very close to himself that he can scarcely bring his powers to bear upon it—hence, in a degree, it comes to pass that that question stands out from age to age, without an answer, ‘Who can know it?’

Still, it is beyond a doubt, that ‘the heart’ is the most influential power that we possess. For in ‘the heart’ resides the will; and the will rules the man. Every good thing, and every bad thing, in a man, is first an imagination, then a desire, then an intention, then an act, than a habit. And all this chain lies coiled round ‘the heart.’

Every one, who ever goes wrong, goes wrong first in his ‘heart.’ If you allow bad thoughts, and bad fancies, there, they only want opportunity to pass into practice; and God, knowing that, regards them already as practised.

But the opportunity, sooner or later, is sure to come to every wicked imagination that a man allows; and it is the easiest possible step from an allowed imagination to any act in the world, however wicked.

Therefore, if you wish to counteract and arrest sin, you must begin with the desires. So St. James has traced it; and so our Lord; and every man’s own experience will confirm the lesson. You can only stop sin at the ‘heart.’

And equally, whoever would be religious, must be first pious in his ‘heart.’ No one can live above his own level; and the real level of a man is his ‘heart,’ and to that level he will be always returning.

—Rev. Jas. Vaughan.

Illustration
‘Beware of thine heart, it is so deceitful, so desperately wicked. The old sins, which had hidden their heads, revive after long years. Old temptations, which seemed to have lost their fascination, again attempt to ensnare. Thou wilt be tempted to trust in thy wealth, in men’s good opinions, in the momentum of thy career; but if thou dost, thou wilt inevitably repent of it, and be ashamed. To turn aside from God, to any other cistern of comfort or help, is suicidal. All such are written in the dust, i.e., their name is forgotten, as the characters which children scratch in the sand.’

18 Chapter 18 

Verse 6
THE POTTER AND THE CLAY
‘As the clay is in the potter’s hand.’

Jeremiah 18:6
I. Disheartened with his fruitless attempts to bring his people to repentance, Jeremiah was bidden to watch the potter at his work in the valley of Hinnom.—A piece of clay placed on the wheel yielded to his touch, and reached very nearly its completion, when, through some fault in the clay, its entire structure suddenly collapsed. The wheel and the ground beneath were littered by broken pieces. Not despairing, however, the potter took the broken remnants, and made them again! It is thus that God deals with men. They may have grieved His Holy Spirit and spoiled His ideal, but so long as they will be plastic to His hand He will re-make them.

II. God wants to make the very best He can of each of his children.—He puts us on His wheel, and subjects us to the discipline which He deems most likely to secure our greatest blessedness and usefulness. But, alas! how often He finds a marred vessel left on His hands when He desired and sought perfect beauty and strength! This is through no failure on His part, but because some bubble of vanity or grit of self-will has hindered Him.

When, however, this is the case He does not cast us utterly away, but puts us afresh upon the wheel, and ‘makes us again.’ If He cannot do what He desired at the first, He will still make the best of us, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. Let God take a life which has proved a failure; He can make of what remains of it more than men could make with all earthly advantages on their side, and with nothing to hinder its regular development.

III. When Jeremiah approached the men of Judah with a fresh message they said, ‘There is no hope.’—We must take care not to drive people to renounce hope. But what a terrible mistake it is to leave the flowing water from the rock smitten on Calvary, refreshing as ice-cold water in a sultry land.

IV. The people turned against their best friend; because he warned them, they hated him; when he spoke good for them, they returned evil.—He had not fully learned that law which our Master Christ laid down, that we were to forgive until seventy times seven. His expression savours of a vindictiveness which grates upon the ears attuned to the voice and spirit of Jesus; but we must never forget that he stood as the representative of God, amidst a godless nation, and was eager that God should vindicate Himself in His judgments upon His persecutors.

Illustration
‘If there is any force or worth in the analogy at all, it must mean that there is a form according to which God is seeking to mould men and nations. It must imply that He is patiently, continually, working for the accomplishment of this purpose. Here, then, was the mystery of a people’s repentance. If they acknowledged the Will which was working upon them, if at any time they yielded to it and desired to be formed by it, this was that conversion and inward change which He was seeking to produce.’
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Verse 11
A BROKEN VESSEL
‘A potter’s vessel, that cannot be made whole again.’

Jeremiah 19:11
I. An earthen vessel is a true emblem of human life, so frail, so brittle.—But there is something frailer yet in our resolutions and efforts after holiness. And when once these have failed us, we can never be again what we were. Always the crack, the rivets, the mark of the join.

II. In Gideon’s days there was a light within the earthen vessels, and when these were broken it shone forth.—There is, therefore, a breaking of the vessel which is salutary and desirable. And it is of this that Miss Taylor sings:—

‘Oh to be nothing, nothing!

Only to lie at His feet,

A broken and emptied vessel,

For the Master’s use made meet.

Broken, that so unhindered

His life through me might flow.’

It reminds me of a piece of pottery I saw in the mountain burn, which was in the water and the water in it. If there be in any one of us a proud and evil disposition, a masterful self-will, which frets for its own way and makes itself strong against God, then indeed we may ask to be so broken as never to be whole again. ‘Take me—break me—make me!’ is a very wholesome prayer for us all.

III. The apostle speaks of the heavenly treasure in the earthen vessel.—How wonderful it is that God should put so much of His spiritual ointment into such common and ordinary receptacles! No one detects what is in the saints till they are broken by sickness, pain, trouble; then the house is filled with the odour of the ointment.

Illustration
‘But Thou art making me, I thank Thee, sire,

What Thou hast done and doest, Thou knowest well,

And I will help Thee; gently in Thy fire

I will be burning; on Thy potter’s wheel

I will whirl patient, tho’ my brain should reel;

Thy grace shall be enough the grief to quell,

And growing strength perfect through weakness dire.’
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Verse 1
MAN PURPOSES, GOD DISPOSES
‘The word which came unto Jeremiah from the Lord.’

Jeremiah 21:1
I. The King’s anxious question.—It was the last extremity of the siege when Zedekiah sent this message to Jeremiah. His people and he had postponed their compliance with the warnings and invitations of God’s love till the last possible hour, and now they were more eager for immunity from the consequences of their sins than to repent and to return to God. The answer was immediate, that matters must now be allowed to take their course. It was, however, added that even now all who dared to act in faith and go out to the besiegers would save their lives.

What a test of faith was here! It seemed as though it were worth while to risk everything and stay in the city rather than venture out to those terrible hosts that were gathered around. But there was no alternative. To stay in the city was certain death, to go forth into what seemed certain death would secure life.

Men may reach a certain point in wrong-doing, when the disasters their sins have courted are inevitable. As they have sown, they must reap. As they have set the rocks rolling, they must see the devastation wrought on their homes. And yet even then there is a way of escape. Dare to trust God: do what seems most foolish, most likely to land in still greater disaster, because He bids it; be guided by His word.

II. The prophet’s unwelcome answer.—It must have cost Jeremiah a great deal before his timid, sensitive nature could become the mouthpiece of such an unwelcome message to his king and people, in the hour of their dire extremity. But there is always a great need for such a ministry.

(1) To the unconverted.—Of what use are appeals to come to Jesus until the sinner sees the awful peril which he is incurring? Of what avail to extol the balm of Gilead until the sin-sick soul has heard the diagnosis of its fatal condition? The sailor will not take to the life-belt till he is sure his ship is doomed. One of the most important ministries of the servant of God is to destroy false confidence, pull down refuges of lies, and show the utter hopelessness of any efforts to win acceptance with God save through the finished work of Christ.

(2) To those who lack assurance.—When men say that they are believing in Christ, but lack assurance, it very often happens that they have not repaired certain past wrongs. At such times there is room for a deep searching and probing, which will reveal the hidden impediment to the gushing forth of the imprisoned brook.

(3) To those who seek the higher attainments of the Divine life.—As our obedience grows, our light will grow; and as our light grows, we shall see wrong things where before we deemed ourselves without offence. We should gratefully accept any ministry which ploughs up the fallow ground, disinters buried secrets, and leads us through the grave to the best life.

Illustration
‘King Zedekiah sends word to Jeremiah, that the Lord is to do according to all His miracles, that Nebuchadnezzar may withdraw. A demand rather cavalierly made in such evil circumstances. But the noble are so unfortunate! It is indeed as though it only depended on them to arrange matters with God; as if He were only waiting for them, as if it were a point of honour not to be over-hasty, but first to await a little extremity.… It is a very necessary observance for a servant of the Lord, that he try his superiors, whether there is any trace remaining in them of having been once baptized, well brought up and instructed in the fear of the Lord. If he observe anything of this kind, he must insist upon it, and especially not allow them to deal too familiarly with the Judge of all the earth, but plainly demonstrate to them their insufficiency and nothingness, if they measure themselves by Him. Though Zedekiah had spoken so superficially, Jeremiah answered him without hesitation, definitely and positively, and accustomed him to a different manner of dealing with the Lord.’
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Verse 10
THE ELEGY ON SHALLUM
‘Weep ye not for the dead, neither bemoan him: but weep sore for him that goeth away: for he shall return no more, nor see his native country.’

Jeremiah 22:10
This exquisite little elegy, which was sung for many years in the city of Jerusalem, has a music and a pathos which even the least instructed and least thoughtful reader can hardly fail to recognise. Quite apart from their meaning, the mere words have a charm. They sound like a song. The very tone and rhythm of them might well move a sensitive heart to pensive reflection. Musical in themselves, they readily ally themselves with music; and, indeed, there is one of Mendelssohn’s ‘Songs without Words,’ to which they go as naturally as though he had had these words in his mind when he wrote the song. Who was ‘the dead’ man for whom no lament was to be sung? Of whom did the prophet speak as ‘him that goeth away’? and where did he go? and what was the tragic fate that overtook him? and what was there in him and in his fate that a whole nation should lament and bemoan him?

There were two political parties in Jerusalem, the one heathen, the other Hebrew. Each was headed by a son of Josiah. Eliakim, the elder son, was at the head of the heathen party; Shallum, a younger son, was at the head of the party which stood faithful to the laws and traditions of Israel. At first, while the memory of Josiah was still fresh, and his servants held the reins of power, they had no great difficulty in placing Shallum, although he was a younger son, on the throne of his father. Dissolute and oppressive, a doer of evil, Shallum was nevertheless lavish and ambitious, qualities which commonly win popular liking and applause. Moreover, unworthy as he was of the honour, he was the head and leader of the national, the patriotic party. Raised to the throne by the national party, Shallum naturally set himself strongly against making terms with Egypt; ‘his voice was all for war.’ By some unexplained stratagem, however, he was enticed into visiting the Egyptian camp in Syria. Here he was treacherously seized, thrown into chains, and sent a prisoner into Egypt. And so, after a reign of only three months, he disappears from history in the darkness of an Egyptian dungeon, in which, ‘bound in misery and iron,’ he sadly wore away his life.

I. In the prophet’s conception, this was a far worse fate than death, a fate worthy of a far more passionate lamentation.—And, therefore, he bids the people cease their lamentations for Josiah, and sing an elegy for Shallum, his son. ‘Weep ye not for the dead, neither bemoan him: but weep ye sore for him that goeth away: for he shall return no more, nor see his native country.’ And he assigns as a reason for his command, and a sufficient reason: ‘For thus saith the Lord, touching Shallum the son of Josiah, king of Judah, who reigned instead of Josiah his father, who went forth out of this place; He shall not return hither any more: but he shall die in the place whither they have led him captive, and shall see this land no more.’

The brief reign of Shallum was the last gleam of hope that lit up the sky of Israel. Even to us, few figures are more pathetic than that of the last real king of Israel languishing in an Egyptian dungeon, and perishing perchance on the very spot in which his great ancestor, Joseph, had slept and dreamed. If we read Jeremiah’s words as though they were written on the dungeon wall of that poor discrowned king, or inscribed on his tomb, we can hardly fail to be touched and moved by their pathos: ‘Weep ye not for the dead, neither bemoan him: but weep ye sore for him that goeth away: for he shall return no more, nor see his native country.’ What a tenderness there is in the words! and what an ardent undying patriotism!

II. But is there nothing more? Is there no ‘present truth,’ no eternal truth, in these words? no lesson, no consolation for us?—Surely there is, and it lies on the very surface of the words. Do not we weep for our dead? We need, then, to hear the injunction, ‘Weep ye not for the dead, neither bemoan them.’ Are not those whom we love sometimes carried away by divers lusts, and bound by them—carried away by them as into ‘a far country,’ where only too surely they ‘come to want’? And do we always lament their sins as much as we should lament their death, and more? If not, we too need to lay to heart the injunction, ‘Weep ye for them, rather than for the dead, for them who “go away,” away from God, away from virtue, away from peace, into that land of darkness from which it is so hard to return.’

We none of us believe that death is the greatest of evils. You would almost laugh at me if I were to ask, Do you weep and lament with equal passion when a friend, a child or parent, a husband or wife, falls into sin? If sin is more terrible to you than death, how is it that you are not more terrified by it? How is it that you are not more zealous to avert it, to save men from it, to do your part towards stamping it out of the world?

Call men to a crusade against death, in which there was even the faintest hope of victory, and who would not join it? But call them to a crusade against sin, in which there is not only the hope, but the assurance, of ultimate victory, and of victory over death as well as over sin; and who offers himself for this war? Do you? Do I? I think we may begin to have some hope of ourselves when we find that we really fear sin more than death, not for ourselves alone, but for others, and are more hurt to see them do a wrong action than to see them expire, and are even more prone to weep and lament over the guilty than over the dead.

Illustration
‘If faith were perfect in us, if love were perfect, we should not weep for the dead who die in the Lord, for to die in the Lord is to live in the Lord. Sorrow for the pious dead is selfish sorrow, and shows that we are thinking more of ourselves than of them, more of our loss than of their gain, more of the winter of our loneliness and discontent than of the summer of their joy. If you would weep unselfish tears, the tears of love, weep not for those who have gone away from you to be with God; but weep ye sore for those who have gone away from God, though they are still with you. Weep for the sinful, for the lost, who wander through the “far country,” seeking rest, and finding none; seeking food, and finding none.’

Verse 13
A BAD FOUNDATION
‘Woe unto him that buildeth his house by unrighteousness, and his chambers by injustice.’

Jeremiah 22:13 (R.V.)

I. This denunciation was probably against the king himself.—But it has a much fuller reference. He was the godless son of a godly father, whose character is sketched in three particulars. He judged the cause of the poor and needy; it was well with him; it was to know God. But the son had reversed all this. He built his palace of unrighteousness, his chambers of covetousness; but its width of space could not obliterate the memory of the forced and unpaid labour by which it had been reared. And God would plead and avenge the cause of those oppressed labourers.

When we see the splendid piles of business buildings reared by monopolists who thrive by making existence impossible to smaller but industrious tradesmen; when we hear of the vast fortunes made out of strong drink; or the manipulation of the market by millionaires, that make honest business impossible; we recur to these terrible words. God still arises to avenge the cause of the poor and needy. There is a God who judges in the earth.

II. In our vast cities it is not easy to trace the incidence of the Divine displeasure on a family of wrongdoers.—Those who reside in our villages and country towns, and have long memories, could tell of many corroborations in their own knowledge. God’s children can afford to be generous and open-handed to their employés, because their Master is rich. Let us build up our lives by righteous and loving deeds, which shall constitute a habitation in which our souls may live. This is the noblest kind of palace; and when our mortal life is closed we shall not go forth unwept. Build into the structure of your daily life unselfishness, forgivingness, mercy, strength consecrated to the cause of the weak, and wisdom given to the cause of the ignorant; and when ye fail they will welcome you into the everlasting habitations.

If, on the other hand, you persist in high-handed wrong, if you take from men more than you give to them, if your motto is to get on rather than to get up, and to get on by trampling down the weak, be sure that you are flinging yourself against the Divine order, and will inevitably come to nought.

Illustration
‘In the midst of the anguish of his times the young king, Jehoiakim, set about building a new palace for himself by forced labour. It was a wide house, with spacious chambers, ceiled with beams of cedar, and painted with vermilion; but he used his neighbour’s service without wages, and gave him not his hire. In contrast with this, his father had judged the cause of the poor and needy, and proved himself the defender of the oppressed. The contrast came out in their deaths. When Josiah died the whole land mourned; each citizen felt personally bereaved. The air resounded with the words, “Ah, Lord!” “Ah, the glory of Israel!” But his son was “buried with the burial of an ass, cast forth beyond the gates of Jerusalem.”’

Verse 21
THE PERILS OF PROSPERITY
‘I spake unto thee in thy prosperity; but thou saidst, I will not hear. This hath been thy manner from thy youth, that thou obeyedst not My voice.’

Jeremiah 22:21
Nine centuries after Moses’ day the prophet of the broken heart utters the Divine complaint—‘I spake to thee in thy prosperity; but thou saidst, I will not hear.’ The latest generation is linked to the earliest by the sad indictment—‘This hath been thy manner from thy youth, that thou obeyedst not My voice.’ It is a record of going steadily from bad to worse. ‘Your fathers have forsaken Me, and ye have done worse than your fathers. Therefore I will cast you out of this land into a land … where I will not shew you favour’ (Jeremiah 16:11-13). The lessons suggested by the national history of Israel are a message to our own nation to-day. But it is into the narrower area of individual life that I wish to gather the teaching of the text. Does not every man need to be warned of the ‘dereligionising power’ of prosperity? May not all men be roughly divided into three classes: (1) those who have been prosperous; (2) those who are so; (3) those who desire and endeavour to become so? The gospel of ‘getting on’ is everywhere popular and palatable. And, under limitations, God means and helps us to ‘get on.’ The Gospel is in the interests of comfort and prosperity. ‘Godliness has promise of the life that now is.’ ‘No good thing will He withhold from them that walk uprightly.’ And it ought to be so with us, that every good gift, every fresh token of God’s fatherly love should remind us of the Giver, and bind us anew to His service. But, alas! experience teaches that the tendency of prosperity is to make men forget God. We are likely to be more devout when we are hungry than when we have ‘eaten and are full.’ Grace before meat comes more readily to our lips than grace after meat.

I. There is great danger of prosperity making us proud.—Instead of remembering that it is God who ‘giveth us power to get wealth,’ there is the constant temptation to say, ‘My power and the might of my hand hath gotten me this wealth,’ (Deuteronomy 8:17-18). Ezekiel reminds the captives by the river Chebar that the ‘pride’ and ‘haughtiness’ of Sodom had been associated with ‘fulness of bread.’ ‘Thine own’ is apt to become ‘mine own’ in thought and word. ‘I will pull down my barns and build greater; and there I will bestow all my fruits and my goods.’ Is it surprising that the aged Paul, writing to his young colleague, re-opens his already finished letter to add another solemn charge on this very subject? ‘Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not highminded, nor trust in uncertain riches’ (1 Timothy 6:17). The prosperous ‘self-made’ man is likely to become so self-confident as to make no account of Providence. His social superiors are respectful, his equals are deferential, his inferiors are obsequious. He finds wealth to be a golden key, opening doors into places of honour and trust. The aristocrat is more likely to be deficient in money-power and brain-power. He has oftener an emptier purse and a more retreating forehead than the shrewd, energetic, persevering plutocrat. Is there not even something of the God-forgetting spirit in the common phrase, ‘a self-made man’? And yet it is just such an one who needs the reminder, ‘What hast thou which thou hast not received?’ How frequent the sight of a prosperous man ignoring the friends and companions of his earlier and humbler days; becoming ashamed of the poor and uncultured parents, whose self-denying toil first lifted him to a round of the social ladder, higher than that on which they are left to stand; exchanging the humble meeting-house, with its bald, unæsthetic worship, for a fashionable church, where the forms of worship and social status of the worshippers are accessories of a religion more ‘fit for a gentleman.’

II. Another peril incident to prosperity is worldliness.—What is worldliness? Here is a recent answer—‘Want of spiritual sympathy, spiritual perception, spiritual taste, spiritual power.’ The seen and temporal becomes everything, the unseen and eternal nothing. The gradual growth of wealth too often means the gradual eclipse of the face of God. ‘Ye cannot serve God and mammon.’ Devotion to material interests tends to renunciation of spiritual aims, means becoming a ‘man of the world, who has his portion in this life.’ Here, then, emerges the problem of the Christian life to those engaged in trade and commerce. Engagement is likely to become immersion. The godly business man cannot help being thrown into commercial relations with secular men, to whom God and heaven are nothing but words. The reflex influence of the ungodly on the good is to make the latter insensibly set too much store on earthly possessions. In such a chilling atmosphere fervent young Christians tone down to lukewarmness, and give less and less of time and labour to personal Christian service. Little by little, first by a kind of necessity, then by habit, and at last by choice, the world draws them, broken-winged, down to its own level, and they fly no more. Bunyan’s ‘Man with the Muck-rake’ could look no way but downwards. Not that poverty is free from perils. Among the well-to-do there may be fewer theoretical unbelievers than among the poor, but there are likely to be more who show by their conduct that to them the spiritual world is a mere fancy. To ‘walk with God,’ to ‘set affection on things above,’ to ‘lay up treasure in heaven’—on whose ears are these counsels most likely to fall unheeded? On the ears of those who ‘have eaten and are full’ of earth’s good. There we shall often discover no spiritual appetite, no hunger and thirst after righteousness. It was the ‘better class’ who refused to come to the feast (Matthew 22:5-6). It was the wealthy church of Laodicea which was profoundly unconscious of its spiritual destitution (Revelation 3:17). Busy with ‘the straws and small sticks and dust of the floor,’ Muck-rake had no eyes for the celestial crown in the angel’s hand. A humbling picture, is it not? Yes, but, alas! it is drawn from the life.

III. A third peril attaching to prosperity is selfishness.—The increase of wealth is likely to be associated with a decrease in the spirit of beneficence. The ‘social indifferentist’ is too common among the well-to-do. In the Mosaic system this was guarded against. Provision was made for supplying the needs of ‘the stranger, and the fatherless, and the widow.’ But the writings of the prophets frequently testify how grossly these Divine injunctions were violated. Even where the rich and poor dwelt together they became separated by the gulf of social disdain and cynical indifference. Are there not ominous symptoms of the same disastrous separation between rich and poor in our own time? Those who prosper in the world are tempted to withdraw from the saddening sights and bitter cries of the destitute and the neglected, to the suburbs or the country. Suburbanism, doubtless, has its advantages; but one of its greatest drawbacks is the inevitable weakening of the social bond that ought to unite the prosperous and the poor.

Illustration
‘The purse cannot answer the command—“Go, work in My vineyard.” Our Divine Exemplar shared our lot, and gave Himself for us. And as greed can only be kept in check by generous giving, so selfishness can only be crushed by personal service rendered in the spirit of the “brother’s keeper.” “Better than wealth given away are the gifts for men, which consist in gracious, tender sympathy, in love, and in tears.” Here is the secret of escape from the enchanted circle with which selfishness surrounds us. “Gold must be given, doubtless, but so must individual effort, so must the sympathy which alone can come from personal contact.”’
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Verse 6
‘JEHOVAH-TSIDKENU’
‘The Lord our Righteousness.’

Jeremiah 23:6
I. We may view the text as simply an announcement of important truth.—It stands there on the sacred page like a profound oracular utterance from the hidden shrine of truth, given forth for our enlightenment and everlasting benefit. (1) The Lord is our righteousness, inasmuch as the purpose and plan of justifying sinners originated with Him. (2) The Lord is our righteousness, inasmuch as He Himself alone has procured righteousness for us. (3) The Lord is our righteousness, inasmuch as it is through His grace and by His free donation that we receive righteousness.

II. These words may be contemplated as the utterance of personal belief and confidence.—Here we present to our minds the view of a body of persons who avow and proclaim that the Lord is their righteousness; and who know, reverence, and confide in God as thus apprehended. They have no confidence in the flesh, their trust is in God alone. They look not to works of charity, or self-denial, or penance, for acceptance with God; they ask only to be accepted in the Beloved. They know in Whom they have believed, and therefore they do not hesitate to stand up and avow before the world that all their trust and all their hope are in that worthy name, The Lord our Righteousness. In their lips this is the language (1) of faith; (2) of hope; (3) of joy and gratitude.

III. We may contemplate the text as a directory to the inquirer.—Sinners are supposed to be anxious to know the way of acceptance with God. Conscious of guilt, they feel their need of a justifying righteousness in order that they may stand without blame before the moral Governor of the universe. With them, therefore, the foremost and most pressing question is, How may I, a sinner, be righteous before God? To such the words of my text give a brief but most satisfactory answer. They are a proclamation from God Himself, that in Him is the salvation of the sinner found. They direct the inquirer away from self, away from all creature help, away from all methods of personal or sacerdotal propitiation, and carry his thoughts to God—to God in Christ, as the sole author and bestower of righteousness. The Lord is our righteousness, and He alone. His voice to the lost and guilty sons of men is, ‘Look unto Me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth: for I am God, and there is none else.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE PROPHETIC NAME OF CHRIST
This is the name which was to be given to the ‘Righteous Branch’ that was to be raised unto David in the days to come. These words are, therefore, a standing monument of an onward-looking hope. The main point which we have to grasp firmly, and by no means to let go, is that here, if anywhere, there is a prophecy of the times of the Messiah, which is known to have been given before the Captivity, and was undeniably not fulfilled for many centuries to come after it. The prophecy was given in the last days of the Jewish monarchy. It is utterly impossible that it could have been fulfilled in Zedekiah. But as he was the last king, there was no one else to whom it could apply until He came, Who died with the inscription over His head, ‘This is Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews,’ showing Himself thereby as at once the eternal King and the unchangeable Priest.

Believing, then, as we do most firmly, that this is the prophetic name of Christ, and of Christ alone, what is it designed to teach us?

I. That the Son of David and King of Israel is the source of our righteousness, the exhibition and presentation of it before our consciences and unto the Father.—Christ is to us the realisation of righteousness. It is no longer an unattainable conception or an abstract idea, but in Him it becomes a concrete fact, on which we can lay hold, and a thing which we can appropriate and possess. He becomes first ‘righteousness,’ and then ‘our righteousness.’ As St. Paul says of Him, He ‘is made unto us of God, wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption.’

II. If this is the obverse or positive presentation of the truth, it has also its reverse or negative side.—If the name whereby Christ is called ‘the Lord our Righteousness,’ that fact is destructive of all other hopes, prospects, or sources of righteousness. See, then, the bearing of this truth: I am a sinner. ‘In me—that is, in my flesh—dwelleth no good thing.’ If then, I am to be righteous, it cannot be by my becoming so, because in that case my sinlessness would be my righteousness, a statement which is directly opposed to the truth implied in the name, ‘the Lord our Righteousness.’

And yet this is a truth of which the vast majority of men, even of religious men, are profoundly ignorant. They do not understand that, as the origin of righteousness must be Christ alone, so also the basis of the hope of righteousness must be not in themselves, their character, or their conduct, but simply and solely in Him Who is Himself the Righteousness for which they eagerly long, but for which they fruitlessly hunger and thirst. Behold in Him your righteousness. Look away from and out of yourselves to Him, and be righteous.

It is in the highest degree fit and proper that the venerable and emphatic words should stand as they do thus prominently in the services of the last Sunday of the Christian year. For—

III. They have a two-fold message. They look before and after.—(1) They concern the past, with its terrible blot and stain, its golden, but departed and lost opportunities, its irreparable mistakes, its unfulfilled and irrecoverable promises, its sin and sorrow, its struggles and its failures. And looking back upon them the words rise up before us like the Sun of Righteousness Himself with healing in His wings. They remind us that ‘where sin abounded, grace did much more abound.’ To know that ‘the Lord is our righteousness,’ is to know that which can alone enable us to contemplate the past with equanimity and serenity, that which can alone take the sting out of sin, and rob even the broken law of its terror.

(2) But we have to face the future, as well as to look back upon the past. And in that future we know not what may lurk. But if the Lord is our righteousness, and if He Who is our righteousness is the Lord, the very and eternal God Himself, then, come what may, we must be safe with Him. If we are righteous as He is righteous, then we may know that, as He is, so are we in this world, and therefore may have confidence in the hour of death and at the day of judgment, because we have been assured that ‘neither death nor life,’ etc. (Romans 8:38-39).

Professor Stanley Leathes.

Illustration
‘I need Christ as the Lord my Righteousness.

That means that He must obey and suffer and die for me. Rather than that I should perish, He must offer in my room the strange and costly sacrifice of Himself. He must make me acceptable and righteous in my Judge’s and my Father’s eyes.

This salvation, purchased and ensured so marvellously, is the only one that satisfies me, once my conscience is thoroughly aroused. When I have been taught by God the Spirit what I deserve and what I am, I can be contented with nothing else than the doing and dying of Jesus in my place. I cry out for just such a propitiation as He presented. I cling to the Cross of the Lamb of God. I cannot do without my stricken and prevailing Saviour. He becomes all my hope and glory.

Do I believe and know that God has made Him sin that I might in Him be righteousness?’
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Verse 1
THE PATENT OF NOBILITY
‘The princes of Judah, with the craftsmen and smiths, from Jerusalem.’

Jeremiah 24:1 (R.V.)

Let us see wherein the honour of labour lies.

I. Labour is noble when regarded as the service of God.
II. Labour is noble as it becomes a social service.
III. Labour is noble as it becomes an education of our highest nature.
Illustration
‘To show their sense of the dignity of work, the Chinese Emperor on one day of the year holds the plough, and the Empress works the loom; but we need no royalty to toy with the instruments of toil to persuade us to the glory of humble service; the Majesty of the skies has consecrated the workshop by His presence and glorified work by His example.’

Verse 5
A BLESSING IN DISGUISE
‘Whom I have sent out … for their good.’

Jeremiah 24:5
I. These words refer, of course, to the deportation to Babylon of King Jehoiachin, his household and court, his princes and mighty men of valour.—It must have seemed a very deserted Jerusalem in which the remnant lived, after ten thousand persons, who had constituted the bone and muscle of the state, had gone; yet to the eye of sense it seemed better to be in Jerusalem with her walls than in that great, distant, foreign-speaking Babylon. But to the eye of faith the reverse was true, and the captives had been sent out ‘for their good.’

II. You have been sent out of your home for your good.—How happy the early years were, so safe and blessed within the walls of that dear home! Then death, or failure in health, or bankruptcy, led to the breaking up of the nest, and you seemed to be in captivity. But do not fret or murmur; make the best of your present circumstances; you will live to find that it was all for your good.

III. You have been sent out of your sphere of service for your good.—It seemed so prosperous; you appeared to be doing so much good; you had sacrificed a good deal in order to enter in. Then suddenly a bolt came from the blue, and you found yourself adrift. But you are more important to God than your work for Him; and you will find that it was for your good.

IV. You have been sent out of your own land for your good.—This message finds you among strangers. But, remember, that it was only as the patriarchs were content to live in tents in a foreign land that they knew God, and beheld the city that hath foundations, and founded a great nation.

Illustration
‘The captives are dear to God. By the first greater affliction He prepares their souls for repentance and radical conversion, so that He has in them again His people and inheritance. O the gracious God, that He allows even those who on account of sin must be so deeply degraded and rendered slaves, even in such humiliation to be His people! The captives are forgiven their opposition to God; they are separated from the number of nations existing in the world, politically they are dead and banished to the interior. Now, God will snow them what His love can do; they shall return, and in true nearness to God be His true Israel.’

Verse 7
THE SUMMUM BONUM

‘An heart to know Me.’

Jeremiah 24:7
That is all we need. For we live by nature, that warped and distorted nature of ours, under the strangest delusions about God.

I. For example, we conceive of Him as indifferent to our welfare; a God far-off and not nigh at hand.—Or, again, we paint Him as all good-nature and tolerance, an easy-going King, Who will not deal harshly with us even if we have offended, Who will readily overlook our faults and sins. Or we swing to the opposite extreme, and think of Him as mere justice and sternness and severity; we tremble when we remember Him; having once turned round we walk on, ‘and turn no more our head.’

Surely what our souls require is to know Him, as He is in actual reality, and to be emancipated from falsehood and dreams.

II. For He is not unconcerned about us.—He cares for me so much that, to save me, He has stooped to the manger and has endured the Cross. And He is not remiss and negligent towards sin. He hates it so entirely that, when our sin lay on His dear Son, He punished it there with shameful and bitter death. And yet He is far from being a God of Draconian rectitude and rigour. For Jesus’ sake He will blot out as a thick cloud our transgressions. For Jesus’ sake He will clasp us to His own heart of throbbing love.

Yes, it is the essential possession: a heart to know God.
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Verse 14
DIVINE RECOMPENSE
‘According to their deeds.’

Jeremiah 25:14
I. The repetition of God’s entreaties through Jeremiah, to arrest the downward progress of his people, is very touching.—For three- and-twenty years the Word of the Lord had come to the prophet, and he had passed it forward with all the urgency of which he was capable, ‘rising up early and speaking.’ But the people were absolutely obdurate, until there was no alternative but to silence the voices of mirth and gladness, and to extinguish the light of the candle. If we harden our hearts against God’s love our destruction is inevitable. If we will not bend, we must break. If the golden pruning-knife is not strong enough, the iron pruning-knife will be employed. For three years the owner of the vineyard comes seeking fruit, and finally he may have to cut down the tree.

This chapter is one of the most terrible in the Book, but the prophet was enabled to stand alone, not against his own people only, but as a prophet of woe to all the surrounding nations. It is a marvel that this sensitive nature should have been made as an iron pillar and brazen walls (chap. Jeremiah 1:18).

II. The prophet looks out on the surrounding nations, names them in order, and predicts that upon them too would fall the sword of Divine vengeance.—Especially notice Jeremiah 25:29; it suggests the words of the Apostle, ‘The time is come for judgment to begin at the house of God: and if it begin first with us, what shall the end be of them that obey not the gospel of God?’ (1 Peter 4:19).

Under the figure of a lion, the prophet depicts God as tearing the flock and driving the shepherds back in dismay. This also carries our mind forward to the seer’s vision of the Lord, as the Lion of the tribe of Judah, Who appears in the midst of the throne on behalf of His own. Ah! soul, it is well for thee to make peace with God; lest He Who would fight on thy behalf should become thine enemy, and the might which would have secured thee from peril should turn against thee to thine undoing.

Illustrations
(1) ‘We are reminded of Ziegenbalg, the first missionary to the East Indies, standing against the whole power of the authorities, who were determined to crush his mission in the bud; of Judson, pursuing his work for Burmah, amid the treachery and hostility of the king; of Moffat, going alone and unarmed into the territory of the terrible Africaner; of John Hunt, amid the ferocious cannibals of Fiji; of John G. Paton, who was preserved amid fifty attempts to take his life. Our sole duty is to finish the work which God has given us to do, though it brings us to the cross. We are immortal till it is done, and when it is done the welcome into our Master’s joy is sure.’

(2) ‘God always begins with His own people, because their sins traduce His character and bring it into contempt, and because sinners might otherwise establish a just charge of favouritism against Him. Besides, He loves them so dearly that He is eager to see them rid, as soon as may be, from the blight and parasitism of evil. It is a terrible thing to be an inconsistent child of God; for just in proportion to His love for you will God put forth the most strenuous and unremitting efforts to bring you back to Himself.’
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Verse 11
‘IN PERILS BY MY COUNTRYMEN’
‘This man is worthy to die.… This man is not worthy to die.’

Jeremiah 26:11; Jeremiah 26:16
I. Jeremiah was never so near martyrdom as at the time described in this chapter.—The old hatred of the priest and the false prophet arose against him, and communicated itself to the people. In miniature it was a similar incident to the closing scene of our Saviour’s life. The accusation against our Lord, as against Jeremiah, was that He had anticipated the destruction of the Temple. If any man dare to speak his mind to-day, if it conflicts with the prevailing sentiment, how certainly will he have to pay the price of hatred! Is it for this reason that the Christian Church refrains at the present juncture from insisting on our Lord’s command to love our enemies, and do good to those who are in arms against us?

II. The princes interfered, and their appeal to the people seems to have turned the fickle populace to be as antagonistic to the false priests as they had previously been to the prophet.—Notice specially Jeremiah 26:16. How fickle is the voice of the people. ‘Hosanna,’ to-day; to-morrow, ‘Crucify.’ Let us dare to do right in the sight of God, following out the impulse of His Spirit, and ceasing from man whose breath is in his nostrils.

Illustration
‘The Jews saw no discord between the true God and idols, but worshipped both together. And so people see no discord or contrariety between the Christian belief and a worldly practice, simply because they are accustomed to both. A worldly life justifies itself in their eyes because it is common; they take it and the Gospel together and interpret the Gospel accordingly. The old prophets were witnesses against this slavery of men to what is common and customary; they recalled them to the purity of truth, they reminded them of the holiness of God’s law, and they put before them Almighty God as a jealous God, who disdained to be half-obeyed, and abhorred to be served in common with idols.’

Verse 14
‘READY TO BE OFFERED’
‘As for me, behold, I am in your hand: do with me as seemeth good.’

Jeremiah 26:14
After Jeremiah had finished speaking all that the Lord had commanded, he suddenly found himself in a whirlpool of popular excitement, and there is little doubt that he would have met his death had it not been for the prompt interposition of the princes.

I. Such is always the reception which the natural man will give to the words of God.—We may, indeed, gravely question how far we are His ambassadors, if people accept them quietly and as a matter of course. The Word of God to those that hug their sin can only be as a fire, a hammer, and a sharp, two-edged sword. That which men approve and applaud may lack the King’s seal, and be the substitution on the part of the man of tidings which he deems more palatable, and therefore more likely to secure for himself a larger welcome.

II. God, however, vindicated his faithful servant.—The weapons that were formed against him did not prosper, and the tongues that rose against him in judgment were condemned. The princes reversed the passionate judgments passed by the priests and the populace. ‘This man,’ said they, ‘is not worthy of death, for he had spoken to us in the name of the Lord our God.’ And their decision was confirmed by elders who had come from all the cities of Judah. Thus the hearts of men are in the hands of God, and He can turn them as the rivers of water. When a man’s ways please Him, He makes his enemies be at peace with him. The main thing in life is to go straight onward, following the inner voice, and doing God’s work with a single eye to His ‘Well done,’ and He will care for you.

Illustration
‘Here is this timid man standing alone for God against this surging multitude, in which priest and people are merged. Though his life is in the balance, and it might seem necessary to purchase it by absolute silence, he refuses to hold his peace; he insists that God has sent him, and calls on the maddened crowd to amend their ways and return unto Jehovah. Had John the Baptist spoken thus, or John Knox, we had not been surprised. But for this sensitive, retiring man to speak thus is due to the transforming power of the grace of God. There is hope here for those who are naturally reticent and backward, reserved and timid. Take your nature to God, and ask Him to encrust it with iron and brass. Above all, seek a vivid realisation that God is with you. Then open your mouth and speak. Greater is He that is in and with you than he that is the world.’

Verse 16
‘IN PERILS BY MY COUNTRYMEN’
‘This man is worthy to die.… This man is not worthy to die.’

Jeremiah 26:11; Jeremiah 26:16
I. Jeremiah was never so near martyrdom as at the time described in this chapter.—The old hatred of the priest and the false prophet arose against him, and communicated itself to the people. In miniature it was a similar incident to the closing scene of our Saviour’s life. The accusation against our Lord, as against Jeremiah, was that He had anticipated the destruction of the Temple. If any man dare to speak his mind to-day, if it conflicts with the prevailing sentiment, how certainly will he have to pay the price of hatred! Is it for this reason that the Christian Church refrains at the present juncture from insisting on our Lord’s command to love our enemies, and do good to those who are in arms against us?

II. The princes interfered, and their appeal to the people seems to have turned the fickle populace to be as antagonistic to the false priests as they had previously been to the prophet.—Notice specially Jeremiah 26:16. How fickle is the voice of the people. ‘Hosanna,’ to-day; to-morrow, ‘Crucify.’ Let us dare to do right in the sight of God, following out the impulse of His Spirit, and ceasing from man whose breath is in his nostrils.

Illustration
‘The Jews saw no discord between the true God and idols, but worshipped both together. And so people see no discord or contrariety between the Christian belief and a worldly practice, simply because they are accustomed to both. A worldly life justifies itself in their eyes because it is common; they take it and the Gospel together and interpret the Gospel accordingly. The old prophets were witnesses against this slavery of men to what is common and customary; they recalled them to the purity of truth, they reminded them of the holiness of God’s law, and they put before them Almighty God as a jealous God, who disdained to be half-obeyed, and abhorred to be served in common with idols.’
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Verse 5
THE FALSE PROPHET AND THE TRUE
‘The prophet Jeremiah … the prophet Hananiah.’

Jeremiah 28:5
I. The prophecy of Hananiah of the speedy return of the exiles and the break-up of the power of the king of Babylon was evidently dictated by a desire to win popularity with the people.—He spoke in the name of Jehovah, and may even have supposed that his message was Divinely given, but his soul was filled with human voices and reasonings, which made him unable to distinguish the still small voice of inspiration. Jeremiah was quite as anxious as he was that his country should be spared further suffering. He uttered a fervent Amen to Hananiah’s predictions. Nothing could have given him deeper pleasure than their realisation; but, standing as he did in the counsels of God, he knew it could not be.

So is it still. Men who follow simply their own thoughts, or are deeply dyed with the spirit of society around, are apt to prophesy smooth things to such as live selfish and worldly lives. ‘There is no such place as the outer darkness, no such experience as the second death.’ So they speak. But we know it cannot be. Earnestly as we might wish for it, and say Amen, we know that it cannot be immaterial how men live, and that wickedness is destined to bring infinite anguish and pain. Ah! how terrible will their position be at last, who cried Peace, Peace, when there was none, and encouraged rebellion against the Lord. Let them be warned by the fate of this false prophet!

Hananiah was, without doubt, very popular. It was not easy for Jeremiah to stand alone, as we find him doing.

II. What a picture is presented, as these two prophets oppose each other in the presence of priests and people in the house of God!—By his amen to the words of Hananiah, the true prophet avowed his passionate desire that his hopes might be realised, but he knew certainly that they could not be. Hananiah closed the conference by breaking the yoke which Jeremiah carried on his neck, but the prophet of God made no reply, he simply went his way. It is good not to hold altercations with men who have set their hearts on opposing the truth. Better yield quietly and go your way. Better say nothing than speak in temper. Hold your peace, even from good, until you know precisely what is the message from the Lord.

The word of the Lord did come to him afterwards: that iron would be substituted for wood, that the land would be given up to the beasts of the field, that Hananiah should die. And God vindicated his words by the false prophet’s sudden decease. The man who can commit himself to Him that judgeth righteously cannot fail of vindication.

Illustration
‘A false prophet, a miserable comforter disputes with him, brings good news and appeals to an oracle, a voice which he had perhaps heard more lately than Jeremiah. Jeremiah, without getting warm about it, says “I shall be heartily glad if it be so: but take care that you have understood it correctly.” His opponent is encouraged and goes further, he breaks off the prophetic yoke from Jeremiah’s neck. Jeremiah, with the same indifference which he has shown from the beginning, goes his way.… “I dare not speak of anything,” says Paul, “which Christ hath not wrought by me”’ (Romans 15:18).
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Verse 11
GOD’S THOUGHTS OF PEACE
‘The thoughts that I think toward you.’

Jeremiah 29:11
I. God thinking of us in our need.—‘I am poor and needy, yet the Lord thinketh upon me.’ ‘Yet’ is an interpolation of the English version. It would be nearer the truth to say, ‘therefore the Lord thinketh upon me.’ Why is it necessary to emphasise the fact that God thinks of men? (1) Men were saying in Israel’s days of trial that God had given them up, and that these evil times were only the beginning of the end. Even so; men are now making light of the Gospel—preaching ‘other Gospels’ not stamped with the Divine character of free grace. Any delusion is easier for the sinner to believe than that God is altogether loving and gracious—even to him in his sin. (2) Uneasy consciences suggest a gloomy view of the sinner’s case. It is the duty of conscience to condemn the sinner and make him feel his sin; but it is the work of the Gospel to persuade him of the all-forgiving mercy of God. The prophet sets God’s word against that of false witnesses. So let us hold to the message. God has not put us out of His kindly thought. For—

II. God protests the peaceableness of His thoughts towards Israel: ‘thoughts of peace.’—‘Conscience makes cowards of us all.’ ‘The wicked fleeth when no man pursueth.’ Even so the sinner flees from God, because he argues that since he has been so long at war with God, God must be at war with him. As God did not leave Israel in Babylon, so He will not leave us in our sins if we accept His salvation.

The Old Testament man cries, ‘Woe is me! for I have seen the Lord.’ The New Testament man says, ‘Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord!’ Everybody knows there must be a distance put between God and sin, but the spiritually enlightened know that the proper way is to put away sin—not to ask God to leave us. He who understands the Gospel knows that God has put away sin by the sacrifice of Jesus—that Jesus has put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself. Hence, God can think thoughts of peace and not of evil concerning the sinner. It was for the sake of a Christ to be crucified that God could deal mercifully with Israel: it is for the sake of a Christ Who has been crucified that He can think thoughts of peace concerning us. The sinner flees from God. The God of his imagination may be a God of vengeance and of evil thoughts about us. But the true picture of God is here given. ‘The thoughts that I think—thoughts of peace, and not of evil.’

III. Jeremiah closes the verse by saying God is to give His people an expected end.—Let us ask ourselves what kind of end ought we to expect as the gift of a God full of such thoughts as God protests He has towards us? Fill in all your best and noblest expectations or thoughts of love, peace, eternal blessings, home comforts for ever, with no interruptions—these are all in the promise of God; no good thing will He withhold from those who close with His offers of mercy.

When we have learned to ‘expect great things from God,’ we shall begin to get great things. All things are ours in Christ—deliverance from captivity included. Sin and Satan are no more powerful to hold us than Babylon and Nebuchadnezzar to hold Israel, when God’s word of peace and goodwill is accepted by us.

Illustration
‘In a land where the custom of the vendetta was practised, a man had the cruel (supposed) duty laid on him of vindicating the death of his brother, who had been slain in a sudden heat of passion by his own dearest friend. He set out on the odious task, but on his way he learned that another member of his family had already avenged the murder on a member of the murderer’s family. Delighted to be set free from the burden of shedding his friend’s blood, he now pursued him to let him know that the old peace need not be disturbed; the vile custom was satisfied. But it was long before he could get his errand of mercy accomplished. The murderer ever fled from his approach, fearing vengeance, though it was mercy that brought his comrade after him.’
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Verse 11
CORRECTION IN MEASURE
‘I am with thee, saith the Lord, to save thee: though I make a full end of all nations whither I have scattered thee, yet will I not make a full end of thee: but I will correct thee in measure.”

Jeremiah 30:11
There are two kinds of punishments. There is the punishment which is punishment and nothing else. This was what befell the Kingdom of Israel. It was simply extinguished by the righteous judgment of God.

But there is another kind of punishment besides this. There is the punishment which is punishment and something more. In the great mercy of God by far the greatest part of the punishments which fall either upon men or nations are punishments of this kind. Men do wrong. Then the wrong which they have done brings some calamity upon them. Then the calamity drives them away from their wrong courses, and turns them into better ways. This is usually the order of God’s Providence. This is what befell the Kingdom of Judah. It had sinned, but it had not sinned past all cure. So its punishment was intended to be punishment and cure in one. ‘I will not make a full end of thee. But I will correct thee in measure.’

I. What we notice, then, in this case, is, first, the great fact that God does thus apportion His punishments.—So long as there is hope of a man’s amendment God’s punishments of his sins are for his good—for correction, not for destruction. They are ‘in measure’—that is, the punishments are measured out so as to be proportioned to what a man can bear without being overwhelmed by them: they are measured out so as to serve the double purpose of punishing the fault, and yet leaving the sinner able to mend, while they also serve the purpose of turning him back into good ways. Such was the case with the Jews.

II. Then, secondly, we see in this history an example also of the good effects of this kind of punishment when people take it rightly.—Before their captivity we all know that the Kingdom of Judah had been continually falling into idolatry. This was what had brought down God’s anger upon them. But during the years of their captivity they learned the lesson which God intended them to learn, and after the return, whatever sins they fell into, this, at least, they never fell into again. Never more did idolatry defile Jerusalem as it had done, alas! in the latter days even of Solomon himself. And whatever troubles befell the nation after the return from captivity, God always saved it from being swept away again as it had been by Nebuchadnezzar. So the chastisement did its work, and the nation was the better for it, not the worse. Thus, too, we are taught, whenever we are afflicted by any loss or trouble, not to murmur as if any strange thing happened to us, but rather to examine ourselves and see whether there be not something wrong in our course of life which this particular trouble may not be the means of correcting. In the days of the Jews, God sent inspired Prophets to tell His people what He meant by His judgments. Now He teaches us, partly by the Bible, partly by His Holy Spirit. God treats us exactly by the same rules which He followed in old time. What was true of His dealings with the Jews is true also of us, and we may judge of His dealings with us now by what we read in the Bible of what He did then. Moreover, besides this God teaches us by the invisible warnings and guidance of the Holy Spirit, and, whenever we are in doubt, if we pray for the teaching of the Holy Ghost, we are sure to have it. This is His special promise, that He would put His Spirit into our hearts in order to teach and guide us, so that whenever we are in doubt what God’s providences or punishments mean, we may pray for the light of the Holy Ghost to guide us right, and then we shall be guided. And then, too, we may also feel certain that if we pray to use God’s chastisements properly, the punishment is sure to be no heavier than we can bear: not one whit heavier than is just necessary to drive us back into the right path from which we had gone astray. Even as He made the Babylonian captivity lighter to the Jews than it might have been, so also God will temper our punishment to us. It is His promise and He will surely keep it, just as He says elsewhere that He has no pleasure in the death of a sinner, and that He doth not willingly afflict the children of men.

III. For thirdly, observe that this very thing of which we speak, this softening of the troubles of the Jews in their captivity, is the exact thing which Solomon had prayed for in that wonderful prayer which he made, and which God accepted, when the Temple of Jerusalem was first dedicated to His service.—Solomon’s prayer was answered to the very letter, and compassion was extended to the captive Jews among the people who had been their conquerors. Truly one may be reminded of the Scripture saying, that with God a thousand years are but as a single day, and a single day as a thousand years. Here is a prayer which had been offered to God some three or four hundred years before. And now that the first time comes when it can be answered, it is answered so exactly that the very words of the prayer read like a history of what took place. And who of us, therefore, may not be encouraged thereby to feel that, if Solomon’s prayer was thus remembered by God all those centuries and then answered at the last, surely God will in our case be true to His own promises written down in the Bible, when we too, in our turn, come to want His help? If God was true to Solomon’s prayer, surely He will be true to His own Word.

Illustrations
(1) ‘My Lord’s love would be harmful if He did not correct me when I stray. In love’s temple the holy of holies is holiness itself. Love is stricken at the heart whenever it tolerates the unclean. True love is like “a sea of glass mingled with fire,’ and its pervading flame is the sworn destructive of all filth. Love is heat as well as light, and in its burning presence all sin must be consumed. Therefore, when my Saviour’s love touches my sin, it does not bathe it in soft, soothing sunshine, it plunges it in “the everlasting burnings.” “Whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth.” “Our God is a consuming fire.” But my Lord will correct me “in measure.” His fire is not a capricious flame, blazing beyond control. It is kept under hand, and it is graciously applied where it is needed, and for just so long as it is required. Our Lord “sits as a refiner.” He carefully burns out the alloy, the dross, and the fire is withdrawn when the silver is pure. And so when God’s fire “kindles upon” me I will not fear. It is the only severe side of infinite love, and its tender purpose is to endow me with loveliness, even with “the beauty of the Lord.” If His fire were never hot I could never be pure and sanctified.’

(2) ‘I heard the other day of a young father who was walking to and fro in the dining-room of his house with his first-born babe in his arms. His wife noticed that two or three times he carried his precious burden into a large dark closet at the end of the room, and asked him the reason. He answered that every time he went into the dark, the little one gave a tiny start and clung closer to him, and he found it so delightful to feel the tiny nestling movement, which gave him the chance to press the nurseling nearer him. Perhaps God often carries us into the dark, that we may cling closer to Him, and that He may have the better opportunity of speaking His tender words of reassurance.’
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Verse 3
‘LOVED WITH EVERLASTING LOVE’
‘I have loved thee with an everlasting love.’

Jeremiah 31:3
I. We cannot estimate the length of God’s love.—When did it begin to be? Long before I was born. Long before the Cross was raised on the brow of Calvary. Long before the world was made. Its foundations lie in His own eternity. And when will it cease to be? Neither in the hour of death, nor yet in the ageless years that stretch beyond. ‘Yea,’ He says, ‘I have loved thee with an everlasting love.’

II. We cannot measure the breadth of God’s love.—I have a very many-sided nature. Body, soul, spirit; my intellect, my memory, my imagination, my conscience, my will, my heart; each has its distinct and separate demands. But He meets and satisfies them all. ‘Your soul,’ He assures me, ‘shall be as a watered garden.’

III. We cannot scale the height of God’s love.—Up to the noblest honours and joys He raises me, above the world’s wealth and victory and royalty, up to His own presence, His own home, His own heart. ‘He that scattereth Israel will gather him,’ He tells me, ‘and will keep him, as a shepherd doth his flock.’

This is love that deserves the name. When such a God is ours, when we are His, how rich is our heritage!

Illustrations
(1) ‘The whole chapter is full of promises of love and light and joy, preceded, as such blessings must ever be, by the broken heart and the contrite spirit on the part of the recipient. Its primary reference is to Israel at the restoration, when the Lord returns to bless Zion and restore Jerusalem. But, meanwhile, it is for the spiritual Israel—for those who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ—the Messiah Who has come.’

(2) ‘From no less fountain such a stream could flow,

No other root could yield so fair a flower:

Had He not loved, He had not drawn us so;

Had he not drawn, we had nor will nor power

To rise, to come;—the Saviour had passed by

Where we in blindness sat without one care or cry.’

Verse 27
A GOOD TIME COMING
‘The days come.’

Jeremiah 31:27
I. The hopefulness of God’s message to Israel.—The kingdom was doomed, but yet there were good times coming. The characteristic of true religion is that it has always more future than past. An ill day for a people, a church, or any one person when they look back. Henceforth, said St. Paul (2 Timothy 4:8); our Golden Age is ahead of us—

For tho’ from out our bourne of Time and Place

The flood may bear me far,

I hope to see my Pilot face to face

When I have crossed the bar.

Jeremiah looked beyond the Captivity; Jesus looked beyond the Cross. Notice, that two great blessings would mark the happy future. The people would be numerous and prosperous. This is suggested under the figure of a sowing; a land sown thick with people and with beasts used for agricultural purposes. No blessing has ever been promised by God to a people afraid of having a large population. Lands suffer more from under-populating than from the reverse. So do people and families. The richest blessings are promised, and have come, to large households.

II. Personal responsibility.—Proverbs are good or bad as they are applied. There is no end of meanness and worldliness and sin of other sorts which trades on proverbs and finds in them apologies for evil, and incentives to wrong. Now this proverb carries a certain amount of truth in it. There is a law of heredity, and we do all suffer from the sins, as we profit by the virtues, of our ancestors. Yet the moral aspect of this universal law must be limited somewhere. We are not responsible for inheriting infirmities of temper, or predisposition to bad habits, any more than we are responsible for inheriting a tendency to weakness in the lungs, or an inclination to stammer. But if a man knows his parents were consumptive, he is responsible for his treatment of his chest; and if his father stammer, the son should make voice culture a special study. Here, as in many other places, we are treated as free and responsible agents; and the fact of this personal responsibility is insisted on: Every one shall die for his own iniquity.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The prophet catches a glimpse of blessing in the future. “Behold, the days come, saith the Lord.” The Lord sees hope for us when we can see none. This suggests the value of the Divine promises. They are always glimpses into the future. They are given to cheer us in our present darkness. There is no hour so full of gloom in the life of any child of God, but if he will only open his Bible he will see gleams of light bursting through the overshadowing clouds. “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.” “For a small moment have I forsaken thee, but with great mercies will I gather thee.” What a blessed thing is hope! “Behold, the days come.” Yes; it will not be always dark and sad. We can say this in every time of misfortune, adversity, or sorrow. Better days are coming. We ought to learn this truth well. We ought never to grieve inconsolably, however bitter the sorrow; we ought never to despair, however hopeless the circumstances appear. God calls down to us in His words of promise, telling of light that already gilds the far-away hill-tops.’

(2) ‘Fathers may well beware of eating sour grapes, and so setting the children’s teeth on edge. “I wish,” says Bunyan, writing of the time when, as a young man, he was reproved for profanity, “that I might be a little child again, that my father might learn me to speak without this wicked way of swearing; for, thought I, I am so accustomed to it that it is in vain to think of a reformation, for that could never be.”’

Verse 31
A NEW COVENANT
‘I will make a new covenant.’

Jeremiah 31:31
The progress of Jewish history, as recorded in the Old Testament, was marked by a series of covenants, in which God declared His gracious purposes towards His people, with the conditions on which His favour was to be enjoyed, and the people, on their side, promised to do all that God commanded. Thus covenants were made with Noah after the Flood; with Abraham, when the land of Canaan was promised to his descendants; at Sinai, when Israel became a nation; and with Joshua after the conquest of the Promised Land.

Jeremiah recalls in particular the covenant at Sinai, which marked the formation of the Jewish people, and in which the pledges between God and Israel were sealed with sacrificial blood. It was indeed a memorable scene when, at the bidding of Moses, the Israelites vowed fidelity to Jehovah. But the vow so solemnly taken was broken. Year after year, generation after generation, the people sank into idolatry and all the sins that idolatry begets. And at last God permitted the overthrow and exile of the nation. The ancient covenant, so often broken, was dissolved.

It is at this point that Jeremiah speaks. Looking forward, the prophet perceives the gathering of a new Israel, and the granting of a new covenant. When was the ‘new covenant’ established? At the moment when the great sacrifice was offered which consecrated the Israel ‘of faith’! On the betrayal night Jesus took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in My blood.’ The old covenant was made at Sinai, the new at Calvary.

The new covenant is distinguished by Jeremiah in three ways.

I. It is a spiritual one.—Its terms are written, not on stones, but on tables of the heart. The new régime is not of outward regulations, but of inward principles. In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ demands a righteousness which shall exceed that of the old law; not merely abstinence from impure deeds, but purity of soul; not the refraining from murder only, but the cherishing of a spirit of love.

II. Another note of the new covenant is its universality.—‘They shall all know Me.’ The old covenant recognised a priestly order, the new creates a kingdom of priests. The old required a line of prophets, the new calls every believer to be ‘taught of the Lord.’ This feature of the new covenant was emphasised by the Reformers. Luther refused to recognise the priestly caste which came between the people and Christ. John Hooper, at St. Paul’s Cross, declared to the citizens of London that, if spiritually enlightened, they might judge for themselves as to matters of faith and conscience, neither pope nor priest having the right to interfere.

III. The third characteristic of the new covenant is that it is a covenant of forgiveness.—The note of the earlier covenant was obedience, that of the later is mercy. Moses stood for law, Christ stands for love. Hence our Saviour declares that His blood of the new covenant is ‘shed for many unto remission of sins.’ We are under the ‘covenant of grace.’ What we could never merit, God freely gives. And the faith that accepts the ‘gift of God’ becomes the spring of the new life, out of it arising the gratitude and love which are the motive forces of Christian character.

It is well to ask ourselves sometimes whether we are living according to the ‘new covenant.’ Are we really prompted by spiritual motives? Do we know God for ourselves? Have we the humble joy of those who love much because they have been forgiven much?

Verse 33
LIGHT-WRITING
‘I will … write [My law] in their hearts.’

Jeremiah 31:33
(A sermon to children)

Did you ever think that the best writer in the world is light? A photograph is a writing by means of light. When you go to a studio and say, ‘I want my photo,’ what the artist does is this: he puts you in a certain position, then he arranges the camera—a darkened box with an opening in front, in which a glass to catch up and refract the rays of light is inserted—then into the back part of this box he places a little glass; and then in a moment your image, formed on the glass in front, is focused in the other glass in the back part. There you are! The light has done what pen and ink could not do. Now see in this a type of the photograph spoken of by the prophet.

I. What it is that receives the image.—If you speak to the photographer about his art, he will tell you that the sort of surface which suits him is one that is sensitive—easily affected by the sun’s rays. Now if you look at the word of Jeremiah you will notice that in God’s photographic work the camera is said to be the inward part: that which takes the image is the sensitive fleshy table of the heart. If there is no writing of God there, the saving work of the blessed light has not yet been begun.

How can we receive the writing of God in our hearts? A photographer must get his glass or lens made specially for his work. God needs a heart specially for His writing, and He alone can give you that heart. ‘A new heart also will I give you.’ God’s will is to take away the stony heart, and give you His heart which will receive His light.

II. What is the image received?—‘I will write My law in their hearts.’ The photograph which God makes in the heart is myself as I should be. When I see any child showing a wicked temper, I say, that is not the real, right child. Just as we are, sinners away from God, we are not our real, right selves. My real, right self is in the law of God. God’s law is ‘exceeding broad,’ but the whole law is gathered up in Jesus Christ. A great preacher of old used, when preaching, to hold a tablet with the name of Jesus written on it. We hold up His name before you, praying that you may have it written on the table of your hearts.

III. How the picture formed is perfected.—Suppose that you looked at the glass after the photographer was done with you. What would you see? Nothing. Your likeness is there, but it is scarcely visible. The artist has to wash the plate in acids, and by and by the likeness comes out. And so when God’s light streams into your heart, the image is written, but it needs many washings to bring out the likeness. ‘There is a fountain filled with blood.’ There is nothing so strong as that blood of Christ. The Holy Spirit takes that heart to the fountain, and washes and bathes it, until little by little the mind is renewed and the beauty of holiness gradually grows.

The photographer, when all is ready, says, ‘Now look steadily.’ Look straight to your loving Saviour, and pray for His Holy Spirit. He it is Who can open your eyes and give you the power to look.
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Verse 8
A THREEFOLD DISEASE AND A TWOFOLD CURE
‘I will cleanse them from all their iniquity, whereby they have sinned against Me; and I will pardon all their iniquities, whereby they have sinned, and whereby they have transgressed against Me.’

Jeremiah 33:8
The text at first reading seems to expend a great many unnecessary words in saying the same thing over and over again, but the accumulation of synonyms not only emphasises the completeness of the promise, but also presents different aspects of that promise. The great words of my text are as true a gospel for us—and as much needed by us, God knows!—as they were for Jeremiah’s contemporaries. And we can understand them better than either he or they did, because the days that were to come then have come now, and the King who was to reign in righteousness is reigning to-day, and that is Jesus Christ. I ask your attention to the two things in this text: a threefold view of our sad condition and a twofold bright hope.

I. A threefold view of the sad condition of humanity.—Observe the recurrence of the same idea in our text in different words. ‘Their iniquity whereby they have sinned against Me.’ … ‘Their iniquities whereby they have sinned, and whereby they have transgressed, against Me.’ You see, there are three expressions which roughly may be taken as referring to the same ugly fact, but yet not meaning quite the same—‘iniquity, or iniquities, sin, transgressions.’ These three all speak about the same sad element in your experience and mine, but they speak about it from somewhat different points of view, and I want to try and bring out that difference for you.

(1) A sinful life is a twisted or warped life. The word rendered ‘iniquity,’ in the Old Testament, in all probability, literally means something that is not straight; that is bent, or, as I said, twisted or warped. All sin is a twisting of the man from his proper course. Now there underlies that metaphor the notion that there is a certain line to which we are to conform. The schoolmaster draws a firm, straight line in the child’s copybook; and then the little unaccustomed hand takes up on the second line its attempt, and makes tremulous, wavering pothooks and hangers. There is a copyhead for us, and our writing is, alas! all uneven and irregular, as well as blurred and blotted. There is a law, and you know it; and you carry in yourself, I was going to say, the standard measure, and you know whether, when you put your life by the side of that, the two coincide. It is not for me to say; I know about my own, and you may know about yours, if you will be honest. The warped life belongs to us all.

(2) The second word, rendered in our version ‘sin,’ declares that all sin misses the aim. The meaning of the word in the original is simply ‘that which misses its mark.’ And the meaning of the prevalent word in the New Testament for ‘sin’ means, in accordance with the ethical wisdom of the Greek, the same thing. Now, there are two ways in which that thought may be looked at. Every wrong thing that we do misses the aim, if you consider what a man’s aim ought to be.

(3) And, further, there is yet another word here, carrying with it important lessons. The expression which is translated in our text ‘transgressed,’ literally means ‘rebelled.’ And the lesson of it is, that all sin is, however little we think it, a rebellion against God. That introduces a yet graver thought than either of the former have brought us face to face with. Behind the law is the Lawgiver. When we do wrong, we not only blunder, we not only go aside from the right line, we lift up ourselves against our Sovereign King, and we say, ‘Who is the Lord that we should serve Him? Our tongues are our own. Who is Lord over us? Let us break His bands asunder, and cast away His cords from us.’ There are crimes against law; there are faults against one another. Sins are against God; and, dear friends, though you do not realise it, this is plain truth, that the essence, the common characteristic, of all the acts, which, as we have seen, are twisted and foolish, is that in them we are setting up another than the Lord our God to be our ruler. We are enthroning ourselves in His place. Do you not feel that that is true, and that in some small things in which you go wrong, the essence of it is that you are going to please yourself, no matter what duty—which is only a heathen name for God—says to you?

Does not that thought make all these apparently trivial and insignificant things terribly important?

II. The twofold bright hope which comes through this darkness.—‘I will cleanse … I will pardon.’

If sin combines in itself all these characteristics that I have touched upon, then clearly there is guilt, and clearly there are stains; and the gracious promise of this text deals with both the one and the other.

‘I will pardon.’ What is pardon? Do not limit it to the analogy of a criminal court. When the law of the land pardons, or rather when the administrator of the law pardons, that simply means that the penalty is suspended. But is that forgiveness? Certainly it is only a part of it, even if it is a part. What do you fathers and mothers do when you forgive your child? You may use the rod or you may not; that is a question of what is best for the child. Forgiveness does not lie in letting him off the punishment; but forgiveness lies in the flowing to the child, uninterrupted, of the love of the parent’s heart. And that is God’s forgiveness. Penalties, some of them remain—thank God for it! ‘Thou wast a God that forgavest them, though Thou tookest vengeance of their inventions,’ and the chastisement was part of the sign of the forgiveness. The great penalty of all, which is separation from God, is taken away; but the essence of that pardon, which it is my blessed work to proclaim to all men, is, that in spite of the prodigal’s rags, and the stench of the sty, the Father’s love is all round about him. It is round about you, brother.

Pardon and cleansing are our two deepest needs. There is one Hand from which we can receive them both, and one only. There is one condition on which we shall receive them, and that is that we trust in Him, ‘Who was crucified for our offences,’ and lives to hallow us into His own likeness.

Illustrations
(1) ‘God promises great and precious blessings indeed.

Forgiveness is one of them. He cancels my penalty. He remits the sentence written over against my guiltiness. “Christ was bruised for your iniquites,” He tells me, “and therefore they cannot be charged against you any more. Christ was wounded for your transgressions, and therefore they are blotted out for ever and ever.”

But, after pardon, purity—that, too, is His gift. “I will bring Jerusalem health and cure,” He declares. It is not only the penalty of sin which vexes me, it is the dominion and the pollution of sin. I cannot wash it out with tears, I cannot silence it by argument, I cannot burn it from my nature with vigorous self-discipline. But God puts a new tenant into my soul, His own Spirit; and He brings nearer to me every day the purity after which I pant and yearn.

And gladness as of bridegroom and bride, and freedom, and fellowship, and fruitfulness—ah, there never was largess like my God’s. Blessed be His name, as David Brainerd cried, “I repair to a full fountain.”’

(2) ‘The Czar of Russia was once asked what should be the course of the railway from St. Petersburg to Moscow. And he took up a ruler and drew a straight line upon the chart, and said, “There! that is the line.” There is a straight road, marked out for us all, going, like the old Roman roads, irrespective of physical difficulties in the contour of the country, climbing right over the Alps if necessary, and plunging down into the deepest valleys, never deflecting one hair’s breadth, but going straight to its aim. And we—what are we? What are “our crooked, wandering ways in which we live” by the side of that straight path?’

Verse 16
THE RIGHTEOUS CITY
‘[Jerusalem] shall be called, The Lord our righteousness.’

Jeremiah 33:16
I. All God’s promises are at the same time fulfilled by the true man, the Son of Man, the pure sprout of David.—He will be a King, in whom we have perfect protection from all destructive agencies, for He will help us from sin, procuring and executing on earth justice and righteousness for all mankind. As we all together inherited sin and death from Adam, so Jesus by His righteousness has brought justification of life for all men, if we would now only take it with joy.

II. Jerusalem will itself bear the King’s name, as he was called in Jeremiah 23:6 : Jehovah our Righteousness, i.e., that Jehovah bestows on us the righteousness, which is the bond, which at the same time unites us to the citizens of His celestial city. This is explained by the union of the Church with Christ (see Romans 12:4-5; 1 Corinthians 10:17; 1 Corinthians 12:12; Ephesians 1:22; Ephesians 4:12; Ephesians 4:15-16; Ephesians 4:25; Ephesians 6:23-24; Colossians 1:18; Colossians 1:24) so that what belongs to Him is communicated to her. Thus, by virtue of her mystical union with Christ, and by the imputation of His merits, and the infusion of His Spirit, the Name of the Church may be said to be ‘The Lord our Righteousness’; she hides herself in Him, and is seen by God as in Him; she is clothed with Christ the Sun of righteousness (see Revelation 12:1) and is accepted in the Beloved (Ephesians 1:6).

Illustrations
(1) ‘It is important to note the change of Israel into Jerusalem, this being founded in the connection of the chapter. While the general object of the prophet, as is seen in Ephesians 1:14, is to show that the comforting prophecy given in former times still holds good, notwithstanding the comfortless circumstances in which Jerusalem then was, being sorely pressed by the Chaldeans, yet he cannot avoid somewhat modifying the prophecy in accordance with the present occasion. This occasion, according to Ephesians 1:4, is the sight of the houses thrown down in defence. In view of this mournful spectacle he had in Ephesians 1:6-7 to promise healing of wounds, rebuilding of the city. He has also here the city of Jerusalem especially in view, though he does not by any means forget Israel but, on the contrary, diligently sets forth its share in the promise given to Judah (Ephesians 1:14). Hence the alteration to Jerusalem. With this it is also connected that the last clause states the name which Jerusalem will bear as a significant symbolical inscription.’

(2) ‘What a sublime gift is Hope, which founds itself on the Divine Word, penetrates the dark shadows of our immediate environment, and throws itself forward into the future, which it renders lustrous with roseate beauty! We need such hope at this time. Abroad and at home there are matters enough to fill the stoutest hearts with fear. But we look for the new heavens and earth, in which dwelleth righteousness; and amongst those glorious events which must soon begin to take place, may we not give a place to a literal fulfilment of the sweet words of this chapter?’
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Verse 2
THE RECHABITES
‘The, house of the Rechabites.’

Jeremiah 35:2
Among the tribes that sought safety in Jerusalem one attracted universal notice. It was the family of the Rechabites, who had come to Jerusalem for shelter. They had never lodged within city walls before, for they were gipsies, and their dwellings were in tents, and we may be sure that only stern necessity could have driven them within the city gates. They were not Jews, though they dwelt among the Jews, for they came of a stock that was native to the land. They were not idolaters, either in name or practice, for they worshipped God and clung fast to His laws. Yet they stood apart, like men who had a tradition of their own, and who scorned to accommodate themselves, even in Jerusalem, to the common life and habits of the people. The founder of that strange tribe was Jonadab. Yet it was not from Jonadab they took their name, but from Jonadab’s father Rechab; it was he who gave the tribe its name of Rechabites, a title that is perpetuated to this day. It is notable that the word Rechab means a rider, a fitting title for a friend of Jehu’s. He may have won his name from the daring of his horsemanship, and may have commended himself to Jehu thus. But everything is so shadowy about Rechab, that some have even questioned his existence, and thought of Jonadab as the disciple of Elijah, who was ‘the chariot of Israel and the horseman thereof.’

I. Now, what was the distinguishing feature of this family?—It was their severe simplicity of life. They were the Protestants and Puritans of Palestine, in a time of moral corruption and decay. We hear a deal of the simple life to-day, and that was the life which was practised by the Rechabites. They were apostles of the simple life, but their simplicity was born of patriotism. A good deal of the present craze for the simple life is based on the desire for better health. But the severe simplicity of this old family was Puritanism of the noblest kind; the high reaction of reasonable men against that moral corruption which is death. They saw the havoc that luxury was making of a people who were in covenant with God. They saw how the showy life of the great city was sapping all that was deepest in the nation. And they saw what ruin was being wrought by drink, and how it was degrading men and women, and how from the highest circles to the lowest it was claiming its victims by the thousand. Against all this the Rechabites stood firm, protesting not in word, but by their lives. They lived in tents, in a life of simple hardihood; they built no houses and they sowed no seed. But, above all, they refused to touch strong drink, not just because of its peril to themselves, but because they recognised the blight it cast on all that was the fairest in the nation’s life. It was this that attracted Jeremiah’s notice, and led him to use this tribe to shame his people. How brave and true they were, these uncouth men—how staunch to their pledge, how incorruptible! If the prophet could but inspire his people with that spirit, and keep them true to covenant and pledge, he knew that the thunder-clouds that were now gathering would pass away before the breath of God.

II. The great lesson of the Rechabites for us is the patriotic bearings of our conduct.—Patriotism, like charity, begins at home, in the kind of life that we are leading there. It is not every one who can fight his country’s battles, or serve his land in the heroic way. It is not every one who is called upon by God to take an open part in public matters. But every one is summoned to be good, and to lead a life of purity and temperance, and he who faithfully does that is a better patriot than he imagines. It was Dr. Samuel Johnson who once said that patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel. He meant that a man whose character is worthless may talk in swelling words about his country. A patriotism like that is but a sham: there is nothing moral at the back of it; it never brings into the nation’s treasury that quiet strength which is the truest wealth. That lesson the prophet sought to teach, when he made these Rechabites his acted parable. In the long run, it is not strength of arm that saves a nation from being cast away. It is the lives that are obedient to the highest; that are lived in a growing scorn of what is bestial; that in an age of luxury and licence have the courage to be temperate and pure.

Illustration
‘Dr. Wolff met a tribe in Arabia who claimed to be Rechabites; and may we not infer that where there is a close adherence to great principles, there is also an element of persistence and permanence? Let us be as eager to please God and to do His will, as the Rechabites were in consulting the will and pleasure of their dead chieftain. The abstinent life is the strong, happy, and permanent one; and let us remember to dwell in tents because we look for the city (Hebrews 11:9-13).’

Verse 15
INDIFFERENCE TO DIVINE APPEALS
‘Ye have not inclined your ear.’

Jeremiah 35:15
There can be no more convincing proof of the power of sin to harden the heart than the indifference with which multitudes have always received the declarations of Divine wisdom and the appeals of Divine love. It was so in the remote days of Jeremiah, and it is so now.

I. The disobedience of Israel appeared aggravated when compared with the loyal obedience of the Rechabites.—These persons, constituting a sort of sect, were quoted by the prophet as an illustration of filial reverence and loyalty. They scrupulously kept the ordinances they had received from their forefather. Yet Israel was regardless of the voice of God!

II. The disobedience of Israel was shown by their contempt of God’s messengers, the prophets.—There is something very condescendingly human and touching in the representation of the Eternal as rising early, in His solicitude for the salvation of His people, and sending messenger after messenger to instruct and admonish them. Let it be remembered by the hearers of the Gospel, that He Who spake in times past by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by His Son!

III. By their defiance of God’s just and asserted authority.—He spoke to Israel, and He speaks to us, as one Who has a right to reverent attention and cheerful obedience.

IV. By their disregard of God’s gracious promises.—His language was not simply language of authority and command, it was language of gracious assurance and promise. The guilt is aggravated, and the condemnation is the sorer, in the case of those who resist the mercy and despise the promises of heaven.
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Verse 3
A DREAD UNCERTAINTY
‘It may be.’

Jeremiah 36:3; Jeremiah 36:7
The words tell of an awful uncertainty as to the future of the chosen people.

Will they repent? ‘It may be——’

Let us recognise—

I. The even balance.—Could anything be more soul-stirring than to realise that a crisis so momentous had come? In Jeremiah 36:3 it is the voice of God, in Jeremiah 36:7 the voice of Jeremiah in echo. Divine love and prophetic zeal were linked in a supreme effort to turn the scale of destiny for a whole people. A people, too, with a history that has no parallel for its marvels of providence and grace. Now they stood on the brink of a precipice of disaster. Before the last step, the dreadful plunge, is taken, another effort is to be made to save them. ‘It may be——’ Among us there may be some for whom the personal crisis is just as momentous, just as urgent. Who knows the hour at which he passes over the line when God and His messengers are to make the last great effort to save him? Is it always at death? One dare not say ‘Yes, always!’ Might it not be here and now, in the hour when God speaks home some searching truth to the heart? Has He sent forth for some of us to-day His message that may never be repeated, saying, ‘It may be that [they] will hear … that they may return … that I may forgive.’

II. The favouring conditions.—A series of prophecies, twenty-three years long, culminated in Jeremiah 25:1-12, a vivid forecast of Babylon’s victory over Jerusalem, and the fall and captivity of the Jews. This was trumpeted forth in the fourth year of Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 25:1). Probably at that very time Nebuchadnezzar had just defeated the forces of Egypt at Carchemish, and was marching towards Jerusalem. In a few months the city was captured. But Nebuchadnezzar, being called away, shortly left the vanquished city (2 Chronicles 36:6-7; Daniel 1:1), and before the year closed God stirred up Jeremiah to repeat all his warnings given in those long twenty-three years. Baruch wrote at Jeremiah’s dictation in some secluded hiding-place, and took, it seems, some nine months to prepare his awful message. Then, when the people had themselves arranged a day of fasting, in view of their calamitous estate, Baruch came forth and spoke the words of Jeremiah, in which was the voice of God (Jeremiah 36:1-10). Was there not everything to make the message effective? If only the people’s heart had been sincere in their day of fast, how could they do other than hear, heed, and repent? For us it is a matter of the greatest moment that we should not miss our crisis. If it comes in the solemn hour of worship, though it be on some ordinary Sunday, we shall look back upon it and feel that only hardened perversity could have blinded our eyes to its meaning. Is it our crisis now?

III. The disaster.—There is the burning of the roll. So impotent to do away with the prophecy. Cf. the case of Luther’s books. ‘Do you imagine that Luther’s doctrines are found only in those books that you are throwing into the fire? They are written where you cannot reach them, in the hearts of the nation.’ Then the dread captivity, now inevitable. But withal the remnant and the restoration, and every good promise wholly fulfilled. For the many, spite of all the tender mercy and longsuffering of God, desolation and misery; for the few, repentance, hope, and salvation. For us, too, there is the overshadowing of a great possibility of disaster, but also a promise and hope that never fail.

Verse 7
A DREAD UNCERTAINTY
‘It may be.’

Jeremiah 36:3; Jeremiah 36:7
The words tell of an awful uncertainty as to the future of the chosen people.

Will they repent? ‘It may be——’

Let us recognise—

I. The even balance.—Could anything be more soul-stirring than to realise that a crisis so momentous had come? In Jeremiah 36:3 it is the voice of God, in Jeremiah 36:7 the voice of Jeremiah in echo. Divine love and prophetic zeal were linked in a supreme effort to turn the scale of destiny for a whole people. A people, too, with a history that has no parallel for its marvels of providence and grace. Now they stood on the brink of a precipice of disaster. Before the last step, the dreadful plunge, is taken, another effort is to be made to save them. ‘It may be——’ Among us there may be some for whom the personal crisis is just as momentous, just as urgent. Who knows the hour at which he passes over the line when God and His messengers are to make the last great effort to save him? Is it always at death? One dare not say ‘Yes, always!’ Might it not be here and now, in the hour when God speaks home some searching truth to the heart? Has He sent forth for some of us to-day His message that may never be repeated, saying, ‘It may be that [they] will hear … that they may return … that I may forgive.’

II. The favouring conditions.—A series of prophecies, twenty-three years long, culminated in Jeremiah 25:1-12, a vivid forecast of Babylon’s victory over Jerusalem, and the fall and captivity of the Jews. This was trumpeted forth in the fourth year of Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 25:1). Probably at that very time Nebuchadnezzar had just defeated the forces of Egypt at Carchemish, and was marching towards Jerusalem. In a few months the city was captured. But Nebuchadnezzar, being called away, shortly left the vanquished city (2 Chronicles 36:6-7; Daniel 1:1), and before the year closed God stirred up Jeremiah to repeat all his warnings given in those long twenty-three years. Baruch wrote at Jeremiah’s dictation in some secluded hiding-place, and took, it seems, some nine months to prepare his awful message. Then, when the people had themselves arranged a day of fasting, in view of their calamitous estate, Baruch came forth and spoke the words of Jeremiah, in which was the voice of God (Jeremiah 36:1-10). Was there not everything to make the message effective? If only the people’s heart had been sincere in their day of fast, how could they do other than hear, heed, and repent? For us it is a matter of the greatest moment that we should not miss our crisis. If it comes in the solemn hour of worship, though it be on some ordinary Sunday, we shall look back upon it and feel that only hardened perversity could have blinded our eyes to its meaning. Is it our crisis now?

III. The disaster.—There is the burning of the roll. So impotent to do away with the prophecy. Cf. the case of Luther’s books. ‘Do you imagine that Luther’s doctrines are found only in those books that you are throwing into the fire? They are written where you cannot reach them, in the hearts of the nation.’ Then the dread captivity, now inevitable. But withal the remnant and the restoration, and every good promise wholly fulfilled. For the many, spite of all the tender mercy and longsuffering of God, desolation and misery; for the few, repentance, hope, and salvation. For us, too, there is the overshadowing of a great possibility of disaster, but also a promise and hope that never fail.

Verse 23
THE INDESTRUCTIBLE BOOK
‘All the roll was consumed.’

Jeremiah 36:23
We often think the books of the prophets very dry reading; if we studied them more we should find in them incidents and scenes as interesting and suggestive as this. One point only I remind you of now.

I. This is the first instance of burning the sacred Book.—Begin by picture of the scene, Jeremiah’s book read by the officers, and making quite an excitement among them. Observe what the book contains, prophecies of national woe because of national sins. At last they feel that it must be read to the king. At first they tell him of the contents of the roll, evidently afraid to show the roll itself to him. He angrily orders it to be fetched; they dare not disobey. The king listens to a few lines, then passionately snatches it out of the hands of Jehudi, and begins to cut it up into strips with his knife. Three of the councillors are brave enough to plead with him not to burn the roll; he will not heed them, utterly refusing to receive the Divine truth and message; putting insult on God by his treatment of His Word, the king goes on cutting up the roll, and dropping piece after piece into the flames, until the whole is burnt up. And to the evident surprise of the writer it is added, ‘Yet they were not afraid, nor rent their garments, neither the king nor any of his servants.’ The sacred Word has been destroyed or burnt many a time since then. Illustrate by Diocletian, finding it impossible by persecutions to root out all the Christians and destroy Christianity, endeavouring to get possession of all the Christian books; many suffered death for refusing to give them up. Antiochus attempted to destroy the Jewish scriptures. Illustrations also found in martyr ages.

II. Reasons for burning the Book.—Jehoiakim’s reason. (1) It testifies against men’s wrongdoing, and points out their danger. Describe how anxious the wreckers who wanted to plunder shipwrecked vessels would be to get the light in the lighthouse put out. (2) It sets men free—from superstition, from error, from bonds, from priests. ‘Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.’

III. The wickedness of burning the Book.—We can see the wickedness of setting fire to the tabernacle, or temple, or a church, because each is God’s house. Show why the Word is even more sacred. In it more of God and less of man. We can see how wicked it would be to burn all the barns which stored a nation’s food: how much worse to destroy the truth, which is the food of souls. The reason for killing Jesus is the reason for burning the Bible, ‘men hate the light, and love darkness rather.’

IV. The uselessness of burning the Book.—Some Baruch will be set writing another. The true Phœnix tale; from the ashes of burnt Bibles new editions have sprung. Illustrated by Professor Rogers’ dream of the ‘blank Bible’ in Eclipse of Faith. He beautifully shows how every part of it could be fetched back again out of Christian memories. Men may snatch the Bible from our hands, as the king did; they cannot take it out of our hearts.

Illustration
‘As a contrast, the case of Josiah may be recalled. When the lost Book of the Law had been found, Josiah rent his garments in great distress, because he now saw how he had sinned and that wrath was hanging over his head. Instead of repentance in Jehoiakim, we have defiance and presumption. Instead of listening reverently to the Divine words, he tore the roll in pieces and threw it into the fire.’

Verse 24
A FOOLISH BRAVERY
‘They were not afraid.’

Jeremiah 36:24
Jehoiakim is king in Jerusalem. The best of fathers he had—the devout, true-hearted Josiah; but this Jehoiakim turned out to be the worst of sons. Against God, King Jehoiakim used his power. And the badness in the lifted places struck infection through the lower orders of the people. Sin was getting everything out of gear in that kingdom of Judah. But Jehoiakim was not going on unwarned. Jeremiah, the Lord’s prophet, was living in Jerusalem, and faithfully Jehoiakim was being told of the Divine displeasure and of the doom for his own and the people’s sins which was surely gathering.

And the point is that, notwithstanding such defiance of the Divine will, and such refusal to treat rightly the Divine message, and such childish rage against the mutilation of God’s Word written in the prophetic roll, neither Jehoiakim nor his courtiers were afraid. They were puffed up with a foolish bravery (Jeremiah 36:24).

Think a little of such foolish bravery. There is many a modern instance and illustration of it.

I. It is a foolish bravery to ignore facts.—Just that did Jehoiakim.

(1) It was a fact that he had sinned.

(2) It was a fact that Jeremiah was God’s prophet.

(3) It was a fact that God, by the mouth of Jeremiah, had spoken doom for the sin of Jehoiakim unless he should repent.

But Jehoiakim would have nothing of these facts. He cut the roll to pieces and threw it on the fire, etc. But thus petulantly and wilfully to ignore facts did not change the facts. The facts stood, and it was the foolishest sort of daring thus to ignore them.

Think of certain facts.

(1) It is a fact that good is what ought to be; (2) that God is the good; (3) that evil is what ought not to be; (4) that the good which ought to be must be against the evil which ought not to be; (5) that God, Who is the good which ought to be, must be Himself against the evil which ought not to be; (6) that if I choose the evil which ought not to be, the good God, who must be against the evil which ought not to be, must be against me.

All this is written in two Bibles—in the Bible of the Scriptures, in the Bible of the nature of things.

Now, if I just ignore such facts as these and treat them as though they were not, it is the foolishest of bravery; it is poor bravado. Yet multitudes, during the past year and entering on the new year, have been and are doing precisely this. Does not the lapse of an old year and the beginning of a new admonish us it is time to stop such sheer and senseless carelessness of facts?

II. It is a foolish bravery to imagine yourself an exception from the working of the Divine law.—Doubtless this was a kind of reason prompting Jehoiakim. It is quite likely he thought that the law of doom for sin would not strike him, a king. If he did not think so, multitudes of men do think so.

Have you never been subdued into a vast awe, as the absolute irreversibleness of natural law has been pressed upon you? In this changing, transitory world there is one thing we can count on—the laws of physical nature will hold on their courses. The great wheels turn constantly, and they keep turning. It is because natural law is so unchanging that we may build our cities, and send our ships, and plough our fields, and reap our harvests.

But there is another and a fearful side to this irreversibleness of natural law. When, for any reason, man stands athwart one of these great natural laws, the penalty for violation is sure to smite.

And this is as true in the moral realm. It is a foolish bravery to think yourself an exception to God’s law. He said it—there are many who think it who do not so plainly say it—that young man, whom I was seeking to dissuade from courses of dissipation. ‘Oh,’ he answered, ‘it may hurt other fellows, but it won’t me; I am an exception.’ How crammed with folly such temerity!

III. It is a foolish bravery to refuse truth which you dislike.—This Jehoiakim did. The prophet’s roll which warned him he cut to pieces.

IV. It is a foolish bravery to go on heedlessly saying, ‘I don’t care.’—Thus did Jehoiakim, and multitudes follow him.

V. It is a foolish bravery to refuse repentance.—This Jehoiakim did, but the doom smote (Jeremiah 36:30).

Illustration
‘Behold a real and a right bravery. In the British Museum I saw the MS. of a letter from General Gordon to his sister, dated Khartoum, February 27th, 1884—“I have sent Stewart off to scour the river White Nile, and another expedition to push back rebels on the Blue Nile. With Stewart has gone Power, the British consul and Times correspondent; so I am left alone in the vast palace, but not alone, for I feel great confidence in my Saviour’s presence. I trust and stay myself in the fact that not one sparrow falls to the ground without our Lord’s permission; also that enough for the day is the evil.

All things are ruled by Him for His glory, and it is rebellion to murmur against His will.”’

Verse 28
‘BURNED, BUT NOT CONSUMED’
‘Take thee again another roll.’

Jeremiah 36:28
God laid it upon Jeremiah’s heart to gather his prophecies into a single roll. For this work the prophet employed Baruch, a man whose business gifts we have already heard of (Jeremiah 32:12). It may be that Jeremiah, like many another prophet, had not the pen of a ready writer. And just as St. Paul employed another hand in writing most of his glorious epistles, so did Jeremiah dictate his summary to his amanuensis Baruch. What a debt do we all owe to Baruch in helping the prophet in this lasting work! Now at this time Jeremiah, though not in prison, was under some restraint from prophesying. So Baruch took the roll and went to the Temple, and there from a balcony read it to the people. Then he was sent for to read it to the princes, for the princes had not been in church that day; and so at last the tidings of the sermon came to the ears of Jehoiakim himself. The king did not summon Baruch to his presence. He sent a courtier to fetch the roll. Probably the courtier then (like many now) was not just a man of first-rate education. And we can imagine how he would halt and stammer, and add to the growing anger of the king, who was lying warming himself beside the brazier, for it was winter time and cold. But the courtier was not left to stammer long—three or four pages was all he stumbled through—when the king snatched the roll from him, and hacked it with his knife, and flung it, roller and all, into the fire. And there it burned, yet it was not consumed, either in its message or its form, for the message was terribly fulfilled, and at God’s bidding it was all rewritten.

There are three lessons which we ought to learn here.

I. The first is the kindness of severity.—The prophets of God were terribly severe, yet only thus could they be kind to Israel. It was one mark of every false prophet that he was easy and compliant and accommodating. It was one mark of every true prophet that he was terrible in his passion against sin. Yet the latter were the truest friends of Israel, and loved Israel with an enduring love, and were never kinder to their unhappy land than when they voiced the judgments of Jehovah.

II. The next is the foolishness of temper, for was not Jehoiakim supremely foolish?—Was anything gained for himself or for his country by this mad act of an unbridled anger? There is an anger which is wise and holy, and a wrath which is as the wrath of the Lamb; but there is an anger far more common than that, in which everything is lost and nothing gained.

III. The last is the penalty of rejection.—Do you note what we read in Jeremiah 32:32? Not only did Jeremiah re-write his roll, but he added to it ‘many like words.’ That is to say, the message that was scorned became a message of increased severity. The roll that was rejected with contempt, grew into a roll of sterner judgment. And that is what every one is sure to find who spurns the message of the love of God, and flings away from him, in pride of heart, the summons and the warning of the prophets.

Illustration
‘In many ages there has been this folly of burning Bibles and prophets, but it has only added to the light and fire of the increasing truth. Latimer, when being burned with Ridley at Oxford, in 1555, said: “Be of good comfort, Master Ridley, and play the man; we shall this day light such a candle by God’s grace in England as I trust shall never be put out.” The well-known words of Fuller, finding in the burning of the bones of John Wycliffe, the great translator of the Bible, when the ashes were cast into the Wye river, and so into the Severn, and at last into the great sea, a symbol of the ever-spreading circle of his influence, illustrate the same thought of the eternity of truth. The all-illuminating case is, of course, the crucifixion of Christ, the Truth.’
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Verse 13
A FRIEND IN NEED
‘They drew up Jeremiah with cords.’

Jeremiah 38:13
I. The dungeon.
(1) Jeremiah, because he spoke the unpopular truth, though he knew it must give offence, was thrown into a dungeon. It was a deep hole in the ground into which the prisoner was lowered with ropes; the floor of it was mire, and with that simplicity which in the Bible so often embraces a world of misery or horror, it is said that Jeremiah ‘sank in the mire.’ The French had a name for such dungeons which is vivid and significant. They called them ‘oubliettes,’ which means places where people are forgotten. The idea of the oppressor was to put those who offended or gave trouble both out of sight and out of mind, and sometimes, if they did not starve, they lingered on until it was forgotten who they were or why they had been imprisoned. Such things are instances not only of ‘man’s inhumanity to man,’ but also of human folly, for to put the truth-speaker out of sight is not to kill the truth, and the truth cannot be forgotten or quenched in darkness. It abides in the mind of God, and if it is not accepted as a guiding light it will come as a consuming fire.

(2) If the light of the future had been cast upon the darkness of the dungeon, Jeremiah might have seen the innumerable company of noble spirits in all ages who were committed to a like darkness for the same cause. Among them are John the Baptist, the Apostles James and John and Peter, St. Paul, of the first Christian era, the countless martyrs of the Roman persecutions, such as Bruno and Galileo, for the truth of science, John Bunyan, and even in the nineteenth century, such as Joseph Mazzini. It is evident that if men had been successful in the attempt to put out these God-given luminaries of the dark centuries, they would have put every star of hope or guidance out of their sky, and condemned themselves to a miry dungeon of barbarism and despair. But God is merciful, and frustrates blind human violence; and when the world puts forth all its force against one of His servants, the voice of Jesus is heard through its clamour and calming its storm, ‘Be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.’

II. The rescue.
(1) It is a pleasant thing to find that the first to pity Jeremiah’s state was Ebed-melech, an Ethiopian eunuch, a man of a race and a condition which the Jews despised. It is pleasant because it shows that at heart and at their best there is no absolute difference or impassable gulf between the races of mankind. All are capable of pity, love, and kindly service. Race-pride makes one branch of humanity think itself superior to every other, and sceptical of the power even of the Gospel to raise the lowest to the level of the highest; and yet there are countless instances of lowest inhumanity in the superior races and most heroic humanity in those counted inferior. The Chinaman makes a brave martyr for the truth of Christ, the negro servants of Livingstone show an incredible heroism of affection, the women of the South Seas are capable of an angelic pity. One of the earliest Gentile converts was an Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:27). There is an admirable thoughtfulness, one may add, in Ebed-melech’s pity; for the method of lifting the prophet out of the dungeon is designed to save him pain as much as possible (Acts 8:11-12).

(2) The king, having released Jeremiah, is eager for a favourable prophecy. Here was a temptation to a man just out of a horrible pit to say the smooth and pleasing word which would gain him favour. But Jeremiah was prepared to undergo the same horrors rather than prophesy falsely, ‘choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God, than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season.’ He made reasonable conditions, however, for there was no need to throw away his liberty; and, having secured the king’s promise of safety, proceeded inflexibly to repeat the alternative of submission to the Chaldeans at once, or resistance, and a more abject submission later after the hardships and calamity of a siege. Zedekiah was so weak that he could not protect Jeremiah from his nobles except by keeping the more important part of the interview a secret. The prophet remained in a milder imprisonment until the capture of Jerusalem by the Babylonians.

Verse 19
A ROYAL PUPPET
‘And Zedekiah the king said unto Jeremiah, ‘I am afraid.’

Jeremiah 38:19
I. It is strange to think of the contrast between this reed shaken with the wind, and the stalwart oak, defying every storm, which Jeremiah was.—The prophet stood alone. He stood as adamant against every foe. He held by his testimony. Nothing could shake him. He was not to be bribed nor cajoled, nor terrified into silence. He was a pulpit that all the wealth of the state could not tune. He delivered the same message to the king in secret audience as to the people in public assembly. Yet to that timid, cowering, pithless man he could impart no breath of his own dauntless spirit and iron will. He clings to Jeremiah: he shows him favours: he believes that what the prophet speaks is the word of God, and yet he never has a grain of courage to act according to his counsel.

II. If decision of character be lacking in any man, that indeed is a fatal want.—We habitually underrate the seriousness of such a defect. We so often apologise for a man, saying, ‘There is no evil in him, but he is weak.’ Now in this world, where the forces of evil are so aggressive, where the current flows so fiercely towards evil, where temptation is so insistent, that is a sentence of doom. We are apt to think of such a man as Zedekiah, that if only he had been a private citizen he would have been inoffensive and respectable. He was amiable and religiously inclined, and had nothing vicious in him. He was a weak man in a false position, in a place that before all things else required force of character. He was without conviction, without strength of will, without resolution. Now, we had better awaken to the brutal fact that God does not supply cloisters and sequestered retreats, sheltered from all rough blasts, for such effeminate souls. They are like the rest of us, thrust out into life, and they go under. They cannot swim against the stream. Invertebrate they are, and without force to resist, and the decision ever to say no. The only thing they can do is weakly to yield. Now it follows that such a fatal temperament shuts a man out of the ranks of Christians. Christ’s appeal is always to decision. He puts iron into the blood. He calls us to follow Him, to take up our cross, to deny ourselves. If all we can do or care to do is to go with the crowd, then we cannot have part or lot with Him. It may all the more open our eyes to the evil of this disposition if we follow the career of this last king of Judah, who to his own and his nation’s ruin was cursed with feebleness of will.

Illustration
‘What a pitiable character is this weak king, shuttle-cocked between stronger wills, sometimes sending for Jeremiah and having secret talks with him, which he is desperately afraid may leak out, sometimes listening to the princes, and then again doing as Ebed-melech urges. There is a dash of bitterness in his answer to the truculent demand for the prophet’s life: “The king is not he that can do anything against you.” Like all weak men, he resents the dominance of the stronger will to which he yields, and yet yields to the dominance which he resents. Poor creature! the times were “out of joint,” and he, certainly, was not the man “to set them right.” So he “hobbled along on both knees,” to use Elijah’s contemptuous simile, and, of course, ruined himself and all that was entrusted to him. Such men always do. This is no world for an irresolute man to make his way in.’
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Verse 7
NON-ACCEPTANCE OF CHASTISEMENT
‘Moreover he put out Zedekiah’s eyes.’

Jeremiah 39:7
What are the speakings of this ‘Moreover’ to us? It says to us—

I. Reject not limited chastisement or trial, for you know not how wide God may remove those bounds when it comes upon you as something rejected by you, but inflicted, whether you will or no, by Him.
II. Be sure that God will carry out His own way.—He has never yet been conquered by man.

III. If we reject what God thus ordains, we are laying up for ourselves a long period of sad thought, peopled with sad memories.—Zedekiah could now do nothing but think sadly over the past; it may be over the terrible sights which he had last seen. Acceptance would have saved this terrible experience.

IV. God has terrible reserves of chastening dealings.—He can replace ‘yokes of wood’ (chapter 28) with ‘yokes of iron.’ That which the palmer worm has left, the locust will devour.

V. We must leave it to God to take care of us, when leading us either into discipline or chastisement.—This is generally one of the very last thoughts which would occur to us in such circumstances.

—Rev. P. B. Power.

Illustration
‘What a doom! The sons of the king were killed before his eyes, and it was the last sight that the king saw on earth. Zedekiah was blinded, and loaded with chains, and carried away to Babylon, and there he remained in prison till he died. There is a Jewish tradition that he was set to work in a mill. The king, in chains, toiled with the common slave. It makes us recall the dark lot of Samson, and read the glorious lines of Milton on it—

“Ask for this great deliverer now, and find him

Eyeless in Gaza at the mill with slaves.

Yet stay, let me not rashly call in doubt

Divine prediction; what if all foretold

Had been fulfilled but through my own default?”’

Verse 8
THE CAPTIVE DAUGHTER OF ZION
‘The Chaldeans … brake down the walls of Jerusalem.’

Jeremiah 39:8
How Zedekiah must have repented now that he had not listened to the prophet’s word! How his neglect must have stabbed him to the heart when he saw his little children massacred! But it was all too late now, and the hour had struck. The day of mercy had closed for Zedekiah. Like Esau, he found no place of repentance, although he sought it carefully with tears. Let us all remember the terrible risk we run if we neglect so great salvation. God speaks to us through minister and teacher, as He spoke to Zedekiah through the prophet. And we may love and reverence our teachers, as the king in secret reverenced Jeremiah, yet if we live on and never heed their message, may not we also have to suffer terribly? It is to teach us such things that this tale is written. It is far more than a dark scene from ancient history. It is a scene of warning and of judgment, written for us by the God of love.

There are three particular lessons we should learn here.

I. How slow yet sure is God.—All that now happened had been long foretold, yet it had come so slowly that men doubted it. More than once it had looked as if all were lost, and more than once the sun had shone again; until at length the citizens of Judah had come to think that all would yet be well. That was one thing graven on their hearts, when at long last the city was destroyed. It was that God, though He may long delay, yet never fails at last to keep His word. And whether it be for evil or for good, do not forget that God is still the same—‘though the mills of God grind slowly, yet they grind exceeding small.’

II. How our sin involves the life of others.—Not only did Zedekiah perish, but he brought a doom upon his helpless children. Had he obeyed the message of his God, all would have been well with him and them; but disobeying it, not only did he suffer, but the children whom he loved so, suffered also. Sin would be bad and terrible enough if it affected no one but ourselves. But the worst of sin is that it puts out its hands and touches the happiness of other people. Hence sin is fittingly portrayed by leprosy, that most deadly and infectious trouble, that spreads insidiously, with its curse and blight, till it takes the brightness from the eyes of innocence. Lastly, let us notice here—

III. How no service to the needy is forgotten.—Ebed-melech had rescued Jeremiah, and in the day of trouble God did not forget it. ‘Lord, when saw we Thee in prison and visited Thee, or when did we see Thee naked and clothed Thee?’ ‘Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these My little ones, ye have done it unto Me.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘The siege of Jerusalem by the king of Babylon was begun amid the hardships of mid-winter, and was continued, with certain intermissions, for a period of eighteen months. It was a common belief that the city was impregnable, a belief which the false prophets helped to foster, but the strongest city is no longer safe when it neglects the God Who is its refuge. Jerusalem was captured, and through the broken walls the Babylonian troops came pouring in. Following them, in all the pride of victory, came the procession of Babylonian princes. And in the middle gate, where had sat the Hebrew rulers, now sat these heathen and contemptuous nobles, whose very names suggested the false gods that they worshipped in their Babylonian home.’

(2) ‘We can well imagine with what divided feelings Jeremiah would view the capture of the city. There is always a mingling of feelings in our greatest moments, and so it would be with the prophet in this hour. On the one hand, as a true child of Israel, he must needs mourn for the downfall of the kingdom. He loved his land and its capital too well not to be bitterly humbled at this overthrow. But on the other hand would be that exaltation that comes from God’s unquestioned intervention, for this was the very issue of events that God had led His prophet to predict. Had Jeremiah spoken in his own wisdom, you might have found him crying now, “I told you so.” You might have found him boasting in his triumph, and taunting all who had gainsaid his word. But a true messenger of God is always humble, and while he proclaims the punishment of sin, no one has such a sorrowing heart as he, when the predicted punishment arrives.’

Verse 10
‘SOME SHALL BE TAKEN AND OTHERS LEFT’
‘Nebuzar=adan … left of the poor of the people, which had nothing, in the land of Judah, and gave them vineyards and fields at the same time.’

Jeremiah 39:10
I. It is an ill wind that blows nobody good, and the sack of Jerusalem strangely blessed the poor.—Perhaps in the bosom of every judgment of heaven there lies an unexpected joy for somebody. The very poor were not carried off to Babylon. Here, at any rate, blessed were the poor. They received gifts of fields and grants of vineyards from Nebuchadrezzar’s captain who had been left in charge. Note, too, that Jeremiah was not made prisoner. Our chapter dwells in some detail on that. The Chaldeans had learned the burden of his prophecy, and they regarded the prophet as their friend. Word came to the city that he should be set at liberty. He was committed to the charge of a staunch and godly home. Perhaps Nebuchadrezzar thought the prophet would exult in the fulfilment of the doom that he had heralded. But it is one thing to be a messenger of sorrow and another to rejoice when sorrow comes. A prophet may be constrained of heaven to speak, yet suffer an agony when the speech proves true. It is never the man whose lips have been touched by God who can find pleasure in saying, ‘I told you so.’ So Jeremiah was not exultant now. His heart was desolate in a desolate city. He is pictured as sitting in the forsaken streets, or in the cave near the Damascus gate that still bears his name. It is now, if ever, that we find him in the ‘attitude of hopeless sorrow,’ that is attributed to him by Michael Angelo.

II. Note the second lesson from the sad story. Good intentions are not enough to save us.—If ever there was a man of good intentions, I think that King Zedekiah was that man. He was not a monarch who sinned with a high hand; his heart was in the right place, as we say. He meant well, when he resisted Babylonia. He meant well, when he rescued Jeremiah. Yet for all his well-meaning, here is his end—darkness and worse than death in Chaldea. We may have the best intentions, and still be castaways. Our hearts may respond to what is bright and good, and life may be a failure after all. From Zedekiah we should learn that courage is needed, and trust in God in the teeth of all appearance, if our path is to move into the perfect day.

III. Our weakness is certain to make others suffer.—I am sure that Zedekiah was proud of his bodyguard. It was a very gallant and devoted band. And he loved his sons. He would have fought to the death for them very gladly. He never wished them ill—but he was weak, and that cost them all their lives. And is not that the worst of weakness always? It involves in suffering our dearest and our best. For none of us can be untrue to God, nor can we halt or hesitate in our obedience, nor can we hearken to the baser voices, nor play the coward when the trumpet calls, but life will be made harder for our friend, and shadows will fall on lives we dearly love, and others will suffer because we are weak.

IV. We are doing God’s will when we little dream of it.—Do you think that when the Chaldeans took the city, they knew that Jehovah had foretold that doom? Do you think that they set themselves to work that judgment, because they felt it was the will of God? Chaldea had its own hopes and ends and purposes of vengeance; but behind all, we trace the Sovereign Will. Let us try to realise that in our lives. God is behind us when we dream not of it. We plan and toil, we prosper and we fail, but underneath are the everlasting arms. The Sovereign Will is working to its goal.

Illustration
‘Notice the beneficial purposes served by the seventy years of captivity in Babylon.

(i.) The tribes which had hitherto been divided under the rival kings of Israel and Judah lost sight of this mischievous distinction. When they returned, it was as a united people once more.

(ii.) By being scattered over the eastern empire, the Jews carried to far-off places the knowledge of the true God. The Books of Daniel and Esther, for example, show us that good missionary work was done by these exiles. There is that scattereth and yet increaseth. So the truth was spread at the beginnings of Christianity (Acts 8:1).

(iii.) This destruction of Jerusalem, and the consequent breaking up of the privileged classes, went far to renew the blood of Israel. The old families were separated, and marriages became possible which would otherwise never have been thought of.

(iv.) Better than all, idolatry received its death blow. Never again did the people return to it. A severe remedy was the fall of the city, the banishment of the people, the shattering for a time of national life. But all was justified if only idolatry was stopped. The first commandment now, as always, is, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and Him only shalt thou serve.’
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Verse 6
LOST SHEEP
‘My people have been lost sheep.’

Jeremiah 50:6
I. The sheep which wanders follows the wayward tendency of its nature.—It has none of the strong instinct of affection which binds some animals to their master and other animals to their home. And is there not in me, from the earliest beginnings of conscious life, an inclination to disobey?

II. The sheep which strays is in imminent danger.—The precipice, the parched wilderness, the wolf, the robber—these perils confront it. And I, too—ah! mine are more grievous hazards still. The way of transgressors is hard—hard in the meanwhile—and hopelessly dark and sorrowful in the long hereafter.

III. The sheep which departs cannot find its path home again.—More and more bewildered it becomes, more and more undone. It is lost in saddest truth. And it is not otherwise with me. I cannot redeem my bankrupt soul.

IV. How I should rejoice that there is a restoring Shepherd!
Illustration
‘He took me on His shoulder,

And tenderly He kissed me.

He bade my love be bolder,

And said how He had missed me;

And I’m sure I heard Him say,

As He went along His way,

“O, silly souls! come near Me,

My sheep should never fear Me,

I am the Shepherd true.”’
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Verse 64
‘INTO THE BOTTOM, AS A STONE’
‘Thus shall Babylon sink.’

Jeremiah 51:64
I. In every age of the world Babylon has had its counterpart.—Babel’s tower cast its shadow over the primitive races of mankind. Over against Israel, Nineveh; over against Jerusalem, Babylon; over against the Church, Rome; over against the New Jerusalem, Babylon the Great; over against the Bride of the Lamb, the scarlet woman, riding upon the beast. Wherever God has built His Kingdom, the devil has counterfeited it with his travesty.

II. Jeremiah comforted his heart, amid the desolations that fell thick and heavily on his beloved fatherland, by anticipating the inevitable doom of the oppressor.—And his words, read amid the exiles of Babylon, as they hanged their harps upon the willows, inspired them with faith and hope. In the same way, throughout the persecutions of the empire, when paganism made ten awful efforts to stamp out Christianity, and afterwards, when the Roman Catholic Church endeavoured to extinguish the true light of the Gospel—the suffering children of God have turned to the Book of the Apocalypse to read the doom of that anti-Christian power, which under the guise of papalism or paganism has always set itself against God. Her doom is assured. As Seraiah cast a stone into the Euphrates, so a strong angel casts a great millstone into the sea, saying: ‘Thus, with a mighty fall, is Babylon, the great city, cast down, and shall be found no more.’ Then shall be heard the voice of a great multitude, as the voice of many waters, saying, ‘Hallelujah! for the Lord our God, the Almighty, reigneth.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘When we wish to preserve an archive safely, we deposit it in a record-office where it is kept in a dry place that no moisture may get to it. Seraiah throws his book-roll into the waters of the Euphrates, which must wash it away, dissolve and destroy it. But this was of no account. The main point was that he, Seraiah, as representative of the holy nation, had taken solemn stock of the word of God against Babylon, and as it were taken God at His word, and reminded Him of it. In this manner the matter was laid up in the most enduring and safest archive that could be imagined; it was made a case of honour with the omniscient and omnipotent God. Such matters can, however, neither be forgotten, nor remain in dead silence, nor be neglected. They must be brought to such an end as the honour of God requires.’

(2) ‘The main thought of the picture is that no dead or living wall can save Babylon, for the Lord, the Righteous Recompenser, has determined upon its fall. The dead wall of Babylon will not avail, because the Lord will send destroyers, as first expressed in Jeremiah 51:53. In the following verses the fulfilment of this declaration is exhibited: great noise is heard from Babylon (Jeremiah 51:54). Whence comes this? Hence, that the Lord has begun the work of destruction on Babylon—destroying both the great masses (Jeremiah 51:55) and the élite of the population. His justice requires this (Jeremiah 51:56). Substantially the same thought closes the discourse as began it, and both the beginning and conclusion appear as the verba ipsissima of Jehovah, so that in form also the end reverts to the beginning. The princes and wise men of Babylon may be designated as its living wall. They shall be made drunk with the cup of Jehovah’s wrath, and sleep an everlasting sleep (Jeremiah 51:57). The dead wall, with its lofty gates, shall be subjected to fire, so that it will be made manifest that the immense work, the fruit of the labour of many nations, was achieved in vain, to be consumed by fire (Jeremiah 51:58).’

(3) ‘We may assume that this journey of Zedekiah was the occasion of the prophecy against Babylon. For homage, if not the only object, was certainly one of the objects, of the journey, and it therefore involved a deep disgrace to the theocracy. How fitting it was that the prophet should make use of this journey to furnish the medal with an appropriate reverse. While the king of Judah, in view of all, was casting himself in homage before the throne of the Chaldean king, Seraiah was to cast a roll in the Euphrates, on which was recorded as a Divine decree the destruction of Babylon and deliverance of Israel.’

(4) ‘Israel was founded on everlasting foundations, even God’s word and promise. The sins of the people brought about that it was laid low in the dust, but not without hope of a better resurrection. Babylon, on the other hand, must perish for ever, for in it is the empire of evil come to its highest bloom. Jeremiah owns the nothingness of all worldly kingdoms, since they are all under this national order to serve only for a time. We are to be subject to them and seek their welfare for the sake of the souls of men, whom God is educating therein; a Christian, however, cannot be enthusiastic for them after the manner of the ancient heathen nor of ancient Israel, for here we have no abiding city, our citizenship is in heaven. The kingdoms of this world are no sanctuaries for us, and we supplicate their continuance only with the daily bread of the fourth petition. Jeremiah applies many words and figures to Babylon which he has already used in the judgments on other nations, thus to intimate that in Babylon all the heathenism of the world culminates, and that here also must be the greatest anguish. What, however, is here declared of Babylon must be fulfilled again on all earthly powers in so far as, treading in its footprints, they take flesh for their arm and regard the material of this world as power, whether they be called states or churches.’

(5) ‘God remembers His people. They, too, suffer from the results of their sins. And as they hear of all that has befallen greater nations than themselves they may well fear that their own fate will no less be irremediable and final. If the great kingdom of Babylon is to receive its death-wound, from which it must slowly bleed to death, what hope can there be for Israel, captive in Babylon, while Canaan lies waste? To such fears God speaks words of tender comfort and reassurance. “Fear not thou, neither be dismayed; I will make a full end of all the nations, but I will not make a full end of thee; I will not leave thee unpunished, but will correct thee in measure; I will save thee from afar.” Oh, blessed words! If we have become the children of God by faith in Jesus, if God has ever entered into covenant with our souls, if He has taken us to be His and to give us His best—then, though we suffer chastisement, we shall not be overwhelmed by it: though we are corrected, diminished, and brought low, God will not make a full end of us: though we are pruned, we shall not be cut down to the ground. We may look out on the irretrievable disasters which overtake the ungodly with a quiet mind, for God will keep whispering in our hearts, “Fear not, I will save thee from the land of thy captivity.”’
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