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Jeremiah: Prophet on the Edge
The God Who Speaks
We take it for granted that God speaks. But HOW does he do this and WHAT does he say?
First, the HOW in
•

Jeremiah:

God does not literally have a mouth, of course.

We are using anthropomorphic language,

human words to help us understand how someone in some ways so different communicates
with us.

•

Jeremiah tells us a great deal about the 'how' of this – God speaks through what we see; through
His creation; through events and the behaviour of unlikely people (like Nebuchadnezzar!);
through His thoughts that come into our hearts and minds. But, first and foremost, he speaks
through what we have written in our Bibles, our scriptures, including a prophecy like

And now the WHAT in

Jeremiah:

•

God is in control, He is sovereign.

•

God cares deeply about social justice, for the poor and the disadvantaged.

•

God gets angry about evil and defiance in humanity, and in particular in His own people.

•

God is broken-hearted by the faithlessness of humanity, and in particular His own people.

•

God's heart reaches out in love and grace, so there is huge hope for the future.

•

God discomforts the comfortable and comforts the discomforted!

HOW - through what we see (1:11-16; 18:1-11)
The Hebrew word for “almond tree” (1:11) literally means
'watcher tree', the tree that 'watches' for spring. The winter
of God's judgment would come to an end, God said to

Jeremiah; there was hope of new life for the future.
Jeremiah also saw a “boiling pot” (1:13) tilting badly from the
north on an open fire. If its contents spilt, anyone in the way

would be badly burnt. How much more badly would God's
people be damaged by the Babylonian invasion soon to
sweep down from the north, scalding everything in its way.
As

Jeremiah's.

Jeremiah watched “the potter” with his “clay” (18:1-4), he

had a vivid picture of how God shapes the destiny of His
people. He is in control but He is also open to changing His
mind, depending on how the “clay” responds.

Almond Tree

HOW – through His creation (32:1-44)
Things could not have been more desperate: Jerusalem

was about to fall to Nebuchadnezzar's besieging army
and

Jeremiah was in prison for prophesying defeat.

What an extraordinary moment for God to tell him to
spend money on buying a field!

Jeremiah was making a

remarkable gesture of faith in a far-distant future
when God would restore His people and land would
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HOW

–

through

people (27:5-7)

events

and

unlikely

One of the most remarkable things God said
to

Jeremiah was to describe Nebuchadnezzar

as “my servant” (25:5-7). By his reshaping of
the map of the Middle East, this brutal tyrant
was doing God's will. Really?? Are the likes of

Presidents Putin and Xi and Kim Yong Un
doing the same today or does this only apply

to what God allowed to happen in the past to
His people?
We tend to apply our faith to ourselves as
individuals and not to think big about God's
purposes in history. But, in the words of an
old hymn, 'God is working His purpose out, As

year succeeds to year.'

again have value.

How on earth did he find the faith to do this? Because

he looked up to the awesome power of the God of
creation: “Ah Lord God!

It is you who made the

heavens and the earth by your great power and by
your outstretched arm! Nothing is too hard for you.”
(32:17)

We do the same when we sing the second verse of
'How great Thou art':

'When through the woods and forest glades I wander
And hear the birds sing sweetly in the trees;
When I look down from lofty mountain grandeur
And hear the brook and feel the gentle breeze:
'Then sings my soul, my Saviour God, to Thee:
How great Thou art, how great Thou art!
Then sings my soul, my Saviour God, to Thee:
How great Thou art, how great Thou art! '

HOW -through our Bibles (1:1-10)
”My Words in Your Mouth” (1:9)
These profound words give us a deep insight into
the nature of our Bible: “the words of Jeremiah”
were

also

“the

word

of

the

Lord”

(1:1-2).

Centuries later Peter said something very similar:

“Men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke
from God” (2 Pet 1:21).
The Bible's books are written in very different
styles: poetry and prose, proverb and prophecy,
biography and history, all of which we find in

Jeremiah.

The Bible's books are written by very

different people: kings and peasants, priests and
prophets,

Jews

and

Gentiles,

managers

and

visionaries. But “the Holy Spirit” is the author of it
all.
When an orchestra plays a Beethoven symphony,
there

is

one

composer

but

many

instruments. So it is with our Bible.

different
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Now let's turn from HOW God speaks to WHAT he says.
And then we'll need to think about the SO WHAT: when God speaks, he expects us to take
notice – and to do something about it.

“Be doers of the word and not merely hearers who deceive themselves” (James 1:22).

Potter's Wheel

God is Sovereign, He is in Control
Pottery is wonderfully creative: the potter can
change his mind about the final shape of the clay
while he is working.

One of God's favourite

metaphors for Himself is that of a potter. We first

meet it in Gen 2:7, where the clay is human beings,

but in Jer 18:1-11 the clay is God's nation and
people of Israel.

God Cares Deeply about Social Justice, for

This raises at least two interesting questions:

•

•

How does this apply today? Although it's
clear that God also shapes the destiny of
nations other than Israel for good or ill
(18:7-10), it could be argued that the
church is now our nearest equivalent to
God's Old Testament people. We need to
acknowledge that God's shaping of our
church may be very uncomfortable if we
fail to listen and obey.
Does God change His mind? (18:4-11).
This is quite a puzzling question, as the

Bible seems to give us two different
answers:



In

Gen

18:16-33,

Abraham

appears to haggle with God in an

the Poor and the Disadvantaged (7:3-7)

3Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel:
Amend your ways and your doings, and let me

dwell with you[a] in this place. 4 Do not trust in
these deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of

the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of

the Lord.’ 5 For if you truly amend your ways and
your doings, if you truly act justly one with

another, 6 if you do not oppress the alien, the
orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in
this place, and if you do not go after other gods
to your own hurt, 7 then I will dwell with you in
this place, in the land that I gave of old to your
ancestors for ever and ever.

1.

In what ways might we be in danger of

effort to persuade him to change

repeating words like “the temple of the

His mind about the destruction of

Lord” and not 'amending.. our doings'?

Sodom and Gomorrah; and it looks
as if God agrees.



Then in James 1:17 we read that

2.

society in

whom there is no variation or
shadow due to change”.

supporting them and treating them with

Jeremiah's

dignity? How fairly do we share wealth in
our society?

don't have to choose between an 'either' and an
'or'. Yes, the potter is always in control of the clay

but he may change his mind about the final shape

3.

God is free to change His mind if He

(Brueggemann).

He has 'responsive sovereignty'

In what ways are we in danger of
shedding “innocent blood”?

and nature of the pot depending on how the clay
so chooses.

Jeremiah's day. Who are their

equivalents today? How good are we at

metaphor of the potter and his clay suggests we

'responds'.

“The alien, the orphan, and the widow”
were the most vulnerable members of

God is “the Father of lights, with

So what are we to make of this?

Living justly starts with honest worship.

4.

To what extent do we worship the gods
of materialism, consumerism and social
media?

What does 'knowing God' actually mean in practice?
Here is the Lord's definition in

Jeremiah: “He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well. Is

not this to know me? says the Lord” (22:16)
Are we shocked by this? If not, perhaps we should be. 'Knowing God' is not about having spiritual 'highs'
in worship or belonging to a good Life Group or engaging in uplifting Bible study and prayer. All good in
themselves of course but not, according to the Lord in Jeremiah first and foremost what 'knowing Him' is
about. Wow – food for much thought...

Next week our topic will be
of the WHAT in

'The God Who Feels' . This will include looking at four more aspects

Jeremiah:

•

God gets angry about evil and defiance in humanity, and in particular in His own people.

•

God is broken-hearted by the faithlessness of humanity, and in particular His own people.

•

God's heart reaches out in love and grace, so there is huge hope for the future.

•

God discomforts the comfortable and comforts the discomforted!

But as we finish it's important to reflect again on what

Jeremiah has to teach us about how we view the

Bible today.

HOW and WHAT – for us now (36:1-32)
The dramatic story in ch 36 is well worth reading right
through.
It reminds us of HOW our Bible has reached us.

Jeremiah lived in a largely oral culture, one in which
people's memories for what they heard were much
better than ours today. But something very important,

to be remembered and acted upon long into the
future, would be written down. Very often this would
be done by a professional scribe, someone like Baruch

Jeremiah's words at Jeremiah's
instruction, just as Jeremiah was acting on God's
who

wrote

down

instruction (36:1-4).

HOW and WHAT – for us now
How do we respond to the story in ch 36? It is
rather too easy to dismiss Jehoiakim's behaviour

As before, “the words of

Jeremiah” are “the words of the Lord” (36:10; 6, 8, 11).
“The words of Jeremiah” were then read before King

as the kind of thing done under strongly anti-

Jehoiakim (36:20-26).

Korea.

Or maybe we think of militant atheists

wrote in the opposite direction to us), the king cut

sometimes politely ignore or hurry past the bits

fire that was warming him on a cold winter's day. He

difficult?

it with utter contempt.

Christian regimes like those in China and North
like Richard Dawkins.

But how often do we

of the Bible we find too challenging or too
Food for thought...

listening to God (25:4-7)?
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Are we really

As the papyrus scroll was

unrolled and read from right to left (the Hebrews
each section off with a penknife and threw it into the
disliked WHAT he was hearing that much and treated
Spare a thought for poor Baruch who had to write it all
out again, with “many similar words” added (36:32)!

