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A “DECEITFUL BROOK?”
Jeremiah 15:15-21; Matthew 16:21-28

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

August 28, 2011


What are your favorite names for God?  “Father?”  “Shepherd?”  “Rock?”  “Lord?”
Those are some of the names that you will find on wall hanging, plaques, and the like if you walk down the aisles of a store that specializes in Christian products.  But if sometime you find yourself in such a store, try asking the clerk this question: Do you have any inspirational posters or embroidered cushions that say, “Truly you are to me, O God, like a deceitful brook, like waters that fail”?


“Deceitful brook” – hardly the stuff of inspirational bumper stickers.  But that is the metaphor that Jeremiah uses in verse 18 here.  
What Jeremiah has in mind is the stream bed that you find in desert country such as in ancient Israel, or in the southwestern United States: a stream bed that may carry a torrent of water right after a rainstorm, but which can just as often be bone dry.  How heartbreaking for a traveler in dry land to follow a map to a place that is supposed to be a good source of water – only to find it all dried up – that the waters have indeed failed.  What a contrasting image Jeremiah uses to the one he used right after he was called as a young man to be a prophet for God.  Back in Jeremiah 2, he said that God was like a fountain of “living water” (2:13), in other words, a dependable source for an endless supply of water.


“Deceitful brook” – who is Jeremiah and why does he feel like God is failing him?


Of all of the prophets in the Old Testament, we probably know the most about Jeremiah.  He was called as a young man to serve as a prophet in a tumultuous time in Judah’s history.  His career spanned nearly 40 years and overlapped the fall of Judah to Babylon and the exile of its leaders by the Babylonians.  He spoke out against oppression of the poor and corruption in civil courts and religious practices.  He decried the alliances his king was making, and even spoke in support of the conquering Babylonians.  He did what God wanted him to do and spoke what God wanted him to speak.  What was his reward?

Not much in the way of joy and happiness: “I did not sit in the company of merrymakers, nor did I rejoice,” he reminds God in verse 17.  For what Jeremiah has done for Judah and for God, he has not received much in the way of public respect and admiration.  Indeed, it has been just the opposite: he has been considered unpatriotic, a traitor to his country and to his religion.  He has not even received much in the way of support from his friends and family.  He has remained single, those in his own hometown sought his life (11:21), and his extended family joined in the conspiracy against him.


No wonder he questions God.  “Why me, why this? he, in effect, asks.   “You have let me down” he cries out to God.

Why is Jeremiah 15 in our Bible and one of the texts to be read in worship today?  What possibly can we learn from today from the case of this apparently burnt-out prophet?


First, true prayer is honest prayer.

Of course, few, if any, or us will ever know what it feels like to be a Jeremiah – to be given a tough job by God and be branded as a traitor and threatened with death because of that particular divine calling.  There are Christians across the globe who do know exactly what Jeremiah is facing here in Jeremiah 15 because they too have risked ostracism, arrest, and even death for trying to be faithful in life-threatening circumstances.  But even here, even now, in our more sheltered lives, we may well face times when we doubt God’s goodness, or even feel, like Jeremiah, that God is unreliable.  Then we will do well to read and remember Jeremiah 15.

Phillip Yancey retells the story of a man who was in the last stages of cancer and spent a night of ranting, raving, and swearing at God.  “The following morning he felt dreadful.  He imagined that his chance of eternal life had now been lost forever, and that God would never forgive one who had so cursed and abused him.”  He shared that guilt and new despair with his hospital chaplain.

The chaplain asked him, “What do you think is the opposite of love?


The man replied, “Hate.”


“No,” the chaplain replied.  “The opposite of love is indifference.  You have not been indifferent to God, or you would never have spent the night talking to him, honestly telling him what was in your heart and mind.  Do you know the Christian word that describes what you have been doing?”


“No,” the man replied.


“The word is ‘prayer.’  You have spent the night praying.”


There are a lot of Christians who think it is wrong to ever question God, even in the privacy of prayer.  To do so, they think, is sacrareligious, or shows a fatal lack of faith.  But if we think that, we have not been paying attention to the Bible.


Because lament and questioning is a part of prayers and the Scriptures.  Look at the Psalms: “How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?” (13:1).  Or, “My tears have been my food day and night, while people say tome continually, ‘Where is your God?’” (42:3)  Listen to Job when he interrogates and challenges the Almighty.  Pay attention to Jesus who agonizes in the Garden of Gethsemane, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me,” and cries out on the cross, “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?!”  Jeremiah has plenty of company.

The opposite of faith is not doubt or silent resignation, but indifference.  True faith, true prayer honestly shares our questions and doubts with God because deep down we believe that God should be good and God is listening.  
Four weeks after he lost his ten year-old daughter to cancer, John Claypool stood in the pulpit and talked about what was getting him through his ordeal.  It was not silent submission or resignation:  “There is more honest faith in an act of questioning than in the act of silent submission, for implicit in the very asking is the faith that some light can be given.  This is why I found such help in a letter I received from [another pastor who admitted he had no answers but who said] ‘I fall back on the idea that our God has a lot to given an account for.’”

Claypool went on to say in that sermon, “At no point in [the Bible] is there ever an indication that God wants us to remain like rocks or even like little infants in our relationship to him.  He wants us to become mature sons and daughters, which means that he holds us responsible for our actions and expects us to hold him responsible for his!”

The opposite of faith is not doubt, but indifference.  Much is made of various prominent atheists who in their books or talks debate the logical underpinnings of faith, or even make fun of faith.  But they are not the greatest threats to faith.  The greatest threats to faith, whether on a college campus, in the workplace, or in the home, is the indifference that does not really deny the existence of God but which just makes God irrelevant.  Whether it is parties or academics, jobs or relationships, other things take on more importance and God is relegated to the margins of our life - like the fire extinguisher put under lock and key and reserved only for emergencies at best.  The greatest danger to faith is not intellectual attack but neglect.

True prayer is honest prayer because true prayer is not just piling up pious phrases to a distant and unknown God; it is instead conversation to the God we care about, and want to be reliable and good.  If true prayer is honest prayer, in the toughest of times as well as in the best of times, then there is a place in our prayers, as in our faith, for wrestling with God and even challenging God out of our anger and anguish.  “Truly, you are to me like a deceitful brook, like waters that fail.”  There is a time and place for Jeremiah’s prayer.  
But second, we need to pay attention to God’s response to Jeremiah’s anguished prayer.  God does not rebuke Jeremiah.  But that does not mean that God gives Jeremiah what he wants.

God does not give Jeremiah an explanation.  There is no answer as to why Jeremiah has had to go through all of this struggle and suffering.  We will never get all of the answers that we want from God.  But we will always get what we need – a way to withstand the struggles and challenges we face.  As George Buttrick once observed, “life is essentially a series of events to be borne and lived through rather than intellectual riddles to be played with and solved.”
  
Neither does God give Jeremiah an escape.  There is an easier way for Jeremiah – to give the people what they want – and not what they need or what God wants.  Or an even easier way would be for Jeremiah to quit – accept his gold watch, stay away from all controversy and retire to an easier way of life at home.
But God has no plans for throwing Jeremiah a retirement party.  He still has a job for Jeremiah to do: “If you utter what is precious, and not what is worthless, you shall serve as my mouth.”  If Jeremiah has been knocked off his horse, God dusts him off, but God doesn’t simply say, “Oh you poor thing, come over here and sit beside me and rest.”  No, he tells Jeremiah to get back up on the horse.  God says to Jeremiah, “go back and be my prophet, go back into the fray, but go knowing that I will be with you and will make sure that you will prevail no matter what you may face.”

In the same way, God says to us, “no matter what happens, do not quit.”  The greatest danger about doubt is not that we may get angry with God, or that we have to admit that we have more questions than answers.  The greatest danger about doubt is that we get paralyzed and fail to act.  According to Jeremiah 15, God is not worried about Jeremiah’s angry and challenging words.  God is worried that Jeremiah will stop doing what God wants him to do – not only for Jeremiah’s sake but for the sake of all his people.

There was once a young girl named Agnes.  She believed.  She not only believed – she was on fire.  She wrote in her journal that she wanted to “love Jesus as he has never been loved before.”  She knew Jesus was with her and had a strong sense that he was with her.  She felt called by Jesus to become a missionary, and she left home and did what Jesus wanted her to do.

And then it seemed that God left her.  “Where is my faith?” she wondered.  “Even deep down there is nothing but emptiness and darkness…My God, how painful is this unknown pain,” she wrote in her journal.
But she continued to serve, continued to obey God, continued to live out her call – and continued to wrestle with doubt and with God.  Her doubts did not paralyze her and what great things God did in and through Agnes, who is better known as Mother Teresa.

We may not have the call of Mother Teresa or Jeremiah, but we can learn from their examples.  That our doubts do not disqualify us from serving God.  And neither does our anger at God.  For doubts come with faith, and anger comes with love.  The only way to escape either is to be indifferent or give up.

When God calls us in faith, God does not promise us all the answers we want or all of the peace and prosperity that we think we need.  But God promises to be with us from the beginning to the end, and God promises to deliver us “out of the hand of the wicked” and redeem us “from the grasp of the ruthless.”

These are the promises of God for the people of God.  And God keeps God’s promises.

A deceitful brook?  Hardly.  Jeremiah was right the first time.  What God is, is an endless fountain that flows from the empty tomb.
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