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 During our walk through the Old Testament, we have been listening to the voice 

of the prophets who speak for God during the centuries in between the strong monarchy 

during the reigns of King David and Solomon and the decline, division and eventual 

dissolution of the Kingdom.  Last week, we heard from Isaiah who – in the midst of 

threats of foreign invasion: Assyria on one side and Egypt on the other – offered a future 

vision of peace: a day when their instruments of war would be transformed into tools of 

planting, growing and feeding. 

Jeremiah comes along about a century after Isaiah. The Assyrian threat had fizzled 

out, but now it is the Babylonians who are breathing down Israel’s neck.  This time, 

things will not end well for the Judeans; for eventually the Babylonians will besiege, 

conquer and destroy Jerusalem; most of the Hebrew leaders will be exiled to Babylon, 

and even Jeremiah himself will be taken to Egypt. 

Jeremiah was raised in the village of Anathoth, in the home of a retired priests, 

and so he would have been immersed in their habits and conversations.  Because of this 

background, Jeremiah’s life would have – from an early age – been centered on service to 

God.  So, when he reflects on what made him a prophet, on how he was chosen by God, 

his conviction is particularly strong: “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you; 

before you were born I consecrated you. I appointed you a prophet to the nations.” (1:5) 

Jeremiah was known to God before his birth, even before his conception; that his calling 

comes from God is certain.1 

Jeremiah is called to confront a corrupt political system and an immoral society 

that didn’t really want to hear what he had to say. And he would pay dearly for his 

willingness to speak the truth; for bringing God’s word to the people of Israel, Jeremiah 

would be beaten, imprisoned and thrown in a well.  And on top of the physical suffering 

he endured, he would agonize over a nation that refused to respond to the salvation that 

God was offering. 

And yet, at the time of his calling, Jeremiah pleads that he is too young, and not 

able to adequately communicate God’s word.  In this way, Jeremiah’s calling echoes the 

story line of Moses, who also pleads to God that he is not equipped or qualified for the 

task.  From these two examples, we recognize that to speak prophetically is to follow 

God into a calling that one would not necessarily have chosen; saying and doing things 

                                                           
1 John Holbert, “God’s Odd Choice” 



that might anger one’s neighbors, things that, though supported by God, will only be seen 

as fruitful later on, after trials and tribulations have passed.  It is no wonder that Moses 

and Jeremiah hesitated when summoned. 

God calls Jeremiah, appointing him “over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up 

and pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” (1:10) As the 

remainder of the Book of Jeremiah will show, the prophet’s life and ministry would be 

every bit as harsh and difficult as the words of God’s choosing.  But all Jeremiah can do 

is what each of us who are called by God can do: that is, trust that we have been equipped 

for the work at hand and that God will stay true to the promise made here to Jeremiah but 

made equally for all of us: I am with you. God promises to stay with those who are 

chosen even across difficult times, and even (or perhaps especially) though the hardships 

that come are precisely because you are faithful to the calling God issues.2 

From their beginning, Israel had been called to be a people and a nation that 

existed for more than just themselves: they were meant to be a light to the nations; 

revealing the mercy, love and power of God to those within and beyond the borders of 

the Promised Land. As the prophet Micah reminded them, the Israelites were required to 

“do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with (their) God.” (6:8)  

From a very young age, even before he was born, Jeremiah was called to speak 

words of truth to the people of Israel.  As Jeremiah grew older, he began to understand 

what was going on around him.  He saw the foreigner, the widow and the orphan being 

abandoned.  He saw people rejecting God’s way of love and replacing it with a twisted 

sense of self-love. The people of Israel had fallen into the trap of living for just 

themselves. 

Instead of honoring what God had set forth from the beginning – which is to love 

God with all that you are and to love others with all that you have – the people of Israel 

instead chose to perform rites and rituals that they believed would put them in good 

standing with God.  Worship in the Temple was becoming a means of hording blessings 

while ignoring those who were suffering in their own communities.3 

The people of Jeremiah’s day believed that because God had made a covenant 

with them, and given them a land to live in, that the monarchy of King David’s line 

would continue forever, and no foreign nation could defeat them.  They placed their hope 

in things other than God; they looked out for themselves, but ignored the needs of the 

neediest, still believing that God would bless them for their piety and fancy words.  Is it 

any wonder that Jeremiah called the Temple a “den of robbers;” (7:11) or that, centuries 

later, Jesus would use the same language while turning over the tables of the money-

changers? 
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 And so, Jeremiah is sent to the gate of the Temple with a word for worshippers.  

God is asking them to amend their ways and let the Lord come and dwell with them in 

the Temple.  Just saying, “this is the Temple of the Lord” (7:4) doesn’t make it true if 

their actions outside of the Temple do not match their commitments made inside.  Just 

like today, using religious language or performing sacred rituals does not mean that God 

will look past what goes on in the rest of our lives.  God is not interested in a religion that 

only takes place in the Temple, or only on the Sabbath; instead, God requires justice, 

kindness, and humility in all parts of our lives. 

 This is why being chosen by God is at the same time both an incredible blessing 

and an all-encompassing responsibility.  Jeremiah’s calling was to pluck up, pull down, 

destroy and overthrow; and only then to build and to plant.  His prophetic words would 

be received not as good news; especially not for those who were certain about their place 

of favor with God, who believed that their religious rituals served as a guarantee of God’s 

blessing for them and for the fate of their nation. 

 And yet, Jeremiah will go on to provide some of the most important images and 

words for a nation and a people that see their confidence and their reality shaken to its 

core.  When the Temple is destroyed by the Assyrians and many of the Israelites are 

removed from their land and into exile, the realization begins to sink in that they have 

failed to listen to the warnings of prophets like Micah, Isaiah and Jeremiah; that they 

have ignored the cries of the needy and have therefore failed to live up to their historical 

call to be a light to the nations. 

 In chapter 18, Jeremiah shares a vision of going to the Potter’s House, where he 

watches the clay being formed and reformed; pulled down before being built up again. 

We can interpret this to mean that though Israel has disobeyed God’s commands, they 

will have a future; God is not done with them yet. 

 In chapter 29, Jeremiah speaks directly to the Israelites who have been carried off 

into exile, exhorting them to embrace the place where they have been sent: “Build houses 

and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce…Seek the welfare of the city 

where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you 

will find your welfare.” (29:5, 7) Making a life in the place where you live may not seem 

radical to us, but for God’s people in exile, Jeremiah’s instructions could not have been 

more unexpected.  Sometimes, our mission is simply to proclaim that there is good news 

in this place; that God indeed is at work in our everyday expressions of justice, kindness 

and humility.4 
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 That is why, as a church, it is so important to be engaged in our neighborhood, in 

the place were God has planted us, so that we might proclaim the good news that God is 

indeed here.  This is why we bring food for those who are hungry, and donate mittens and 

socks to those who will be out in the cold, and place cards on the angel tree so that some 

of our neighbors might have Christmas gifts to share.  Our welfare is tied up with our 

neighbors’ welfare, and caring for each other is often the best way to care for ourselves. 

 Jeremiah borrows from the Psalms one of the most powerful images for a 

congruent life: one where our Temple worship is consistent with the way we speak and 

act in the remainder of our lives. “Blessed are those who trust in the Lord,” Jeremiah 

says. “They shall be like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream.” 

(17:8) Writing for a people thirsty for justice that rolls down like rushing waters in the 

desert of their exile, Jeremiah reminds them that a tree can bear visible fruit only when its 

underground, invisible root system is well-nourished.  It is by trusting God – and not our 

own resources or particular circumstances – that we can find our welfare. “Our vitality 

depends on a root system beneath the surface, tying us to one another and connecting us 

to the deeper waters of God’s sustaining presence.”5 

 Each of us have been chosen by God.  I would argue that, like Jeremiah, God has 

been at work in our lives from a time even before we were born.  Not all of us are called 

to be prophets with our voices, and certainly not everyone has been called to get up and 

go to a different place.  Instead, we are called to live congruent lives: where our 

commitments in worship carry over to the rest of our lives; and where we find our 

welfare in the places where we have been planted, where our roots reach out to find 

living water.   

Chosen by God, we therefore place our trust in God who has been at work in us all 

our life long, planting us in a world that – though it may be changing around us – is still 

nourished by an underground stream of living water.  We are each called to plant and to 

build, and thus to bear the good fruit of justice, kindness and humility.  Amen. 
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