Jeremiah 28.5-9
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Today’s Old Testament lesson from Jeremiah challenges the preacher almost as much as the congregation. It consists of a mere five verses, chopped out of context, starting in the middle of a conversation between two people, at least one of whom I’ll wager you’ve never even heard of.  My task is to help you make sense of this passage and feel its significance. To do this, I’ll first give the scene an historical and political setting, and then explore its religious significance.

First, the broad historical context. In round figures, there was a Jewish state based at Jerusalem from 1,000 BC, when it was set up by King David, until 100 AD when it was destroyed by the Romans. Just about the middle of that period — in the 500s BC — there was a major disaster, when the king of Babylon destroyed Jerusalem and took all the leading citizens into exile for 70 years. This became the defining event of Jewish history — more so even than the Exodus from Egypt — and it was the occasion of Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry.

Second, consider the immediate political context. Babylon became a regional superpower about 600 BC by defeating the Assyrian empire; and Egypt, whose own influence had been eclipsed by those same Assyrians centuries before, saw a chance to regain its former dominance. It tried to build an alliance with smaller neighbours like Judah against the new power. With the benefit of hindsight we know the plan was doomed to failure; but the puppet king whom the Babylonians had installed in Jerusalem did not know that. He was tempted to join the Egyptians as a way to regain his own independence. So he turned to his religious advisers — the prophets — for advice, and this is the context of the argument between Jeremiah and Hananiah in this morning’s OT lesson.

Given this background to the scene, we still need to identify the religious message of the reading. You don’t come to church for a lecture on ancient history and politics; they are needed only to help us to understand the religious question at the heart of the passage from Jeremiah, which is this: who has the authority to speak in God’s name? Or, to put the same point more generally: faced with any big decision, how can humans know for certain what God wants them to do?

The two characters in our reading — Jeremiah and Hananiah — are both prophets, both trying to influence the decision of the Jewish king by claiming to speak “in the name of the Lord”. But they are giving diametrically opposed advice. Jeremiah, who is an independent figure and something of a maverick, has long believed that the invasion of his country by the Babylonians is God’s judgement on his own people — and especially their leaders — for failing live the righteous lives demanded by the Ten Commandments and the Law of Moses. In a whole string of pronouncements he has told the people in God’s name to accept defeat, take their  punishment (70 years of exile) and then God will restore the nation.

Hananiah, on the other hand, is a paid temple official, and he tells the king to go on fighting. He is convinced that the partial exile into Babylon that took place the year before is just a short-term setback, and that an anti-Babylonian alliance with Egypt will be the way to reverse the earlier defeat: “Thus says the Lord … within two years I will bring back to this place all the vessels of the Lord’s house … and all the exiles from Judah who went into Babylon.” Those are the words of Hananiah to which Jeremiah responds in the opening sentence of our Old Testament lesson; so now — at long last — we can perhaps make sense of what we had read to us.

Jeremiah is speaking publicly to Hananiah somewhere in the temple, and at first he appears to be strangely conciliatory: “Amen! May the Lord do so; may the Lord fulfil the words that you have prophesied …” It may be that he is just being sarcastic, but equally he could have been telling the truth. Although Jeremiah has gone down in history as the classic “prophet of doom”, it is clear that he did not enjoy this role, and in many places he begs God to leave him alone and not keep demanding that he declares these unpalatable truths, foretelling defeat and disaster, which always get him into trouble with the authorities.

Be that as it may, whether he truly wishes a speedy end to the exile or not, Jeremiah immediately makes an appeal to history to make it clear to Hananiah that he does not believe it will happen: “But listen now to this word that I speak in your hearing …The prophets who preceded you and me from ancient times prophesied war, famine, and pestilence against many countries and great kingdoms.” And — so he implies — they were right to do so. It would be nice to prophesy peace, but God has already used Jeremiah to condemn false prophets who “have treated the wound of my people carelessly, saying ‘Peace, peace’, when there is no peace” (see Jeremiah 6.14; 8.11).

Yet there are prophets none-the-less who — like Hananiah — bring an encouraging message, and this morning’s lesson ended with Jeremiah’s advice on how to deal with them: “As for the prophet who prophesies peace, when the word of that prophet comes true, then it will be known that the Lord has truly sent the prophet.” In other words, “Believe it when you see it, not before.” 

Which brings us back to what I identified as the key religious question posed by this passage: who has the authority to speak in God’s name? Faced with incompatible choices, how can we know for certain what God wants us to do? In the case we have been studying, the king chose to follow Hananiah and go ahead with the Egyptian alliance, which as Jeremiah had foretold led to total disaster, the destruction of Jerusalem and 70 years of exile. But from where the king stood, there simply was no objective way to choose between the rival claims: Jeremiah had a track record of prophesying disasters that seemed not to happen, and learning with hindsight that this time he was right offered no help at the time.

So what about us? How can we know for certain what God wants us to do? The lesson I draw is that we can’t; we cannot ever know for certain in any situation what is the right or the best or the God-willed choice to make. But there are two things we can do and that we should do.

The first is to strive always to live what the old Prayer Book called “a godly, righteous and sober life”. By making all the small and seemingly unimportant choices in a consciously Christian way, by always being faithful in the small things, we shall develop an habitual tendency to “do the right thing”. This will stand us in good stead when it comes to the big life-changing decisions.

And the second thing is not to be over-anxious, even about the big decisions. Even the biggest — like whom to marry or whether to get ordained — are not marked out in advance as being “right” or “wrong”. No decision in itself is irredeemably right or wrong. It is what we make of the life-path these decisions set us off on that matters, which brings us back to the habitual tendency to be faithful in the small things as the key to holy living.
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