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God’s No-Trade Clause
Jeremiah 2:4-13

There’s no nice way to say what Jeremiah needed to say when he looked at the people of Israel. How do you, after all, tell a people that they have turned away—every single one of them—from their faithful God and it not sound harsh? I confess that I have spent long hours this week trying to shield myself and you from Jeremiah’s words, but we cannot escape them. We need to hear these words because the temptation to trade our God for something worthless is always before us.
Just before our reading, Jeremiah uses two images for the people of Israel which may help us to understand our text this morning. In the first, Israel’s relationship to God is pictured as a marriage and Jeremiah looks back in celebration at the honeymoon period when God led the people out of Egypt and carried them through the wilderness. Jeremiah speaks in language that echoes the covenant, noting how Israel was devoted to, loved, and followed after God. Looking back, Jeremiah described how Israel was totally dependent upon God and was happy to be so.

The second image describes the relationship between Israel and God as a harvest offering. Jeremiah describes how the first produce of the season—the first and best gift from the land—belongs to God because the land belongs to God. Even so, proclaims Jeremiah, God is entitled to Israel because Israel belongs to God. Israel is completely devoted to God, existing for no other reason and available for no other use. Jeremiah is basically reciting the first question and answer from the catechism that many of you learned as a child:  “What is the chief end of man? The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever.”
Taken together, these two images say the same thing:  As spouse and as firstfruits of the land, Israel belongs exclusively to God, and Israel has no other reason for existence than to delight in their faithful God. Jeremiah is reminding the people that the belief that the people belong exclusively to God is the very heart of the covenant.

You can almost see the people sinking into those comfortable images describing their life with God, when Jeremiah suddenly knocks them off their seats. “Of course,” said Jeremiah, “that was then; this is now.” The honeymoon is apparently over. Jeremiah speaks harshly: “You are no longer a bride devoted to your husband alone but you’re playing fast and loose with other lovers. No longer are you the firstfruits that belong to the Lord, but you are giving yourselves to and being used by—consumed by—others.” Jeremiah has thrown down the gauntlet in saying in every way that he can think to say it:  Israel has been unfaithful to God and it’s time to repent.
Our text begins, then, with an indictment calling us to appear in court. God is bringing suit against us because we have traded God for worthless things. And while Jeremiah spoke those words centuries ago, we have no trouble understanding what he’s saying. We know what it means to trade something of value and worth—to trade the living God—for worthless things, to give our hearts to lesser loyalties.
So God files suit against Israel and God’s first words before the court are filled with the pain of a wounded lover: “What wrong did your ancestors find in me that they went after worthless things, and became worthless themselves?” Of course, the implication in that statement is that there is nothing wrong with God at all, but that the fault lies with Israel.

Israel is the one who has been unfaithful, who has done wrong. In going after worthless things they have become worthless themselves. We do, after all, take on the character of the gods we follow. Human life is shaped by the loyalty we give to some god, meaning that we become like the god we serve, and, through the prophet Jeremiah, God tells Israel that they have become nothing because they have turned away from the Holy One and have followed other gods, gods who are nothing.
So how did that happen? Why did the people turn away? God’s testimony in court reveals why. “They did not say, ‘Where is the Lord who brought us up from the land of Egypt, who led us in the wilderness…?’” They have forgotten the story of how they are dependent upon God for their very lives.
It is interesting and important that Israel is not indicted here for what it did not do but for what it did not say. The indictment recognizes that Israel is essentially a community of speech. When Israel fails to speak rightly, the community is put at risk. And God addresses that accusation of a failure of speech in two places.

In the first indictment, the entire community is accused. All of the families of the house of Israel are indicted for a failure to say. What they did not say is the story of God's deliverance from Egypt and God’s safe leadership in the wilderness. The long line of ancestors did not publicly—out loud—give an account of the ways in which God’s faithful, powerful presence made life possible for Israel. They neglected to say, or they forgot to say; and in their failure to say, God—the central character of Israel's past—disappeared, so that a failure to say leads to a sense of autonomy, a life without God.

The indictment is only "they did not say." There is no indirect object. They did not say to whom? We might expect that they did not say to their children, or perhaps to their nonbelieving neighbors. But it is the saying, not the hearing, that matters here, for it is the saying that keeps the speakers inside the story, just as the saying keeps God palpably at the center of Israel's story and identity.
And that is my fear for us today, that we have chosen to live—especially here in the United States—out of a sense of self-sufficiency and have abandoned the memory that all of life is a gift and that we are wholly dependent upon God. My fear is that we have forgotten to speak the story here and in our homes with our children, trusting that someone else we speak for us. The memory on which our lives exist—that we belong exclusively to God and that we exist for no other reason than to glorify God—has been forgotten or ignored.
As you probably know, next Sunday we will begin a new Christian Education year. Our children will enter their classes; Faith Village will be alive with activity; our adult classes will start back; and our new Wednesday night program will begin on Sept. 12. All of those classes and activities and studies are designed so that we can recite the memory that gives us our life—that we belong to God who loves us. And the hope is that as we engage in listening and talking in those classes, we will be given words and ideas to share in our own lives. The hope, in other words, is that each of us will not forget to ask “Where is the Lord” in the midst of our lives, so that our whole lives become a witness to what God is up to in the world.

But, and here’s the rub, in order for that to happen, it’s going to take a radical re-ordering of our lives. Almost 39 years to the day ago, a great friend of mine who is a retired pastor now living in Greeneville, TN wrote some words that have haunted me since reading them some five years ago. Upon his retirement, he gave me a box of his old sermons which I will pull out occasionally for my own devotional reading. Those sermons are absolute gems. The context of his sermons written decades ago often take some translation, but occasionally the words seem to have been written earlier this morning. And so I want to share with you what Roy shared with his congregation in September of 1968 in the introduction to one of his sermons:

“If I were to tell you that perhaps the greatest contribution you could make to your country and to the world right now would be to cancel however many of your social obligations it takes to enable you to be a regular and serious participant in what we call Sunday School for the next year, I wonder what honest response you would make. I can almost hear the titter of amused laughter in some. I can hear the sharp intake of breath denoting a bored yawn in others. I can hear the ‘so what’s new?’ coming from those who have come to expect such exaggerated utterances from the pulpit. But I can hear a few who are at least willing to give it an ear for a moment. So let me speak to those few because that’s just what I want and intend to say: perhaps the greatest contribution you can make to your country and to your world right now is to drop whatever is necessary in order to become a regular and serious participant in the educational task of the church. By ‘regular’ I mean as often as a given study group gathers for study. By ‘serious’ I mean the willingness to study with the same seriousness you would approach a final exam in college, or the latest material dealing with the new developments in your business or profession.”
Roy goes on to say this, which definitely could have been written this morning: “We hear much these days about misdirected youth and about youthful dropouts from the Christian faith. But the anger of our age, the abrasiveness of our time, the singular lack of gratitude for what is, the harsh criticism of everything from tweedle dum to tweedle dee—you name it and we don’t like it—cannot be laid at the doorstep of youth. This harshly critical attitude arises in the leaders of this generation—the adults—who have lost the center of life, who have just plain quit growing in the knowledge of God.”

That is Jeremiah’s concern as well, that we have forgotten the center of our lives. His final image is of God being the living waters that are needed for life, but instead of drinking deeply from God and the memory of what God has done and is doing for and among us, we have traded the living water for a cracked cistern. And Jeremiah reminds us that those cracked cisterns are not able to hold what is needed for life. Only God can do that.

My challenge to you, then, is to immerse yourself in the living waters, to become a serious and regular participant in the educational task of the church. And I want you to do this not just so that you can gain information about God but so that you can be transformed by that God who seeks to remind you over and over and over again that you belong, in life and in death, to your faithful God who loves you and wishes you life abundant. That is a story worth hearing. And, Jeremiah reminds us, a story that must be on our lips so that we do not forget who we are.
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� Though I cannot cite the specific reference, I am thankful to Walter Brueggemann’s reflections in his book Texts That Linger, Words That Explode: Listening to Prophetic Voices.


� I am thankful for my friendship with Roy Blakeburn whose faithful words continue to challenge and inspire me.





