THE 4th SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY
January 10, 2010

Jeremiah 1:4–10, 17–19
Now the word of the Lord came to me, saying,  “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations.” Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth.”  But the Lord said to me, “Do not say, 'I am only a youth'; for to all to whom I send you, you shall go, and whatever I command you, you shall speak.  Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, declares the Lord.” Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth. And the Lord said to me, “Behold, I have put my words in your mouth.  See, I have set you this day over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” 

But you, dress yourself for work; arise, and say to them everything that I command you. Do not be dismayed by them, lest I dismay you before them.  And I, behold, I make you this day a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls, against the whole land, against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests, and the people of the land.  They will fight against you, but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you, declares the Lord, to deliver you.” 

1 Corinthians 12:31b—13:13 

Luke 4:31–44
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
There is a promise made to Jeremiah by the Lord which cannot possibly make sense to him.  According to anything he sees actually happening in his life, according to how he feels in his heart, the Lord’s promise can’t seem true.

The promise is: 

Behold, I make you this day a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls, against the whole land, against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests, and the people of the land.  They will fight against you, but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you, declares the Lord, to deliver you.
We may find this helpful to consider because the Lord has made promises to us, too, and these promises, in our lives, in the lives and experiences of our families, we can’t reasonably argue that we have seen them come true.

The promise was made to Jeremiah when he was a young man just setting out on his career.  The Lord set him to be a prophet to the nations.

“But,”

said Jeremiah, 

“I do not know how to speak, Because I am a youth.”

But the LORD said to me, 

“Do not say, 'I am a youth,' Because everywhere I send you, you shall go, And all that I command you, you shall speak.  Behold, I put words on your mouth.” 


[Jeremiah 1:9]

It is then, after Jeremiah is ordained to be the Lord’s prophet, with the Lord’s words on his mouth—it is then that the promise comes:

Behold, I make you this day a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls, against the whole land, against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests, and the people of the land.  They will fight against you, but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you.

[Jeremiah 1:18]

Not a bad way to start your career as a young man: The Lord has made you a prophet to the nations, he has put his words on your lips, and he has promised that you will be made to be “a fortified city, an iron pillar, a bronze wall.”


What will that look like in real life?  How will it feel to Jeremiah in his real world experiences?

Just one example.  In the 38th chapter of Jeremiah, he had been captured by the king’s men—they were mad at him because he had been prophesying the Lord’s word, instead of just agreeing with the king—and the king’s men

took Jeremiah and cast him into the cistern of Malchijah the king's son, which was in the court of the guardhouse; and they let Jeremiah down with ropes. Now in the cistern there was no water but only mud, and Jeremiah sank into the mud.


[Jeremiah 38:6]

So as he grows up and matures in his career, what will it look like for Jeremiah to be an iron pillar of the Lord’s, to be the Lord’s bronze wall, to be the one to whom the Lord has promised, “They will fight against you, but they will not prevail against you”—it will look like an old man thrown down into a cistern, sinking down into the mud, left to die.


According to anything Jeremiah experiences in his life, according to how he feels in his heart, the Lord’s promise can’t seem true.

Against everything Jeremiah is experiencing, against anything he may happen to feel deep down in his heart, there is something in opposition, something overcoming all actual experiences and feelings.  Jeremiah 1:9:

“Behold,”

said the Lord,

“I have put my words in your mouth.”

A word on the prophet’s mouth; a word sent forth from Heaven; a word which is the very verdict of Heaven that Jeremiah is given to proclaim to the nations; a word forgiving sins in this world of sin, bestowing life in this world of death, rescuing from evil in this world of the demons; a word spoken into the sinner’s ears to bestow the promise of that which is not seen, to bestow faith in that which is to come.


We may find it helpful to consider how Jeremiah, even left to die in the mud of a cistern, is yet the one given to live according to the word of promise.  For the Lord has made promises to us, too, and these promises, in our lives, in the lives and experiences of our families—we can’t reasonably argue that we have seen them come true.

The promise from the Lord:  that he loves us, and he loves our loved ones, that he has called us his own in Baptism, that he is with us, in all our joy, all our suffering, our affliction, he is with us in all that we are, in all that we do, and in all that is done to us—this promise, do we see it, experience it?

Do we see it when a wrong is done to us, and we must live with the shame of being wronged?  Do we see it when a loved one is afflicted with great doubts, with despair, and is left to battle away, trying to stay afloat?  Do we experience it when we feel ourselves powerless to bring relief to someone who’s hurting, or to make a situation better? 

Did Jeremiah see it? 

But on Jeremiah’s mouth was a Word which was opposite to all the sight and all the experience around him.  It was the Word of the Lord, the Word of Gospel, of all sin forgiven, all shame covered, the Word of life.

Jeremiah: What the world is given to see is an old man thrown into a pit, left to die in the mud.  That’s it.  A pretty pathetic sight.  But according to the Word of the Lord, that man sinking in the pit is actually an iron pillar, a bronze wall.  He is a man never to be torn down before the face of God, never to be dishonored, because of a Word on his lips. 

When the Word of the Lord forgives your sins, you stand.  You stand before the face of the Father in all honor (though what is seen on the sinful Earth is dishonor).  You stand before the face of God in all strength (though what is experienced on Earth is weakness and death).  You stand before the Father as one who belongs to him for eternity, and whom he will never let go.

It is all according to the Word of the Lord, for what is the wisdom of God appears as only foolishness to our world, and what is weakness to our world is actually the strength of God.


Jesus on the cross: weakness to our world, but the very strength of God, foolishness in the eyes of our world, but the very wisdom of God.

For on the cross, all sin is put away, all shame is covered, all guilt removed.

And where sin is put away, shame is covered, and guilt removed, the demons have no more power.

The power of the demons is to bring accusation, to afflict the sinner with guilt.  The power of the demons is to cover us with shame.  So the demons do their demonic work.  Where there are conversations to tear people down, there the demons are at work.  Where people are in despair, where people are kept in shame, there the demons are at work.

And we see their work!  We see people struggling, we see people brought into shame and left in loneliness, we see the sickness of our world, and people afraid of death.  The effects of the demons we see around us everywhere.  That’s what it means to live in a sinful world.

But this is what we do not see, what we know only by the Word of our Lord: The demons are put down.  They are defeated by the cross.  The only power of the demons is to hold sin against us.  If there is no sin to hold against the sinner, then with what will the demons accuse us?  With what will they cover us in shame?

The demons are defeated at the cross because at the cross, all sin is atoned for, all shame is covered.  And the demons are left with no accusation.

We don’t see this in our world right now, for we’re still in the flesh, and by our sight, we see no demons fleeing.

But against our sight, against what we experience, is the Word of the Lord.

It is the Word of the Lord by which he came to us in Baptism.  The Word by which he binds himself to common bread and wine, in order to come to us, his Body and Blood to our bodies and blood, cleansing us, forgiving our sins.  The Word of the Lord, the Word of Gospel, bestowing the promise of that which is not now seen, but which is the true reality.  For by the Word of the Lord, we stand before the face of the Father in the righteousness of Jesus himself; by the Word of the Lord, we are rescued from the kingdom of the demons, though they still afflict our sinful flesh; and by the Word of the Lord, we, like Jeremiah, are stood before our world, before our neighbor, as iron pillars, bronze walls.

Iron pillars and bronze walls not because we have some strong, dynamic appearance to the world—we do not.  But because we belong to the promise of the Gospel.  And the Word of the Gospel has been placed on our lips, so that even from our own voices the world may hear the kind word of grace, of all sins-forgiven.  And at that Word, sins are indeed no longer held onto, and the demons must flee.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
(((((5
JEREMIAH 1:4-10, 17-19

