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Stand and Deliver the Word of the LORD

1. Proclaim the hard reality
2. Be prepared for the harsh reaction
A man moves his family to Oklahoma in December.  The kids come home from school in early March and tell him about a drill that they did in school that day—a tornado drill.  The father tells them, there will never be a tornado here so you don’t have to worry.  He then proceeds to call up the school and yell at their teachers for putting them through such a drill.  
Then one hot, humid day in May as the family sits around the television set a tornado warning is broadcast indicating that a tornado is heading right for the town that they live in.  The father angrily turns off the TV and turns to his children.  “There is no tornado!” he sternly declares.  A few short minutes later the front doorbell rings.  The father opens the door and the neighbor begins shouting, “There is a tornado one block away!  Get your family into the basement!”  The father hauls off and punches him in the face and slams the door behind him.  He turns to his family and says, “For the last time, there is no tornado!”  It is the last thing that he says as he and his family are swept away as the tornado consumed their home.  

It seems so ridiculous.  We are so indignant that any father would behave this way—so stubbornly ignorant of the realities of living in Oklahoma, so violently opposed to warnings that were intended for his safety and the safety of his family.  It is with this same indignation that we hear the words of this story before us this morning.

God had warned the children of Israel before they had entered into the Promised Land what would happen if they forgot about him and served other gods.  Through Moses he had told them, “If you… become corrupt… doing evil in the eyes of the LORD your God and provoking him to anger, I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you this day that you will quickly perish from the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess.  You will not live there long but will certainly be destroyed. The LORD will scatter you among the peoples and only a few of you will survive among the nations to which the LORD will drive you.
God had warned the northern ten tribes of Israel about the consequences of their compromise with the worship of Canaanite gods.  Through prophets like Micah,  Hosea and Amos he told them of the coming destruction.  The people of Judah had front-row seats to the fulfillment of these prophesies as the nation of Assyria completely wiped the northern kingdom.  And now the LORD called Jeremiah to deliver his warning to the southern kingdom of Judah.  He sent him to the capital city of Jerusalem, to the heart of his people, to the middle of his house, the inner courtyard of Solomon’s temple to sound the clear warning.
Jeremiah then returned from Topheth, where the LORD had sent him to prophesy, and stood in the court of the LORD’s temple and sent to all the people, “This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‘Listen!  I am going to bring on this city and the villages around it every disaster I pronounced against the, because they were stiff-necked and would not listen to my words.’”
This is not the first time the LORD has spoken this particular message to these particular people.  But they have refused to listen again and again and so now has to show them how serious he is.  He portrays himself as the God who is the commander-in-chief of angel armies.  But he also refers to himself as the God of Israel—these are his people in whom he has a very special and vested interest.  The feeling, however, is not mutual.  
God has done a lot of speaking but they have done no listening and have strengthened their resolve not to hear.  Stubborn and stiff-necked—ignorant really. What in the history of God’s interaction with his people would cause them to think that God is not serious when he threatens?  Flood?  Was it Sodom and Gomorrah? Was it the Was it the forty years in the wilderness, the period of the judges or the united and divided kingdom that had taught them that the LORD was a God who lies and never keeps his word?  They had not learned it from the actions of the LORD, they had learned it from their sinful natures—the same sinful nature that is the decedent of the decision not to trust God’s threat that whoever eats of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil would surely die.  

Here Jeremiah was—speaking to the religious leaders of Judah, the priests serving God in his temple, speaking to the people who had come to bring their sacrifices.  In a sense you would think he would be preaching to the choir.  You’d expect them all to join in with this prophet—who was a priest himself before God called him to be his spokesman—in bemoaning the spiritual state of their country and their countrymen.  

And so we are shocked and appalled to hear what happened next:

When the priest Pashhur son of Immer, the chief officer in the temple of the LORD, heard Jeremiah prophesying these things, he had Jeremiah the prophet beaten and put in the stocks at the Upper Gate of Benjamin at the LORD’s temple.

The man who was second only to the high priest himself makes sure that Jeremiah is beaten and then placed head and hands in stocks.  Imagine the pain and humiliation of being placed in a contraption that twists your body into an uncomfortable shape and then makes it impossible for you to move into a comfortable position—and this after you’ve just gotten beaten.  Imagine staying there in the temple courtyard through the dark night and into the next day and it’s all because you were doing what God had told you to do.  
As difficult as that experience was for Jeremiah, it did not last very long.  The next day when Pashhur released him from the stocks, Jeremiah said to him, “The LORD’s name for you is not Pashhur, but Magor-Missabib.  For this is what the LORD says: ‘I will make you a terror to yourself and to all your friends; with your own eyes you will see them fall by the sword of their enemies.  I will hand all Judah over to the king of Babylon, who will carry them away to Babylon or put them to the sword.  I will hand over to their enemies all the wealth of this city-all its products, all its valuables and all the treasures of the kings of Judah. They will take it away as plunder and carry it off to Babylon.  And you, Pashhur, and all who live in your house will go into exile to Babylon.  There you will die and be buried, you and all your friends to whom you have prophesied lies.  
Jeremiah had come to the front door of Pashhur and his family and loved ones to sound a warning and had been punched in the face for it.  But turning off the TV or punching a neighbor in the face and slamming the door does not change the hard reality that a tornado is imminent.  Beating up the LORD’s spokesman and putting him in the stocks did not change the fact that the LORD of angel armies was bringing destruction.  And now that destruction would find Pashhur personally.  His own eyes would see things they would wish they never would have seen—his friends and loved ones being stabbed through by foreign swords and dying in front of him.  He would see his homeland fading in the distance and his eyes would never see it again.  Spending the night in the stocks seems downright comfy compared to the destruction that Pashhur had just brought on himself because he stubbornly refused to listen to the LORD.  

The LORD even went so far as to change Pashhur’s name to Magor Missabib: Terror on All Sides.  God used name changes to remind people of his promises to them.  Abram would be Abraham “Father of Many” to remind the childless man that the LORD would makes his descendants as many as the stars of the sky.  Jacob would be Israel “He Who Wrestles with God” to remind him that he had held God to his promises with more vigor than he had held his deceptive Uncle Laban to his promises.  But this name change would remind Pashhur again and again of his hard-hearted rejection to the LORD’s spokesmen.  The LORD would keep his promise of bringing horrible destruction on Pashhur.  

We might shake our heads at Pashhur and the people of Judah and say, “How could they be so foolish?  But we share that same nature.  We too are stiff-necked.  We too don’t like to listen to God when he threatens disaster on us—self-inflicted disaster brought about by not listening to him because we don’t think he’s serious or we know better. When has breaking the 10 commandments really worked out well for us?  When has our stubborn and willing sin been something very constructive and helpful for us?  And yet we continue to do it, like a dog returning to eat its own vomit.  
The LORD has given us spokesmen today to speak the hard realities to us.  They speak to us words from Paul—who knew what it was like to be beaten in the temple of the LORD, words like, “Do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?  But because off your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God’s wrath.”  Our pastors point out our sins.  They point us to our tendency to take God’s grace and use it as a license for sin.  They remind us that God does not react well to the child who says, “Ah well, it might not be right according to God, but I’m going to do it anyway because I know what’s best for me.”  They point us to our tendency to rely on our own thoughts and feelings while ignoring the clear directives of God’s Word.  They point us to our tendency to compromise for the sake of getting along with family and friends and not rocking the boat.  

We might not beat our pastors and teachers up physically and put them in stocks, but we certainly spread how they’ve wronged us to our fellow members and try to place them in the role of bad guy who’s out to get me.  We all need to tell our old man a strong but hard reality.  When we go against what God’s spokesmen say, we are not fighting against a man, but against God. When God speaks—when he says the harsh things he has to say through his spokesmen—it is always in our best interest to listen to him!  He says them because he is warning us.
But God has also called us to proclaim those hard things to our world around us, yes even to those churches who refuse to stand on his Word.  And in doing so he wants us to be prepared for the harsh rejection of hard hearts.  The people who will hurt you most will sometimes be the people who are Christians, but don’t want to hear the whole message of God.  But God wants to reassure us that he is behind us and the message is important.  When people reject us and mistreat us because we are warning them with the words of the LORD, they are not harming us but themselves.  
There is something worse than stocks.  There is something worse than seeing your family and friends put to death.  That is to spend an eternity separated from the love of God in hell.  Jesus allowed himself to be beaten and placed upon a wooden cross in the capital city of God’s people. But he also allowed himself to be abandoned by his heavenly Father on that cross.  He allowed himself to endure Pashhur’s punishment and Jeremiah’s punishment and our punishment too.  
It is our distinct privilege to share the hard reality of the consequences of not listening to God’s Word so that we convict hearts of their sin and watch them turn away in disgust from that sin.  Then we can share the beautiful reality that Jesus has taken the harsh punishment of our sin on himself and reassure them that they have nothing to fear.  
May the LORD give us the strength to stand and deliver his Word.  May we deliver it with urgency.  May it do the work of warning so that all may flee from the coming disaster and into the arms of their Savior.  
AMEN.

