JUST LET IT OUT - Jeremiah 20:7-13

There are certain things that are really hard to resist.  Not necessarily bad things but things that most likely will happen if other things happen.  For instance if you get a nice whiff of pepper… you are going to sneeze.  Sure you can try to stifle it but unless you are different than the rest of us, it’s coming out—no matter what.  There is a certain chemical in pepper, and I don't know what it is, that makes you sneeze if you smell it.  The same could be said of cutting onions… a certain chemical is released that make people tear up.  Or if you are into the hot, spicy, peppers… it's the capsaicin in those peppers that make you feel like your mouth is burning.  Thing is, there’s really no getting around it is there?  That’s sort of the way Jeremiah felt about God’s Word. He says in our first lesson this morning, “If I say, ‘I will not mention him (God) or speak any more in his name,’ his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.”  God wants us to feel the same way. He wants us to just let it out.  But first let's take a look at why we, like Jeremiah, might want to hold God’s Word in. Then how God helps us to deal with that. Then let’s take a look at why we can’t hold it in.

At first, it might seem rather surprising to hear a prophet of God—especially one as prominent and faithful as Jeremiah—say that he would prefer not to speak God’s Word, that he would prefer to hold it in.  Compare that to that feeling right before you sneeze.  I had never understood why someone would want to hold a sneeze in. I could understand why someone might want to at least stifle a sneeze.  In a public setting.  An opera or a play or a musical.  A date. But in such a case at least you would still get it out and feel better.  But there are some cases where it would hurt to sneeze.  If someone just had a triple bypass, sneezing would cause severe pain.  It would hurt for them to sneeze.

Jeremiah wanted to hold in God’s Word for the same reason—because it hurt to speak it.  Jeremiah says in our reading, “I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me.” That’s no fun. “Whenever I speak, I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction.” Who wants to constantly be the bearer of bad news? Who likes a Debbie Downer?  “So the word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long.”  Now at first it may sound as if Jeremiah is exaggerating. We all do that don't we?  But if you read the first 19 chapters of Jeremiah, you’ll find that he’s really not.  YES…. For the most part, Jeremiah’s message was one of “violence and destruction.” He was preaching to a nation of Judah whose hearts had largely departed from God. So, he brought a message from a God who was understandably angry about this.  He told the people that they had sinned, he told them that God was angry, and—sometimes in fairly vivid, graphic terms—he told them about God’s punishment—about the Babylonians and their deportation into captivity.

So, obviously, the Jews were rather put off by these words of judgment on Jeremiah’s part. They even went so far as to call him “judgmental.” They insulted him and told him, “Take your disruptive, unpatriotic message elsewhere!” As for the leaders, they were scared that if people believed Jeremiah’s words, national morale might be damaged. And if morale was damaged, if the people didn’t feel good about themselves and have a positive self-esteem, they might not be happy. So, if the people weren’t feeling optimistic about the future, their production might suffer, and the economy wouldn’t hum along as effortlessly as it had been.

And then it gets even worse for Jeremiah.  The chief officer in the temple, a man named Passhur, had Jeremiah beaten and put in stocks. It’s hard to say which would have hurt more—the physical suffering of being beaten or the emotional suffering of being placed in stocks for public humiliation while people filed by and laughed at you and what they considered to be your foolish, judgmental preaching. I would guess that it was the latter. While Jeremiah makes no mention of physical suffering in his complaint, he does make mention of the mocking and the ridicule.  At any rate, it all left Jeremiah feeling pretty alone. In fact, he said that even his so-called friends were out to get him.  

We’ve all felt like Jeremiah.  It’s really not the physical things is it?  To my knowledge none of us have ever been beaten up for being a Christian.  Or we’ve never been physically abused for doing what’s right instead of doing what we know is wrong and unchristian.  But it’s more in the emotional realm of things.  The whispers of people at work.  Or sometimes it’s even more subtle.  Like people thinking that we think we are better than they are because we go to church.  So, we can understand can't we?  Yes…. we know why Jeremiah wanted to hold it in.  Because it leaves us feeling all alone, to absorb all that pain ourselves.

So, what is it that lessens that pain? God’s protection and promises.  But Jeremiah didn’t feel or think about those. He felt that if God were really with him, none of this pain would have come his way in the first place.  That God had let him down. He even accuses God of false advertising, when he says, “Lord, you deceived me, and I was deceived.” In other words, “Lord, you lied to me! When you called me to be a prophet, I thought speaking your word was going to be great and honorable. But now it seems like everything I’m supposed to say is horrible.  And Lord, I might be able to handle that, but didn’t you promise to be with me? If so, how come I ended up here in stocks? Where were you when people were mocking your Word—and me, your prophet? I’m insulted, I’m ridiculed and mocked. This really stinks! This wasn’t part of the bargain!”  Doesn't the devil wants us to think that, too. 

Jesus tells us though that being a Christian is not a walk in the park when he said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34).  Jesus didn’t say that we would skip carefree along behind him. Rather, he said that we would carry crosses—that is, he said that there would be suffering and hardship in our lives.  And that comes as a direct result of following him, of being a Christian.  Jesus made this very clear to his disciples.  Peter wrote, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.” (1 Peter 4:12)  In other words, pain is a part of the Christian life. Just as pain is a part of sneezing for the bypass patient.

But there are ways of lessening the pain.  God had promised to do the same thing for Jeremiah and his pain—as he has promised to do it for all those who speak and live his Word. When he called Jeremiah, God had warned that he would “stand against the whole land—against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land. They will fight against you” (in other words, “No, it won’t be easy”). But he had also promised that “(they) will not overcome you, for I am with you and will rescue you.” (1:18-19).  And Jeremiah then expressed his confidence in that promise by saying, “The Lord is with me like a mighty warrior; so my persecutors will stumble and not prevail. They will fail...for to you I have committed my cause.” 
Jeremiah ultimately comes to the knowledge that God would protect him. Hold that same confidence against your chest when it hurts to speak and live as a Christian. Press those promises of God’s presence and protection against you and the pain will ease considerably.

Why can’t we hold God’s Word in? It would hurt wouldn’t it.  And that, Jeremiah’s new man concluded, was just too good a message to keep quiet. He said, “His word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.”    

I hope that you feel that way about God’s Word and the way he has rescued us from the hands of Satan. I hope that you feel you can’t keep it in—no matter what speaking it might cost you personally.  How could Jeremiah, seeing people headed on the highway to hell, keep from shouting out, “You’re going the wrong way!” How can we be overcome by the voice of Satan telling us to be quiet when the fire of the Holy Spirit is burning within us? How, filled with the knowledge that God had forgiven him and the rest of the world—how could Jeremiah keep that knowledge from spilling out from his lips? How can we—having the good news of salvation whispered in our ear—fail to share it with our friends and neighbors?  We can’t. You can’t hold back a sneeze, and a Christian can’t hold back the good news about God. So go ahead. Just let it out. You’ll feel better. And so will others. Amen.

