PAGE  
4








Pentecost 9 ~ Series B ~ August 6, 2006

The Lord Says


The text for today’s message is our Old Testament lesson, Jeremiah 23:1-6, which has already been read.


Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


Both preachers and lay people seem to debate constantly about what makes a “good” sermon.  For example, many people appreciate sermons filled with illustrations or even based on an object lesson.  Some preachers rejoice to adopt this style.  Others express concern that God’s Word might be obscured by such preaching methods.  They prefer to deliver the Word without so many “props.”


When you study the preaching of the prophets, you see a variety of styles and approaches.  The prophets seem less concerned about preaching style than they do about truth and effective communication.  Today, I would like to use our text from Jeremiah to explore some of the ways the prophets proclaimed God’s Word and reflect on how preachers communicate today.


The most common way the prophets preached is declaration—a direct announcement of God’s will (either about judgment or salvation).  Such declarations are usually introduced or concluded by saying, “declares the Lord.”   Jeremiah uses this expression an astounding 167 times!  Four of those times are found in our text.  Two declare judgment; two declare salvation.  

In verse one, Jeremiah writes: “‘Woe to the shepherds who are destroying and scattering the sheep of My pasture!’ declares the Lord.”  In verse two, he continues: “‘Because you have scattered My flock and driven them away and have not bestowed care on them, I will bestow punishment on you for the evil you have done,’ declares the Lord.”  These are definitely words of judgment, strong Law in all of its killing, condemning force.

But then in verses three and four, we hear: “‘I Myself will gather the remnant of My flock out of all the countries where I have driven them and will bring them back to their pasture, where they will be fruitful and increase in number.  I will place shepherds over them who will tend them, and they will no longer be afraid or terrified, nor will any be missing,’ declares the Lord.”  This is a promise of salvation, comforting Gospel.

Verses five and six conclude with God’s promise of salvation through His Son Jesus Christ: “‘The days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land.  In His days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety.  This is the name by which He will be called: The Lord Is Our Righteousness.’”

Other similar expressions used by the prophets include “Hear the word of the Lord,” “the Lord says,” “the Lord said to me,” and in our text, “The Lord, the God of Israel says.”  Each of these expressions emphasizes the true nature of prophecy: it is the voice of God.  

Preachers who can’t say, “the Lord says” should stay out of the pulpit.  From the prophets of old, to the apostles, to our pastors today, God calls preachers to speak for Him.  They announce His will.  They declare His Word—the Law and the Gospel, judgment and salvation.  Anything other than that is better left unsaid.

While the prophets “preached” as we understand that activity today, they also frequently delivered God’s Word through poetry and song.  Just take a look at our text for today printed on the back of your bulletin.  Take note how verses five and six have been laid out as poetic verse rather than as typical paragraphs.  It’s poetry!  No, it doesn’t rhyme, but it does use the same symbolic images and repetition of phrases that are commonly found in other Hebrew poetry.

What we call choir music and congregational singing was also regarded by the ancient Israelites as prophecy.  If you have thought of hymns or choir music or solos at church as “entertainment,” think again.  God desires to speak to His people through the songs they sing (Ephesians 5:19a).  That’s why it’s so important for us to choose our music and songs with care.  We understand that as we sing the hymns and the liturgy, we are proclaiming God’s Word to one another.

Another form used in preaching is parables and stories.  The parable was the favorite preaching device of Jesus.  But He was not the first to use it.  The first biblical parable occurs in Judges 9:7-15, where Jotham uses the example of different trees to show the people their sin.  In our text, God uses the image of sheep and shepherds to describe His people and the spiritual leaders of Israel. 

Jesus also used current events to illustrate His teaching.  For example, He reminded the crowd of a group of Galileans who had been executed by Pilate and of the fall of a tower in Siloam.  And in John 10, Jesus used the same shepherd and sheep imagery of Jeremiah to contrast the work of “thieves” and “hired hands” with His own work as the Good Shepherd who lays down His life for the sheep.

Of course, one must use stories with discrimination.  They should help teach the message and not obscure it.  But preachers today should not shy away from using stories and illustrations.  The prophets, inspired by the Holy Spirit, frequently told stories in order to teach people God’s Word.  In fact, in today’s religious climate where many people aren’t very familiar with Scripture, the Bible stories many of you learned in Sunday School are great to use in sermons. 

Perhaps the most controversial preaching device today is the object lesson.  But this, too, you will find throughout the preaching of the prophets.  Although Moses and the early prophets used objects or actions to illustrate their teaching, Ezekiel and Jeremiah used them most frequently.  In fact, in the chapter following our text, the Lord used two baskets of figs as an object lesson for Jeremiah.

An Old Testament prophet might break pottery, create a model, or even shave his head to make a point!  Isaiah and Micah stripped away their garments and sandals to warn of God’s coming judgment.  Under God’s directive, Hosea married an adulterous woman to demonstrate how far Israel had departed from the Lord.  Even Jesus used object lessons to teach His disciples and to teach strangers.

Preachers must use object lessons with care.  For example, educators understand that small children have difficulty understanding abstract associations.  They need something more concrete, to see or touch or visualize.  On the other hand, sound object lessons can be very effective for teaching teens and adults.  

As you study the prophets, you will grow in appreciation for the many ways they proclaimed God’s Word.  God did not restrict them to one way of communication.  He knows that each of us have different learning styles, so He allowed His prophets to use a variety of ways to communicate His truth.

Whatever the style, preaching serves best when it faithfully focuses on Jesus Christ and salvation through Him.  According to Jesus, that was the point of the prophets throughout their ministry (John 5:39).  St. Paul echoed that thought when he wrote about His own preaching and teaching: “For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2).


Now that we’ve talked about preachers, preaching styles, and various forms, let’s hear a good sermon.  It’s a great sermon, because it’s authored by the Holy Spirit; it was first proclaimed by the Lord Himself through the prophet Jeremiah; and it clearly points to Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior.   


“Woe to the shepherds who are destroying and scattering the sheep of my pasture!” declares the LORD.   Therefore this is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says to the shepherds who tend my people: “Because you have scattered my flock and driven them away and have not bestowed care on them, I will bestow punishment on you for the evil you have done,” declares the LORD.  

“I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the countries where I have driven them and will bring them back to their pasture, where they will be fruitful and increase in number.  I will place shepherds over them who will tend them, and they will no longer be afraid or terrified, nor will any be missing,” declares the LORD. 


“The days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land.  In His days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety.  This is the name by which He will be called: The LORD Is Our Righteousness.” 


As I said, it’s a good sermon.  It’s a perfect sermon.  It contains all the elements for the proper proclamation of God’s holy Word—both Law and Gospel.  And, some of you might appreciate this… it’s short—only six verses.  But it was written for the people of Israel, for the circumstances of their day and we might not fully be able to relate to it.  In order for it to be a good sermon for you and me, we have to be able to relate to it personally.  That will take a little explanation of its historical context and then some application to you and me.


The days of Jeremiah were dark days for God’s people.  The Lord had given them kings for one purpose: to tend His flock.  In chapter 22, the Lord God told the kings of Judah how to do that: “Do what is just and right.  Rescue from the hand of the oppressor the one who has been robbed.  Do no wrong or violence.”  But the kings had failed.  Shallum, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin—one after the other was a disaster.  They had strayed from God’s will and His Word.


We know the problem.  Sadly, there are still too many today sent as shepherds who fail to tend the flock.  Like Judah’s kings, many of our elected officials often fail to model morality and integrity, to say nothing of faith.  This surely damages the public view of right and wrong, and leads to all sorts of problems—fiscal and societal.  


But much worse is the failure of too many leaders in Christian churches to be faithful shepherds.  Again, this includes moral lapses, but even more damaging is the teaching of false doctrine, compromises with false teachings, and the failure to clearly declare God’s Law and Gospel and apply them to every situation.


When the shepherds fail to tend the flock, only bad things happen.  The shepherds are punished.  Shallum died in exile in Egypt.  Jehoiakim was killed; his body was dumped outside the city gates for the scavengers to feast upon.  The last of Judah’s kings, Jehoiachin was hauled off to Babylon and no heirs were allowed to succeed him on David’s throne. 

In our day and ages, such lapses lead to divisiveness, poor stewardship practices, and ineffective mission and evangelism outreach.  Consequently, the sheep are destroyed, scattered, and driven away from God and into sin, death, and the devil’s power.  But God will not stand for such disaster wreaked by faithless shepherds, and one day, each will be called to give an account of their work.  

Thankfully, God sent us a Shepherd who does tend the flock.  He is a righteous Branch from the house of David.  David, the shepherd, had been raised up to be king for the purpose of tending a new flock, God’s people.  In Jeremiah’s day, David’s line looked like a lifeless stump with weak and self-serving kings on His throne.  But God promised that Jesus, the eternal King, would arise from that stump and reign not for His own glory, but righteously for His flock.

Christ does what the failed kings of Judah would not do.  He faithfully tends His flock as He “reigns wisely and does what is right in the land.”  Jesus, our Good Shepherd, cared for us by laying down His life for the sheep on Calvary’s cross and taking it up again on Easter Sunday.

Our Shepherd’s death and resurrection brings us back to His pasture.  We have been brought back from the distant “country” of sin, death, and the devil and into the green pasture where God’s sheep live.  There we are fruitful and increase in number.  We enjoy salvation and safety.  We are forgiven our waywardness and made righteous by “The Lord Our Righteousness.”

The Lord God of Israel said, “I will place shepherds over my flock who will tend them.”  What the kings of Judah could not do, Jesus has done for us.  He sends us shepherds who will tend the flock in His stead and by His command.  Faithful pastors (like your Pastor Werner) care for and feed God’s precious lambs with His Word and Sacrament.  When you receive these gifts from your shepherd, you can be certain they have what the means of grace offer—forgiveness, life, and salvation.  Through these means, the pastor tends the flock so that the sheep are not frightened or terrified, and so that none are missing.

So whenever you hear a good message that clearly proclaims God’s Law and the Gospel of Jesus Christ, praise Him for blessing you through the talents of the preacher.  (While you’re at it, you might also thank your pastor for faithfully preaching such a clear message from God’s Word week after week.)  Listen intently for the blessings and encouragement God wants to give you.  

When it comes down to it, there are really only two types of shepherds in the Church.  There are those who increase the disorder in the congregation by teaching the lie, or neglecting the truth, or both.  They scatter the people of God and destroy the harmony of the Word.  They fall under the warning woe of the LORD God.  Beware of these shepherds. 

But by God’s grace, there are those shepherds who tell you what the Lord says.  They preach the Word of truth and encourage the faithful to read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest the Scriptures.  Each week, they use the Law to point out your sins and then they point you to our Savior Jesus Christ through the Gospel.  They invite you to confess your sins, so you may hear this Good News: “The Lord says: ‘You are forgiven of all of your sins in the Name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit.’”  Amen.  

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

