
THE HEART OF THE MATTER

It is possible to say the right words and go through the motions and deceive others as well
as ourselves.  It is possible to live a life that is outwardly one way but inwardly different.  It seems
that in our nation we are seeing what appears to be a worsening condition in that immorality
seems to be growing by leaps and bounds.  That may be exactly what is happening.  The other
possibility is that the immorality was there all along but it was repressed because people knew the
right words and the right actions and knew that such immorality was unacceptable.  However, in
our so-called “enlightened” society, the restraint has been cast off and “the closet doors have been
opened” and we find that it was not prayer that was going on in the closet but a communing with
the spirits of evils rather than with the Spirit of God.  The problems we see are problems of the
heart, since we ultimately act out of who we are in our basic nature.  

The people of Jeremiah’s day knew the right things to say (see their confession in the last
few verses of Chapter 3) and yet they did not have a change of heart but continued on in their
self-destructive ways.  

Jer 4:1-2  "If you will return, O Israel, return to me," declares the LORD. "If you put your detestable idols
out of my sight and no longer go astray,  and if in a truthful, just and righteous way you swear, ‘As surely
as the LORD lives,’ then the nations will be blessed by him and in him they will glory."
This is part of the message God had addressed to the Northern Kingdom.  In verse 3:12

God had invited Israel to return to Himself.  These are the concluding conditions of their return. 
Just changing direction in life is not enough, we must change our direction so that we move
toward God.   When God called Abraham He promised that “in him all nations of the earth would
be blessed.”  The Israelites would be a part of that blessing if they would rid themselves of idols,
stop straying away from God, and align their lives with the life of God.  The ultimate fulfillment of
this promise would be seen in the coming of the Messiah.  

Jer 4:3-4   This is what the LORD says to the men of Judah and to Jerusalem: "Break up your unplowed
ground and do not sow among thorns.  Circumcise yourselves to the LORD, circumcise your hearts, you
men of Judah and people of Jerusalem, or my wrath will break out and burn like fire because of the evil
you have done— burn with no one to quench it.
God’s message to Judah was to cultivate the neglected “heart” relationship with God. 

Because the ground of their heart had been neglected it had become as an unplowed field – hard
and overgrown with thorns.  The other analogy used in the message was a plea for them to put
away the carnal nature by circumcising their hearts.

Jer 4:5-6  "Announce in Judah and proclaim in Jerusalem and say: ‘Sound the trumpet throughout the
land!’ Cry aloud and say: ‘Gather together! Let us flee to the fortified cities!’  Raise the signal to go to
Zion! Flee for safety without delay! For I am bringing disaster from the north, even terrible destruction."
Without repentance, the nation of Judah could only look forward to the destruction that

God was sending upon them from the north.  The people would flee to fenced-in cities.  They
would, in effect, become prisoners in prisons of their own making.  In many of our areas, people
live in controlled access communities and in the inner cities bars are on windows and doors. 
Private homes have alarm systems and businesses use closed circuit TV to try to protect
themselves.

Jer 4:7-9   A lion has come out of his lair; a destroyer of nations has set out. He has left his place to lay
waste your land. Your towns will lie in ruins without inhabitant.  So put on sackcloth, lament and wail,
for the fierce anger of the LORD has not turned away from us.  "In that day," declares the LORD, "the
king and the officials will lose heart, the priests will be horrified, and the prophets will be appalled."
In the news of the day we find whole cities devastated by flood waters, communities



leveled by high winds of hurricanes and tornados and yet we go on as if it were business as usual. 
We should be putting on sackcloth and crying out to God.  Surely we have come near the point
where our officials lose heart, the preachers are horrified and the prophets are appalled by what
they see happening around them. (Taught on August 31, 2005, two days after Hurricane Katrina
devastated Southeastern Louisiana, Southern Mississippi, and South Alabama.  It was written in
1997.)

Jer 4:10  Then I said, "Ah, Sovereign LORD, how completely you have deceived this people and
Jerusalem by saying, ‘You will have peace,’ when the sword is at our throats."
This statement regarding deception is best given as a question: “Have you, Lord,

completely deceived this people?”  The answer is a resounding “NO.”  They were deceived but it
was not by God and His prophets.  The deception of the false prophets deluded the people of
Jerusalem into thinking that everything was OK.  This is similar to the “feel-good philosophy” and
the “hot-tub religion” being spewed out from many pulpits in today’s churches.

Jer 4:11-13  At that time this people and Jerusalem will be told, "A scorching wind from the barren
heights in the desert blows toward my people, but not to winnow or cleanse;  a wind too strong for that
comes from me. Now I pronounce my judgments against them."  Look! He advances like the clouds, his
chariots come like a whirlwind, his horses are swifter than eagles. Woe to us! We are ruined!
When the wind of the judgement of God starts blowing it will come quickly and the time

for separating the wheat from the chaff or cleaning up our lives will be too late.  We need to
repent NOW, not when the storm has been released.

Jer 4:14  O Jerusalem, wash the evil from your heart and be saved. How long will you harbor wicked
thoughts?
The source of the problems of the nation was the condition of the hearts of God’s people. 

The song writer asks and answers, “What can wash away my sin?  Nothing but the blood of
Jesus!”  Unless a people will turn to God, then how can He save them?

Jer 4:15 15  A voice is announcing from Dan, proclaiming disaster from the hills of Ephraim.
Dan and Ephraim were to the immediate north of Judah (and Benjamin which was part of

the Southern Kingdom). Destruction was to come from the north, so they would be the first to
see it coming.   It was also in Dan and Ephraim that the most blatant example of idol worship
occurred.  In Dan, the people set up a golden calf and in Ephraim, Micah made the golden idol
and hired a priest to minister in a shrine.  

Jer 4:16-18  "Tell this to the nations, proclaim it to Jerusalem: ‘A besieging army is coming from a distant
land, raising a war cry against the cities of Judah.  They surround her like men guarding a field, because
she has rebelled against me,’" declares the LORD.  "Your own conduct and actions have brought this
upon you. This is your punishment. How bitter it is! How it pierces to the heart!"
The proclamation of how the judgment of God would come upon Judah was specific. 

Those in Dan could see the activity of those from Babylon who came to spy out the land as they
made their plan to conquer Jerusalem.  The reference to the nations was likely to those people
who occupied the territory of the Northern Kingdom since the dispersal by the Assyrians.  The
news from the north was given a prophetic interpretation by Jeremiah in which God, through
Jeremiah, told them they had no one to blame except themselves.  

Jer 4:19-21   Oh, my anguish, my anguish! I writhe in pain. Oh, the agony of my heart! My heart pounds
within me, I cannot keep silent. For I have heard the sound of the trumpet; I have heard the battle cry. 
Disaster follows disaster; the whole land lies in ruins. In an instant my tents are destroyed, my shelter in a
moment.  How long must I see the battle standard and hear the sound of the trumpet?  
We see the lament of the prophet as he has a preview of what is coming upon the people

of Judah and it touches his heart.  The NKJV renders this as Oh!, my soul, oh, my soul. . . .
because you have heard, O my soul the sound of the trumpet . . .    He was not hearing with his



ears but with his soul.  He could see what was coming and the impending disaster and he was
greatly disturbed by it.  

Is anybody disturbed in our nation?  Does anyone see the impending judgment of God on
a nation that has turned away from Him?  Where is the lament and the writhing in pain?  Where is
the agony of the heart?  

Jer 4:22  "My people are fools; they do not know me. They are senseless children; they have no
understanding. They are skilled in doing evil; they know not how to do good."  
God had an answer for Jeremiah’s lament.  It is possible for people to make a profession

of belief and it not be according to true faith but it is a foolish one.  We hear very little preaching
on the difficult passages from the teaching of Jesus regarding those who could be classified as
“foolish professors” of religion.  Foolish professing is one  without an experience of the grace of
God; without any true faith in Christ; without having on the wedding garment of his
righteousness; without laying it upon a good foundation; and without considering the cost and
charge of a profession, and the difficulties and troubles that come with those who live Godly in
Christ Jesus.  It is saying Lord, Lord and not doing what He says.  It is indeed foolish to trust
such a profession for eternity.  Just as Israel and Judah failed to follow and obey, even so, those
who make a foolish profession will give evidence of it by their lifestyle and failure to remain
faithful unto the end.  

Jer 4:23-26  I looked at the earth, and it was formless and empty; and at the heavens, and their light was
gone.  I looked at the mountains, and they were quaking; all the hills were swaying.  I looked, and there
were no people; every bird in the sky had flown away.  I looked, and the fruitful land was a desert; all its
towns lay in ruins before the LORD, before his fierce anger.
Not only did Jeremiah see what was coming (verses 19-21) but he also saw the aftermath

of how it would be when it was over.  It was not a pretty picture.  The results of sin in a life is
never a thing of beauty in the final outcome.  It is ugliness and darkness and emptiness.  

Jer 4: 27-31  This is what the LORD says: "The whole land will be ruined, though I will not destroy it
completely.  Therefore the earth will mourn and the heavens above grow dark, because I have spoken and
will not relent, I have decided and will not turn back."  At the sound of horsemen and archers every town
takes to flight. Some go into the thickets; some climb up among the rocks. All the towns are deserted; no
one lives in them.  What are you doing, O devastated one? Why dress yourself in scarlet and put on jewels
of gold? Why shade your eyes with paint? You adorn yourself in vain. Your lovers despise you; they seek
your life.  I hear a cry as of a woman in labor, a groan as of one bearing her first child— the cry of the
Daughter of Zion gasping for breath, stretching out her hands and saying, "Alas! I am fainting; my life is
given over to murderers."
The words of the Lord to Jeremiah confirmed what he saw in the vision of his soul that

caused him to have so much anguish.  We can see what is happening in our nation and pretty
much predict the outcome if we keep going the way we have been going.  The word of God
confirms that which we can sense regarding what will happen.  


