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Jeremiah 6:1-30 “The Ancient Paths”    January 18, 2015 

 

“To whom shall I speak and give warning? 

 Who will listen to me?” 

 

It’s hard to imagine what the prophet Jeremiah went through. 

 He is called as a prophet in the middle of the most glorious reform in Jerusalem’s history, 

  with the message that Josiah’s repentance is not enough. 

 Judgment is coming. 

 He calls Jerusalem to repent – 

  but he also proclaims that Jerusalem will not repent – 

   and that it is too late. 

 He is called to listen to the sounds of the destruction of Jerusalem 

  thirty years before the Babylonian army arrives. 

 

“To whom shall I speak and give warning?” 

 

“Pay attention to the sound of the trumpet!” 

 NO. We won’t. 

 

Brothers and sisters – I say this to you (and to myself!) – 

 Pay attention to the sound of the trumpet! 

 

 There are lots of false prophets who are greedy for gain. 

 There are many who will offer soft words and give you easy solutions. 

 

 But the gospel of Jesus calls you to repent –  

  to turn away from your old way of life, 

   and reorient your whole life around Jesus. 

 

What does it mean to repent and believe the gospel? 

 

John Howard Yoder has said it well: 

 “evangelical Protestantism, in its concern for helping every individual  

to make his own authentic choice in full awareness and sincerity,  

is in constant danger of confusing the kingdom itself with the benefits of the kingdom.  

If anyone repents, if anyone turns around to follow Jesus in his new way of life,  

this will do something for the aimlessness of his life.  

It will do something for his loneliness by giving him fellowship.  

It will do something for his anxiety and guilt by giving him a good conscience.  

So [those] whose ‘evangelism’ is to proclaim the offer of restored selfhood,  

 liberation from anxiety and guilt, are not wrong.  

If anyone repents, it will do something for his intellectual confusion,  

by giving him doctrinal meat to digest, a heritage to appreciate,  

and a conscience about telling it all as it is:  

So ‘evangelicalism’ with its concern for hallowed truth and reasoned communication  
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is not wrong; it is right.  

If a man repents it will do something for his moral weakness  

by giving him the focus for wholesome self-discipline,  

it will keep him from immorality and get him to work on time.  

So [those] who promise that God cares  

about helping me squeeze through the tight spots of life are not wrong;  

they have their place.  

BUT ALL THIS IS NOT THE GOSPEL.  

This is just the bonus, the wrapping paper thrown in when you buy the meat,  

the ‘everything’ which will be added, without for it,  

if we seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness.”  

(quoted in Hauerwas, 46) 

 

Tonight’s passage comes as a strong warning to us – 

 because we are very much like the reformed church of Josiah! 

 

We tend to be proud of our reformation! 

 We tend to think that we are the ones who do things the right way! 

 But Jeremiah reminds us that so what if you have the best liturgy in the world?! 

 Are you loving God? 

  Are you doing what he has said? 

 Are you loving others? 

  Especially those who are weaker than you? 

 

Remember, this is the word of the LORD to the people of God at their best. 

 The Word of the LORD lays bare our pretensions and reminds us that left to ourselves, 

  our best is pathetic! 

 

 We need the gospel – the good news of what God has done in Jesus to change the world. 

 

Now, in chapter 6, we hear of the coming disaster from the north. 

I want to remind you that this is where we started. 

 In chapter 1, we saw that Jeremiah is pre-eminently a theologian of the Word of the Lord. 

 God had said to Jeremiah 

  “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.” (1:9-10) 

 

 And God showed Jeremiah two things in chapter 1: 

  1) an almond branch, signifying that the LORD is watching over his word  

to perform it – 

   since the word “almond” sounds like the word for “watching” 

  2) a boiling pot facing away from the north – 

   since the LORD is bringing disaster from the north against Jerusalem. 
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In our passage tonight we hear the phrase “thus saith the LORD” five times – 

 along with a “declares the LORD” and a “says the LORD.” 

 

These markers help structure our text 

There is a pretty simple chiasm in chapter 6. 

 The passage opens and closes with “disaster”  

coming from the north against the daughter of Zion (v1-5 and 22-26). 

 The Nations are called and Jerusalem is warned of the coming desolation (v6-8, 16-21). 

 Bracketing the center of the passage is Jeremiah’s complaint that no one will listen to him  

and the LORD’s explanation of why they won’t listen (v9-10, v13-15), 

  leaving the wrath of the LORD at the exact middle of the passage (v11-12) – 

 

  which comes back around at the end of the passage as well (v27-30). 

 

Chapter 6 opens: 

1. Disaster from the North Is Coming Against the Daughter of Zion (v1-5) 

Flee for safety, O people of Benjamin, 

    from the midst of Jerusalem! 

 

Usually, one would flee to Jerusalem in times of trouble. 

 Jerusalem is the city that is most likely to withstand a siege! 

 And especially because the presence of God is within Jerusalem. 

 

But now Jeremiah urges the people of Benjamin to run away –  

flee for safety – from the midst of Jerusalem! 

 

Blow the trumpet in Tekoa, 

    and raise a signal on Beth-haccherem, 

for disaster looms out of the north, 

    and great destruction. 

 

Back in chapter 4, we heard Jeremiah’s call to “blow the trumpet” 

 and “flee for safety” (4:5-6). 

 

Disaster from the north – literally, “evil from the north” – is looming – 

 destruction is coming. 

 
2 

The lovely and delicately bred I will destroy, 

    the daughter of Zion.
[a]

 
3 

Shepherds with their flocks shall come against her; 

    they shall pitch their tents around her; 

    they shall pasture, each in his place. 

 

Verses 4-5 take on the voice of the relentless attackers: 
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4 
“Prepare war against her; 

    arise, and let us attack at noon! 

Woe to us, for the day declines, 

    for the shadows of evening lengthen! 
5 

Arise, and let us attack by night 

    and destroy her palaces!” 

 

Not only do they attack at noon – in the midst of the day – 

 but they wail because night is coming, 

  and far from needing rest, they continue their attack by night. 

 

“Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night” 

 can stay these relentless marauders! 

 

2. The Nations Called and Jerusalem Warned: Evil Is Coming Because of Your Evil (v6-8) 

 a. Nations Called to Besiege Jerusalem for Her Oppressions (v6-7) 
6 

For thus says the LORD of hosts: 

 

Verse six gives us our first “thus says the LORD” – 

 the preposition “for” connects us back to what we have just heard. 

Here is the reason why this army is so relentless: 

 

 “Cut down her trees; 

    cast up a siege mound against Jerusalem. 

This is the city that must be punished; 

    there is nothing but oppression within her. 
7 

As a well keeps its water fresh, 

    so she keeps fresh her evil; 

violence and destruction are heard within her; 

    sickness and wounds are ever before me. 

 

The nations are called to besiege Jerusalem 

 because Jerusalem is characterized by violence and destruction. 

  “there is nothing but oppression within her.” 

 

Jeremiah is talking about a social system where the strong exploit the weak. 

 How do you use power? 

 Let me start with an easy example. 

  The abusive husband uses his position as a weapon. 

   He uses words to manipulate his wife for his own selfish benefit. 

   That’s oppression. 

  As a husband, as a father, do you use your authority for your own selfish benefit? 

   Do you order your children around for your own convenience? 

   That’s oppression. 

It can be difficult sometimes to recognize oppression. 
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We are all sinners – what is the difference between oppression and “ordinary sin” 

 (and even that distinction should remind us  

that the difference between oppression and “ordinary sin” is simply  

that oppression is “ordinary sin” that is accepted as “ordinary”!) 

 

But you can see the result: “sickness and wounds are ever before me.” 

  

 When our lives are characterized by repentance, 

  then sin is not allowed to fester. 

 But when repentance is absent, then sin grows into violence and oppression. 

 

And so the LORD warns Jerusalem herself: 

 

 b. Jerusalem Warned of the Coming Desolation (v8) 
8 

Be warned, O Jerusalem, 

    lest I turn from you in disgust, 

lest I make you a desolation, 

    an uninhabited land.” 

 

Notice that God has not yet turned away in disgust. 

 He warns that he is about to turn away! 

 But the warning comes so that Jerusalem will repent. 

 

When God’s people are characterized by oppression and violence, 

 then God will make them a desolation – an uninhabited land. 

 

I cannot help but think that this has too often characterized the church. 

It’s too easy to point to other times in church history: 

 the way that the church turned a blind eye to the plight of slaves in the Old South; 

  but we need to deal with what the LORD is saying to us in our own day! 

 

 Oppression and violence is often found in our homes. 

  Too often abuse is cloaked in the mantle of “discipline” – 

   and those who are abused are accused of not being “submissive.” 

 The word of the LORD comes to us and says that if we tolerate this, 

God will turn away from his church “in disgust.” 

 

 True reformation of the church will result not just in outwardly “pure worship” 

  but will result in inward love for God and neighbor! 

 

A couple weeks ago, I was visiting with some African-American friends of mine, 

 talking about the recent troubles in Ferguson and New York City. 

 

You often hear people saying that one part of the solution is that we need more black cops. 

 My friends laughed when they heard that. 

 They agreed – that would be a good thing – 
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  but none of their friends would dream of actually doing it. 

 After all, if a black man becomes a policeman, 

  he will be expected to use his knowledge of the black community against them. 

 For a black man to become a cop, he must renounce his friends and family. 

 

How do you create the sort of community where that changes? 

 That’s a huge question – 

  but at the heart of the answer is love. 

 We need to love our neighbor – and love includes listening – 

  seeking to understand our neighbor – 

  and not take advantage of him for our selfish benefit. 

 

3. They Refuse to Listen to the Word of the LORD (v9-15) 

 a. Jeremiah: No One Will Listen to Me! (v9-10) 
9 

Thus says the LORD of hosts: 

“They shall glean thoroughly as a vine 

    the remnant of Israel; 

like a grape gatherer pass your hand again 

    over its branches.” 

 

In verse 9 we hear our second “thus says the LORD” – 

 as Jeremiah moves from the image of the shepherds (v3) to that of the vineyard (v9). 

 

Not only are the invading armies like shepherds pasturing their flocks against Jerusalem, 

 they are also gleaning the vine – stripping the branches of Jerusalem bare. 

 

Nothing will be left. 

 

And as Jeremiah hears this, he asks: 

 
10 

To whom shall I speak and give warning, 

    that they may hear? 

 

Who will listen to the warning? 

 Will you? 

 

The double “behold” of verse 10 points to its central role: 

 

Behold, their ears are uncircumcised, 

    they cannot listen; 

behold, the word of the LORD is to them an object of scorn; 

    they take no pleasure in it. 

 

The word of the LORD is supposed to be a delight! 

The word of the LORD is supposed to be something you believe – 

 something you rejoice to hear and to do! 



 7

 

When the people of God refuse to listen to the word of God – 

 when they mock it – when they refuse to take pleasure in it – 

  then there is no other alternative than verses 11-12: 

 

 b. Yahweh: Pour Out My Wrath on All the People (v11-12) 
11 

Therefore I am full of the wrath of the LORD; 

    I am weary of holding it in. 

“Pour it out upon the children in the street, 

    and upon the gatherings of young men, also; 

both husband and wife shall be taken, 

    the elderly and the very aged. 
12 

Their houses shall be turned over to others, 

    their fields and wives together, 

for I will stretch out my hand 

    against the inhabitants of the land,” 

declares the LORD. 

 

Judgment is coming. 

 Walter Brueggemann points out that the order of “houses, fields, and wives” in verse 12 

  is the same order as the 10
th

 commandment in Deuteronomy 5:21. 

 You shall not covet the houses, fields, and wives of others. 

 If you covet them, then your own houses, fields, and wives will be taken away. 

 

So often, God had stretched out his hands in mercy –  

 yearning for his people to return to him. 

But when they would not return – when they would not repent – 

 then God says that he will stretch out his hands in judgment. 

 

It’s not popular these days to say this. 

 Many Christians would deny that God is angry with humanity. 

 Just like many Christians in Jeremiah’s day denied that God was angry with Jerusalem! 

 

God says that judgment is coming upon all Jerusalem – 

 regardless of age – regardless of social situation – 

  the children, the young men, the husband and wife, the elderly and the very aged. 

 

Why? 

 The reason is given in verses 13-15: 

 

 c. Yahweh: They Have Said “Peace, Peace” When There Is No Peace (v13-15) 
13 

“For from the least to the greatest of them, 

    everyone is greedy for unjust gain; 

and from prophet to priest, 

    everyone deals falsely. 
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We saw last time that there was no one who does justice and seeks truth. 

 The beginning of chapter 5 demonstrated that both the poor and the great  

did not know the way of the LORD, the justice of their God. 

 

 We are reminded of this in verse 13. 

  From the least to the greatest – everyone is greedy for unjust gain. 

  In Hebrew it just says “everyone is greedy for gain” – 

   so it’s not necessarily that everyone wants to be unjust – 

   rather, it’s that everyone is greedy for gain, 

    so they will overlook injustice for the sake of the bottom line. 

 

 We see this in the stock market of today. 

  We’re too busy to research our investments 

to see if their business practices match the standards of God’s word. 

  So we just invest in companies that make good profits. 

 

 We are greedy for gain – so we don’t care about justice. 

   

 How do you make a difference? 

  Make one decision today that actively promotes justice. 

  Psalm 15 says that the blessed man swears to his own hurt and keeps his word. 

    

But that’s the exact opposite of the prophets and priests of Jerusalem: 

 

The prophets and priests alike have sworn falsely. 

 The prophets and the priests were those who were called to bring peace – 

  the prophets through their preaching – 

  the priests through their sacrifices and their blessings. 

 Through the ministry of the prophets and priests,  

  “shalom” would come to the people of God. 

 

But the priests and the prophets had stopped paying attention to the word of the LORD: 

 
14 

They have healed the wound of my people lightly, 

    saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ 

    when there is no peace. 
15 

Were they ashamed when they committed abomination? 

    No, they were not at all ashamed; 

    they did not know how to blush. 

Therefore they shall fall among those who fall; 

    at the time that I punish them, they shall be overthrown,” 

says the LORD. 

 

When God does not say “peace” – 

 when God does not give “shalom” – 

  you should not give shalom! 
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The prophets and the priests should have called Jerusalem to repentance! 

 The church should be calling abusers to repentance: 

  those who use words abusively – 

  and those who use their money and their power to control and manipulate others. 

 Those who will not hear the Word of the LORD and repent  

  “will fall among those who fall…they shall be overthrown, says the LORD.” 

 

 

And so, starting in verse 16, we start back up the chiastic road we came down. 

 Just as Jerusalem was warned in verse 8 – 

  so now Jerusalem is called to listen to the sound of the trumpet: 

 

2’. The Nations Summoned: Disaster Comes Because They Rejected My Law (v16-21) 

 b’. Jerusalem Warned to Listen to the Trumpet and Walk in the Ancient Paths 

(v16-17) 
16 

Thus says the LORD: 

“Stand by the roads, and look, 

    and ask for the ancient paths, 

where the good way is; and walk in it, 

    and find rest for your souls. 

But they said, ‘We will not walk in it.’ 

 

The “ancient paths” are the “forever paths.” 

 Ask for the ancient paths – the good way – 

  that tried and true way that God has established forever. 

 In Jeremiah’s childhood, the priests had discovered a copy of the Law in the temple. 

 It is likely that this refers to the book of Deuteronomy. 

  Deuteronomy frequently uses the language of the “way” – 

   calling Israel to walk in the “way” of the LORD. 

 Jeremiah now reminds Israel of this “ancient path.” 

 

Jeremiah does not view the “ancient paths” with nostalgia. 

 He’s not talking about going back to do things the way they did in the ‘good ol’ days.’ 

 He’s talking about doing things the way that they should have been done all along! 

 

Today we are infatuated with whatever is new. 

 If it is newer and faster and bigger – then we think that it is better. 

 Newer and faster and bigger may well get you to your destination more quickly – 

  but where are you going? 

  and what is the price of getting there? 

 

But it’s equally dangerous to fall prey to nostalgia! 

Those of us who embrace the “historic” Christian faith  

are perhaps especially prone to this! 

 We think that the solution is to go back to the way things were done in the ‘50s – 



 10

  whether the 1950s by those who are frustrated with postmodern society – 

  or the 1850s by those who think of the Old South as the ideal society – 

  or the 1750s by those who love Jonathan Edwards – 

  or the 1650s by the neo-Puritans – 

  or the 1550s by the ‘true Calvinists’ – 

  or the 1250s by the Thomists – 

  or the original 50s when the apostles themselves were alive! 

 

The “ancient paths” does not refer to the actual ways that our fathers lived 

 (after all, they failed pretty miserably just like we do!). 

 

Rather, the “ancient paths” refers to the way that God has laid out that we should live. 

 The ancient paths will draw on every age – and learn from every generation – 

  because we see that every human being is made in the image of God, 

  and so every human being has value and should be loved! 

  

The ancient paths of Jeremiah 6:16 may well have been what Jesus had in mind 

 when he said, “take my yoke upon you and learn from me… 

  and you will find rest for your souls.” (Matt 11:28-30) 

 

God had told Jerusalem to walk in the good way – the ancient paths – 

 but they said, ‘We will not walk in it.’ 

 

 We will choose our own path – and make our own way. 

 
17 

I set watchmen over you, saying, 

    ‘Pay attention to the sound of the trumpet!’ 

But they said, ‘We will not pay attention.’ 

 

And so, just as verses 6-7 spoke of what the nations would do to Jerusalem, 

 now the nations are called as witness to Jerusalem’s apostasy: 

 

 a’. Nations Called as Witnesses Because Judah Rejected God’s Law (v18-21) 
18 

Therefore hear, O nations, 

    and know, O congregation, what will happen to them. 
19 

Hear, O earth; behold, I am bringing disaster upon this people, 

    the fruit of their devices, 

because they have not paid attention to my words; 

    and as for my law, they have rejected it. 

 

The Reformers would have said, 

 But Jeremiah, you’re not being fair! 

 We have reformed worship! 

 Our worship services are in perfect accord with the Word of God! 

 

The voice of the LORD speaks to us over 2500 years: 
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20 

What use to me is frankincense that comes from Sheba, 

    or sweet cane from a distant land? 

Your burnt offerings are not acceptable, 

    nor your sacrifices pleasing to me. 

 

So what if your worship is Reformed?! 

 So what if your preaching is “gospel-centered”?! 

 If your prophets and priests – if your preaching and worship – 

  is all squeaky clean and proper “according to the scriptures” – 

   but you do not do justice, 

  then what’s the point? 

 

 If you say that you love God, 

  but you do not love those who are made in the image of God, 

   then you do not love God! 

 
21 

Therefore thus says the LORD: 

‘Behold, I will lay before this people 

    stumbling blocks against which they shall stumble; 

fathers and sons together, 

    neighbor and friend shall perish.’” 

 

Verse 21 says “therefore thus says the LORD” – 

 the “therefore” shows us that verse 21 is something of a conclusion to this section. 

 

Because the people of God have refused to love one another 

 (or, to use Jeremiah’s language – because they have not done justice  

  or walked in the ancient paths of the LORD), 

 therefore, the LORD says that he will cause them to stumble and perish. 

 

And just as the opening section of chapter 6 focused on the coming disaster from the north, 

 so also the concluding section of chapter 6 focuses on the coming disaster from the north: 

 

1’. A People Coming from the North Country Against the Daughter of Zion (v22-26) 
22 

Thus says the LORD: 

“Behold, a people is coming from the north country, 

    a great nation is stirring from the farthest parts of the earth. 
23 

They lay hold on bow and javelin; 

    they are cruel and have no mercy; 

    the sound of them is like the roaring sea; 

they ride on horses, 

    set in array as a man for battle, 

    against you, O daughter of Zion!” 

 

We heard about the shepherds encamped against Jerusalem with their flocks (v3) 
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 the siege mounds of v6 and the stripping of the vines in v9, 

 the plunder of v11-12, and the stumbling blocks of v21. 

Now we hear of the mighty army – cruel and without mercy – 

 set in array as a man for battle against the daughter of Zion. 

 

Remember that at the end of Jeremiah 4, we heard about the two women – 

 the earthly Jerusalem who is a whore; 

 and the daughter of Zion – crying out as a woman in labor, 

  about to be murdered by her enemies… 

 

Verses 24-26 should be heard in the same light: 

 
24 

We have heard the report of it; 

    our hands fall helpless; 

anguish has taken hold of us, 

    pain as of a woman in labor. 
25 

Go not out into the field, 

    nor walk on the road, 

for the enemy has a sword; 

    terror is on every side. 
26 

O daughter of my people, put on sackcloth, 

    and roll in ashes; 

make mourning as for an only son, 

    most bitter lamentation, 

for suddenly the destroyer 

    will come upon us. 

 

A woman in labor… 

 …mourning as for an only son… 

 

Because while we need to hear the warning – and take the warning seriously! – 

 as Peter tells us, “judgment begins with the household of God!” – 

  we also need to see that this is why Jesus came! 

 

“Our hands fall helpless” 

 

“Terror is on every side.” 

 

“Suddenly the destroyer will come upon us.” 

 

Remember that this is the judgment and verdict of God against his people. 

 Only when an “only son” – the seed of the woman – comes to bear our iniquity  

  and heal our diseases, 

  only then will we escape the wrath to come! 

 

After all, when Jesus took the call of Isaiah into his own mouth 
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 he took the call of all the prophets into his own mouth. 

 

Jesus is the true prophet: 

 

Conclusion: The Prophet as Tester of Metals (v27-30) 
27 

“I have made you a tester of metals among my people, 

    that you may know and test their ways. 
28 

They are all stubbornly rebellious, 

    going about with slanders; 

they are bronze and iron; 

    all of them act corruptly. 
29 

The bellows blow fiercely; 

    the lead is consumed by the fire; 

in vain the refining goes on, 

    for the wicked are not removed. 
30 

Rejected silver they are called, 

    for the LORD has rejected them.” 

 

In vain the refining goes on, for the wicked are not removed. 

 

Something has to change. 

 Somehow, God has to remove the wicked and purify his people. 

 The problem is that when God judges his people by fire, 

  the result is that no one is left standing. 

 

That’s why when Jesus came 

 he said that he had a baptism to undergo – 

  a baptism by fire. 

 

Our only hope for salvation is that someone could survive the refining by fire. 

 And that is what Jesus has done! 

 

 Jesus has endured the refining fire of God’s wrath – 

  and he has emerged as pure silver. 

  


