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 Start Timer! 
 [Slide 1] We are kicking off a new series on Jeremiah: Prophet to God’s People in Crisis. 

The reason I picked Jeremiah is because he was a prophet to God’s people during Israel’s 

greatest crisis.  In many ways, a message to God’s people is a message to the church.  I think 

the church in America is faced with a crisis.  We will go into what that crisis is.  It is my 

hope that we can hear what God has to say to the church in times of crisis. 

 Before we read today’s passage, I want to give you the context of the Book of 

Jeremiah.  I am going to give you a little historical context.  This is important for the entire 

series.  So, even if you are not a history buff, stay with me. 

 [Slide 2] So, here is a brief outline of the history of Israel until the time of Jeremiah.  

It starts out with Abraham’s grandson, Jacob and his twelve sons.  God changes Jacob’s 

name to Israel and his twelve sons become the Twelve Tribes of Israel.  The entire family 

ends up moving to Egypt during a severe famine.  While they are there, they prosper and 

grow.  When they become numerous, a Pharaoh decides to enslave them.  They live as slaves 

for hundreds of years.   

 1200s: Moses leads the people of Israel out of Egypt.  They are given the Law, 

including the Ten Commandments.  After 40 years of wondering in the desert, they come to 

the promised land, Canaan in Palestine. 

 1000s: That was the time of King Saul and King David. 

 900s:  King David’s son, Solomon becomes the King of Israel.  And after his death, 

Israel splits into two nations: Judah and Israel.  Judah is often referred to as the Southern 

Kingdom and Israel as the Northern Kingdom.  The capital of the Southern Kingdom is 

Jerusalem and the capital of the Northern Kingdom is Samaria.  The word “Jew” comes from 

Judah.   

 700s: Israel falls to Assyria, the Superpower at the time.  They are destroyed.  The 

Northern Kingdom people intermarry with non-Israelites and lose their identity.  During 

Jesus’ time, they are the Samaritans. 

 600s:  Judah maneuvers to survive.  King Manasseh takes the throne of Judah; he was 

a Pagan worshipper and evil; he decides to submit to Assyria and become its vassal state.  
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Manasseh enthusiastically turned the whole country into worshippers of Assyrian gods and 

idols.  He instituted Pagan worship that involved the whole communities in sexual orgies, 

installed cultic prostitutes at shrines throughout the country, practiced divination, sought 

omens, consulted mediums and spiritists.  He practiced human sacrifice; he even burned his 

own son in such ritual.  The Great Temple of Jerusalem was filled with these kinds of idols 

and practices.  He also killed numerous innocent people so much that the Bible says that the 

blood of innocent people filled the city of Jerusalem from one end to another.  What he did 

was worse than the Assyrians.  This is when Jeremiah was born, during the last decade of 

Manasseh’s rule.     

 A few years later, Josiah, a godly young man becomes the king of Judah, and early in 

his rule, Assyria falls, leaving Judah free.  Josiah starts a major reform, getting rid of 

Assyrian gods and idols and all the detestable practices from the temple.  Jeremiah supported 

that campaign.  Geopolitically, there was a power vacuum in Israel, the Northern Kingdom, 

after the Assyrians fell.  So, Josiah annexed Israel and sought to unite the two kingdoms.  

There was a lot of optimism in the air.  While they were cleaning out Assyrian idols from the 

temple, they found a scroll of the Law of Moses, probably the Book of Deuteronomy.  And 

Josiah read it and led Judah to commit to follow the covenants contained in the Law. While 

this period after the fall of Assyria was full of optimism, there was a looming threat in the 

North.  Babylon in partnership with the Medes were growing in power.  They were the ones 

that destroyed Assyria.  It is in this context that Jeremiah called the nation to repent, and said 

that if they didn’t repent, God would judge them.  The Babylonians would come and destroy 

them.  This was not a popular message, particularly in light of the fact that they felt like 

reforms were being made.  But, we will see that the reforms were only skin-deep; Judah does 

not heed the call to repent.  Babylon does come and attack them, and for a while they become 

a vassal state of Babylon with a puppet king, but they miscalculate and aligns with Egypt 

against Babylon and rebels against Babylon.  Babylon ends up taking over Egypt and 

completely destroys Jerusalem.  What Jeremiah prophesized happens.  Jerusalem and the 

temple are destroyed.  The Babylonians exiled some of the brightest people among those they 

took over and integrating them into the life of the Babylonian Empire.  That’s where the 
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story of Daniel and his three friends come from.  Jeremiah spoke about the coming invasion 

of the Babylon, the book tells us about the destruction of Jerusalem, the life of the exiles in 

Babylon, and what happened to the remnants who didn’t get exiled.   

 You will see that in the midst of the call to repent of idolatry, injustice and oppression 

against the poor, and in the midst of the prophecy re God’s judgment, we see two amazing 

things: we see the heart of God.  We see God who loves his people and want them to come 

back.  Even in judgment, his ultimate plan is to give them a new life, a new covenant, and 

hope.  Even in exile, he calls them to seek the Shalom, prosperity and welfare of Babylon.  

And we also see the heart of a prophet who mourned through his prophecies, who heard the 

heart beat of God and obeyed, who suffered through unimaginable torture after torture.  We 

see and man who cried for the people he loved. 

 How did Jeremiah’s journey start? 

 [Slide 3] It started with a call.  So, today’s sermon is entitled, “Called.”   

 [Slide 4] Let’s go to Jeremiah 1:4-19. 
4 The word of the LORD came to me, saying,  
5 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,  

before you were born I set you apart;  
I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.”  

6 “Alas, Sovereign LORD,” I said, “I do not know how to speak; I am too young.”  
7 But the LORD said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am too young.’ You must go to everyone I 

send you to and say whatever I command you. 8 Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you 
and will rescue you,” declares the LORD.  

 
[Slide 5] 9 Then the LORD reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, “I 

have put my words in your mouth. 10 See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to 
uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.”  

11 The word of the LORD came to me: “What do you see, Jeremiah?”  
“I see the branch of an almond tree,” I replied.  
12 The LORD said to me, “You have seen correctly, for I am watching to see that my word 

is fulfilled.”  
 
[Slide 6] 13 The word of the LORD came to me again: “What do you see?”  
“I see a pot that is boiling,” I answered. “It is tilting toward us from the north.”  
14 The LORD said to me, “From the north disaster will be poured out on all who live in the 

land. 15 I am about to summon all the peoples of the northern kingdoms,” declares the LORD.  
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[Slide 7] “Their kings will come and set up their thrones  
in the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem;  

they will come against all her surrounding walls  
and against all the towns of Judah.  

16 I will pronounce my judgments on my people  
because of their wickedness in forsaking me,  

in burning incense to other gods  
and in worshiping what their hands have made.  

[Slide 8] 17 “Get yourself ready! Stand up and say to them whatever I command you. Do 
not be terrified by them, or I will terrify you before them. 18 Today I have made you a 
fortified city, an iron pillar and a bronze wall to stand against the whole land—against the 
kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land. 19 They will fight against 
you but will not overcome you, for I am with you and will rescue you,” declares the LORD.  
 

 We are going to talk about three things: the call, Jeremiah’s excuse; and God’s 

response. 

[Slide 9] I. The Call 

 It’s interesting when the call began.  It didn’t began because Jeremiah demonstrated 

some potential.  It didn’t began because he came from a good family.  It didn’t began 

because he demonstrated a righteous life.  It didn’t even began when the call was made.  It 

began before.  [Slide 10] Verse 5 says: 

5 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,  
before you were born I set you apart;  
I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.”  

 

Before Jeremiah knew God, God knew Jeremiah.  Before we knew God, God knew us.  

This is pretty radical.  We often think that the beginning of our relationship with God was 

when we got to know God.  But, long before we ever got around to ask questions about God, 

God knew us.  Before we thought God might be important, God thought you and I, 

individually, are important.  Before we were formed in the womb, God knew us.  Eugene 

Peterson said, “We are known before we know.” 

 You know what this means?  Our life is not a puzzle to figure out.  What is my life 

purpose?  Why is this happening to me?  Why did I have such and such parents?  Why didn’t 

I have that opportunity?  The fundamental mistake is to start with myself and not God.  My 
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identity does not start with understanding myself; there is something before.  There is 

something before what I think about myself; it is what God thinks of me.  My life is a 

response to God.  We don’t make the first move.  God makes the first move. 

 Think about it.  We didn’t create the world we enter into when we are born.  We grow 

into a culture and life provided for us.  Life does not start with us.  We enter into the story in 

the middle.  There was something going on before and there will be something that goes on 

after us.  Have you ever been in a meeting with a few people for a couple of hours about a 

subject, and someone just walks into the meeting start talking, arguing, taking positions, 

asking questions, completely oblivious of the delicate balance and progress of the 

conversation that has taken place for the last two hours? It is a little frustrating.  We feel like 

telling that person to just sit and listen first.   

 When we think about being called by God, we think that we are walking into a virgin 

territory.  We are bringing God into where there was no God.  We think like that when we 

plant churches, when we go on mission to a far away land, or when we engage the 

neighborhood to seek justice in the neighborhood. 

 We need to first sit down and see what God is doing.  What is the history of the 

place?  Who lives here?  Who and what are the assets in the neighborhood?  What is in the 

culture that has God’s signature on it?  What is God doing in the place?  

 We have to see what God is doing first before we figure out what we are called to do, 

because he is first, he made the first move, he knew us before we knew him. 

 The passage says that God not only knew us, but he also set us apart.  The Message 

translation says: “Before you saw the light of day, I had holy plans for you.”  God has holy 

plans for us to join him in the work that he is doing.   

 What is God doing?  [Slide 11] Here’s what Eugene Peterson, in his book, Run with 

the Horses: The Quest for Life at Its Best, said: 

What is God doing? He is saving; he is rescuing; he is blessing; he is providing; he is 

judging; he is healing; he is enlightening. There is a spiritual war in progress, an all-

out moral battle. There is evil and cruelty, unhappiness and illness. There is 

superstition and ignorance, brutality and pain. God is in continuous and energetic 
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battle against all of it. God is for life and against death. God is for love and against 

hate. God is for hope and against despair. God is for heaven and against hell. There is 

no neutral ground in the universe. Every square foot of space is contested.   

We are not called to figure out what to do with ourselves.  We are set apart and called to join 

God in what he is doing.  He is in a spiritual war against evil, hate, suffering, and even death.  

God set apart Jeremiah to join him and God has set us apart to join him in the work that he is 

doing.  We are called to be on his side, to fight for love, and to extend the Kingdom of God. 

No one is a spectator in this spiritual war.  We either take up the call to the life that we have 

been set apart for, or we live as defectors.   

  This passage says God knew us before we knew God.  And, God set us apart to join 

him in his work. Then, the passage says God appoints us.  Verse 5 says: “I appointed you as 

a prophet to the nations.”  The word for “appointed” literally means “gave” (nathan).  So, 

God says, I gave you as a prophet to the nations.  God gives.  That’s what God does.  He did 

it with his own son.  He gave him away.  He gave him to the nations.  God so loved the 

world, he gave his only son.  In the same way, God gives us to others.  You might have a 

problem with this.  Wait a second.  It’s my life.  I don’t want to give myself away.  In a way, 

God is saying, “sorry, I already gave you away.”  Here is what God is saying: “Giving is the 

way I work.  I don’t work by getting.  That’s what wrong with the world. That’s the way I 

created the world to work, but the mess that the world has become has reversed it. I came 

back to the world, and inaugurated a kingdom of the way I originally designed it.  I designed 

it as a world of giving just as much as I designed the law of gravity for objects to fall. If you 

want to live life in the middle of my call for you, you must live to give.  That’s the work that 

I am calling you to join me on.”   

 And you know what, giving is the way to join me in the work that I am doing. 

 You see, giving is living our lives at its best.  It is what God calls us do.  Some of us 

desperately try to hold on to ourselves, to live for ourselves.  We are afraid to risk ourselves.  

We could stay in the safety of our own lives and live for our own comfort, our own identity, 

our own security, and become consumers of life, but God calls us to an adventure of giving.  

That’s what he appointed us to be.  That’s what he appointed us to do. 
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But, this call is not easy to submit to.  Our natural response is to look at ourselves 

again. 

[Slide 12] II. The Excuses 

 We come up with excuses. 

 [Slide 13] Jeremiah responded and said, in verse 6: 
 6 “Alas, Sovereign LORD,” I said, “I do not know how to speak; I am too young.” 
I think this is a natural response to God’s call.  What God calls us to is way bigger than we 

think we can do.  How do we live a life of giving instead of consuming?  How do we actually 

join in the incredible work that God is doing.  I think when we look at ourselves, and really 

look at ourselves, we can’t help but to respond the way Jeremiah responded.  He felt like he 

wasn’t ready.  He didn’t finish the degree.  He didn’t have the experience.  He didn’t have 

the gifts.  Like him we say, I don’t have enough education.  I don’t have time or training.  I 

don’t have enough confidence.  I don’t talk speak well. 

 I think if we just look at ourselves only, we can’t help but to feel inadequate, because 

we are.  Like we say all the time at New City, we are all more messed up than we know.  It’s 

true.  We don’t focus on God as much as we should.  We get lazy.  We sometimes fudge the 

truth in order manage our image.  Of course, sometimes, we do amazing things for others.  

We have spurts of love and care.  But, But, But!  Our vision of what we can do reduces us to 

a small life.  The life that God calls us to live is way bigger.  Think about what God called 

Jeremiah to do: “to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.”  

We are not talking just individuals.  He is talking nations and kingdoms.  That’s a pretty big 

vision.  There is a chasm between what we think we can do and what God calls us to do.   

[Slide 14] III. God’s Response 

How does God respond to Jeremiah’s sense of inadequacy?  God equips us.  Here’s 

how Peterson says it: “God does not send us into the dangerous and exacting life faith 

because we are qualified; he chooses us in order to quality us for what he wants us to be and 

do.”  God equipped Jeremiah by putting his words in Jeremiah’s mouth.  He said, Don’t be 

afraid. I will be with you. I will rescue you.  And then, God gave him two visions.   

First vision was of a branch of an almond tree.  [Slide 15] Verses 11-12 says: 
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11 The word of the LORD came to me: “What do you see, Jeremiah?”  
“I see the branch of an almond tree,” I replied.  
12 The LORD said to me, “You have seen correctly, for I am watching to see that my word 

is fulfilled.”  
 

The word for almond in Hebrew is sha-qed and the word for watching is sho-qed.  

They sound very similar and share the same root word that means watching.  It is an 

intentional word play.  So, God is asking Jeremiah: “What do you see?”  A watching tree: 

sha-qed.  “Yes, that’s right.  I am watching “sho-qed” to see that my word is fulfilled.  I am 

going to do what I promise.”  Here is another interesting fact about almond tree.  It is the 

earliest tree to bloom in Palestine.  I am told that it is one of the earliest trees to bloom in 

California as well.  It blooms in February, and sometimes as early as January. If you see it 

bloom, even if it is in the middle of winter, you know that spring is coming.  You know the 

fruit is coming.  There is hope at the end. It reminds me of Isaiah’s prophecy regarding the 

coming of the Messiah: “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a 

Branch will bear fruit.”  This is a glimpse of the gospel of Jesus Christ to come. You might 

just see a branch of a watching tree. I know what I am calling you to do is not easy, but I am 

going to watch, I am going to be with you, and not only are you are going to blossom, there 

will someday be spring.  There is hope at the end.  My words will be fulfilled.  My will will 

be done on earth as it is in heaven! 

 

[Slide 16] The second vision was of a boiling pot. 
13 The word of the LORD came to me again: “What do you see?”  
“I see a pot that is boiling,” I answered. “It is tilting toward us from the north.”  
14 The LORD said to me, “From the north disaster will be poured out on all who live in the 

land. 15 I am about to summon all the peoples of the northern kingdoms,” declares the LORD.  
 

By northern kingdoms, he means the Babylonians and Medes.  People knew that 

danger was boiling in the North. God is saying look at the evil in the world.  If we really 

opened our eyes to all the evil in the world, we would not be able to relax.  There would be 

no peace.  How can we live of life of giving when there is so much evil in the world?  We 
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would naturally go on a defensive mode.  But, here is the meaning of the vision.  God is 

saying that this evil is not above God.  [Slide 17] Here is how Eugene Peterson explains it:  

 “[Evil] will be used by God to bring good.  For it is one of the most 

extraordinary aspects of the good news that God used bad men to accomplish his 

good purposes.  The great paradox of judgment is that evil becomes fuel in the 

furnace of salvation.”   

I think that’s why [Slide 18] Apostle Paul said in Romans 8:28: 
28 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who 

have been called according to his purpose. 

In all things, even in the evil of the world.  If we don’t have this vision of evil, we can get 

overwhelmed by it.  We feel like the only way to stop it is more violence, more hate, more 

evil.  Evil against evil.  We are going to hunker down and consume and just protect 

ourselves.  We can’t live the life that God is calling us to live if we don’t have this vision of 

God above evil.  That God can somehow use it as his instrument.  This is not to say that God 

causes evil or is doing the evil or condones evil.  Babylonians are the ones doing it.  They are 

responsible for it.  At the end of the book, even though the Babylonian attack and exiles are 

used by God to bring his people back to him, they are judged for what they did.  God holds 

the Babylonians responsible.  But, through this vision, God is saying to Jeremiah and to us 

that God is above evil.  God is in control. 

 This is another glimpse of the gospel.  Here we see that God planned to bring 

judgment on his own people to ultimately bring them back.  And we know that God does 

ultimately bring judgment through evil men to bring judgment not upon us, but upon himself 

so that we might be saved and come back to his call for our lives.    

 The first vision taught Jeremiah that God is with him and watching and will end in 

spring.  I think this vision helped him to seek God over and over again.  This led him to an 

inner life that was built on intimacy with God knowing that God is watching.  And in the 

New Testament, the coming of the Holy Spirit has enabled all of us to enter into his presence, 

experience intimacy, see him watch, and see the beauty of God.  The second vision taught 

Jeremiah how to deal with evil.  He didn’t give up at the sight of evil.  He knew that God can 
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use even evil to do his work.  God has used men, evil men, to accomplish his purpose of 

dying for us on the cross, to redeem us from sin and join him in his mission. 

 If you know God is with you until spring comes, and you can see that God is above 

evil, and you see his amazing grace and love for you on the cross, you have the power to live 

out God’s call to the best life God has for you.  God has already called you.  He knew you, he 

set you apart to join God in the work that he is doing, and that work is the work of giving 

yourself away.  It is the work of love.  It is the work that Jesus was engaged in and he is 

calling you. 

 I know you might feel inadequate but just like God gave Jeremiah the two visions, 

God is giving these two visions for you to empower you.   

  I heard a story of a nest of swallows.  After the chicks break out of the shell, they sit 

around the nest or near the nest waiting for the mother bird to feed them.  They open their 

beaks to be fed.  Then, one day, the mother bird starts to push the chicks off the nest.  The 

chicks don’t want to leave the nest.  They fight with their little bodies.  The mother bird 

continues to peck and push.  They don’t know why the mother bird is pushing them off the 

nest.  But, somewhere between the nest and the ground, the swallow starts to pump their 

wings and fly.  The mother swallow knew what the chicks didn’t—that they can fly—that 

there was no danger in making them to do what they were designed to do.  You know birds 

have feet and can walk.  Birds have talons and can grasp a branch tightly.  They can walk and 

cling.  But, they were created to fly.  Until they fly, they are not living in their design or 

living at their best.  It would be a pathetic life. 

 God designed you in your mother’s womb.  He set you apart to join him in his work.  

He gave you away because that’s our call: to give.  You might feel like the swallow, wanting 

to stay in the confines of the nest. Saying feed me, feed me, and living in the security of your 

comfort zone.  You can live out your whole life as a consumer, and continue to plead 

inadequacy.  But, God is calling you to live our your design and call.  God is calling you to 

the beauty of his word and life and intimacy in him.  God is calling you to the beauty of 

seeing God at work and becoming his instrument.  Do you want to fly?  
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