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INTRODUCTION

How would you feel if your husband or your wife committed adultery against you?  This is 
probably one of the most difficult betrayals to come to terms with.  That thought as painful 
as it is, helps us prepare to understand the nature of our betrayal against God, except we 
are worse.  In our sins against God we have not merely committed adultery, we have gone 
off and become prostitutes not merely adulterers.  This is the message of Jeremiah’s first 
sermon to Israel in Jer. 2:1-3:5.  3:1, ‘…you have played the whore with many lovers….’  
3:2, ‘…you have polluted the land with your vile whoredom.’  3:3, ‘…you have the forehead 
of a whore yet you refuse to be ashamed.’  The message I want to look at today was 
written to God’s OT people, a people who were believers and unbelievers, that means that 
the message is relevant for both groups today.  We have grown cold to the reality of sin.  
We use it to entertain ourselves, it is psychologised away as nature or nurture, and it is 
defined as only criminal acts or things done against other people.  The portion we have 
before us is one of the most powerful explanations of the nature of sin.  The early chapters 
of Jeremiah are written during the reign of Josiah.  We know that he had a rather 
prosperous reign, and some might even look on it as a golden era.  The time of Josiah was 
good because the king was godly; however, his influence on the nation was from the top 
down.  In other words, although it appeared for all intents and purposes like the nation was 
doing well spiritually; but it was from the top down it was not a bottom up revival.  He 
rediscovered the bible and reinstated various aspect of the temple worship.  However, there 
was a deep spiritual rot that external changes did not affect.  It is this deeper rot that 
Jeremiah is preaching against in his first sermon.

Jeremiah employs a very emotional picture of serial adultery to highlight the nature of our 
sin, and the lies we tell ourselves in our sin.  These will be our two points to consider. 
Firstly, we will look at the nature of sin, and then the deceitfulness of sin.

The nature of sin

The narrative of our text is from a poor yet faithful bride to whom later when rich and 
prosperous becomes unfaithful.  Jeremiah is told to tell Jerusalem in 2:2, ‘I remember the 
devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a 
land not sown.’  Now the days in the wilderness were hardly the good old days, but like 
Abraham the man of faith Israel followed God, and by comparison that was the honeymoon 
stage of the relationship when Israel by comparison was faithful.  V3 presents a picture of 
Israel as holy to the Lord and under His covenant protection.  But things under Josiah have 
moved so far from that picture of marital faithfulness.  Jeremiah lines up descriptions of the 
nature of sin.  The first is the irrationality of sin, v5, ‘Thus says the LORD: "What wrong did 
your fathers find in me that they went far from me, and went after worthlessness, and 
became worthless?’  The irrationality of sin is demonstrated in two ways, firstly, that it 
would forsake the source of highest good, God.  And, secondly, that it would forsake God 
for worthless things.  This madness we indulge is articulated again in v13, ‘for my people 
have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and hewed 
out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns that can hold no water.’



The questions of verse 5 are heightened when remembered they are asked in the context of
marriage.  Is there any fault in God as a husband that we would ever find sufficient cause to
leave Him?  Is there any failure on His part, either in who He is, what He does, how He 
provides, how He loves us, in His protection, guidance, or anything else?  The question 
highlights that our reason for not wanting God is not a lack on God’s part but a wantonness 
on ours.  The person who leaves God is nothing thinking in terms of Psalm 16:2, ‘I say to 
the LORD, "You are my Lord; I have no good apart from you.’  The trouble is we think there
is good apart from God; that our greatest happiness is not in God.  We are without excuse 
for choosing anything over God.  But please notice that all unfaithfulness against God is 
personal, it is from Him you have run; it is from Him you have chosen to wander; it is 
another above Him you have preferred.  V13 highlights God as a fountain of living waters, a 
rich supply of healthy water, an abundance of goodness.  Yet we choose to exchange 
everything for nothing.  This is the irrationality of sin.

But there is more, secondly we see the emptiness of sin, Jeremiah tells us that we ‘went 
after worthlessness and became worthless.’  In this context ‘worthlessness’ is referring to 
idolatry.  Israel had turned her back on God as her security, provider and the one to whom 
she would give thanks and turned to the gods of the surrounding nations.  An idol is literally
worthless, it is a nothing, it is a delusion, there is no reality behind it and it can do nothing 
for you except harm you.  In the West we have idols of many types, not merely the 
traditional type.  Anything can become an idol if you treat it as more important than God; if 
you forsake God for it as Israel has done.  The thing you are willing to break God’s law to 
have; to leave His people for; to question His word over; that biblical view you once had 
that you have now adjusted to accommodate your new pet sin, that is your idol.  

V13 compares God with our sins, as a fountain of living water to a cistern we have created 
that can’t hold water.  The promised satisfaction that sin says you will have will not deliver.  
And notice the language of ‘hewed out’ this implies labour, commitment and sacrifice.  We 
sacrifice and dedicate ourselves to things that only take.  Drunken freedom will end in 
accidents, fights, unwanted sexual encounters, depression, nausea, liver damage and many 
other undesirable outcomes.  Sexual freedom will result in STDs, relationship breakdown, 
addiction issues, devaluing the person in search of experience, creating children who need 
parents that go unparented, etc.  Financial freedom will result in debt, materialism, investing
your security in things that are suspect to market trends, etc.  bodies fail, pleasure fails, 
people fail, countries fail, everything is subject to change and failure, except God.  To have 
anything else as your reason for existence, as the purpose of your life, as the one who 
satisfies you the most, who defines you, is to invest in nothing, and exchanging not only the
truth for a lie, but happiness for pain, foundness for lostness, belonging for alienation, 
connectedness for isolation, you do not trade first place for second but for last.  

The third aspect of sin we see is that sin shapes the one pursuing it.  We ‘went after 
worthlessness and became worthless.’  We become like what we worship.  There is no 
consequenceless pursuit of idols, you will become like what you worship.  There are not pet 
sins, it is an animal that cannot be tamed, sin cannot be kept under control; it is you who 
will become the servant and not the master.  This works both positively and negatively.  If 
we pursue the true God, the God who is holy, just, gracious and compassionate.  In valuing 
this God, in worshipping Him, we come to agree with those things and pursue them.  Being 
image bearers we are made to reflect, and imitation is one of the highest compliments we 
can pay God.  If we believed in a god who was brutal, lustful and arbitrary, we could not 
help but approve those things and emulate them.  The gods of our 21st century culture 
shape us in the same way.  When we value personal pleasure and comfort as our idol, it 
follows that all things that do not serve the will of this god are the new sins.  As a result we 



become useless to our neighbour, they earn righteous anger of this new law when they 
inconvenience us; and we have no choice but to separate from them as blasphemers when 
they cannot join in our worship and services of self.  We find a happy fellowship with those 
who worship what we worship, a kindred spirit.  If your idol is a self-image of muscled 
manhood that is best when treading on others, this will shape you into a vain bully.  If your 
idol is success, then you will put down and to death all that stands in your way to serve it.  
If another person is your idol, their will becomes your will as you live to please them.  You 
are shaped by what you worship, there are no free or cheap sins, self is the payment; you 
always pay more in loss of self than the sin is worth.  

The fourth aspect of sin is the forgetfulness of sin.  V6, ‘They did not say, 'Where is the 
LORD who brought us up from the land of Egypt, who led us in the wilderness, in a land of 
deserts and pits, in a land of drought and deep darkness, in a land that none passes 
through, where no man dwells?’  Israel turned to other gods because they did not 
consider/remember the God who had done so much for them already.  One of the reasons 
Israel took the gods of the surrounding nations was for the protection they thought they 
would give from invasion.  V6 points out that they should have simply remembered that 
they had a Saviour, one who had already saved them from Egypt by a mighty hand.  Sin has
no long term memory, it is the nature of sin to not think too deeply at all.  Sin does not walk
by faith but by sight, so a saviour at hand that looks the part is the saviour reached for.

Fifthly, we see the high-handedness of sin.  V7, ‘And I brought you into a plentiful land to 
enjoy its fruits and its good things. But when you came in, you defiled my land and made 
my heritage an abomination.’  God brings us to His provisions, to His land and Heritage and 
we defile it.  We take the bounty and use it to defile and pervert.  If we follow the picture of
marriage it is like a wife that is given a home by her husband and turning it into a strip bar. 
This reminds me of Adam and Eve in the garden.  Everything they had was a gift from a 
good and generous God, He gave them all they could need and more, they had access to 
every tree in the garden but one, yet they must eat from that one too.  They wanted more 
and would sin to have it.  Brazen ungrateful disrespect.  

Sixthly, we see that sin rises to do the unthinkable and it pioneers new directions never 
taken, v10-11, ‘For cross to the coasts of Cyprus and see, or send to Kedar and examine 
with care; see if there has been such a thing.  Has a nation changed its gods, even though 
they are no gods? But my people have changed their glory for that which does not profit.’  
The utter abandonment of God, to jump ship and serve another, to defect to the enemy’s 
side and start shooting at your friends, this is the heinous nature of what is being described.
V12 captures what response we should make to these sins, ‘Be appalled, O heavens, at this;
be shocked, be utterly desolate, declares the LORD.’

Seventhly, sin places us in a precarious position, v14, ‘"Is Israel a slave? Is he a homeborn 
servant? Why then has he become a prey?’  By subjecting ourselves to sin we place 
ourselves in a position to be preyed upon.  Worse we make an enemy of God and sin which 
we sought for enjoyment becomes a means of punishing us, v19, ‘Your evil will chastise 
you, and your apostasy will reprove you. Know and see that it is evil and bitter for you to 
forsake the LORD your God; the fear of me is not in you, declares the Lord GOD of hosts.’  
And one day we will have to give a reckoning for every deed.  

So sin is irrational; empty; distorts us; forgetful; high-handed; inventive; and brings us 
under God’s judgement.  It is the highest insult to God and the greatest damage we can do 
to ourselves. 



The deceitfulness of sin   
  
God is not content to merely expose the nature of sin but wants to show the self-deceiving 
lies we sinners tell ourselves.  There are several quotes where the idolater says something 
altogether untrue.  When we exchange God for an idol we exchange truth for lies.  This 
point is most important.  It is Jeremiah who also says in 17:9, ‘The heart is deceitful above 
all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?’  We tell ourselves lies more than 
anyone else.  Here we have some of the typical lies exposed. 
 
V20, ‘For long ago I broke your yoke and burst your bonds; but you said, 'I will not serve.' 
Yes, on every high hill and under every green tree you bowed down like a whore.’  This 
verse is using irony to show that the idolater who says they will not serve God end up 
serving sin.  The ‘bowed down’ is a double entendre intended to show that if you do not 
serve God you will be a slave to something else.  We must not believe the lie that we are 
free, we all serve something.  You either serve the God who made you and commands you 
for your good or a false god that will lie to you and destroy you.

V23, ‘How can you say, 'I am not unclean, I have not gone after the Baals'? Look at your 
way in the valley; know what you have done--- a restless young camel running here and 
there.’  This could be a blatant lie where Israel denies something they have done, or it is 
could be an excuse saying I have not served the Baals but they neglect to mention that they
have served the gods of Egypt and Assyria.  Either way they are simply lying.  Denial 
however does not negate the truth.  They are unclean, no matter how much religion they 
have, and they are idolaters, even though it may not be the Baals they have followed.  

V25, ‘Keep your feet from going unshod and your throat from thirst. But you said, 'It is 
hopeless, for I have loved foreigners, and after them I will go.'  It is hopeless.  Isn’t this one
of the lies we tell ourselves when we sin?  I can’t help it.  I can’t win this battle, I must 
eventually give in.  There is no excuse for sin. 

V27, ‘who say to a tree, 'You are my father,' and to a stone, 'You gave me birth.'  Denying 
the one who made you, this is a tactic of the one who turns from God.  But notice the next 
part of the verse, ‘But in the time of their trouble they say, 'Arise and save us!'’  when the 
trouble comes then they cry out to God for help, though the rest of the time they deny Him.

V31, ‘And you, O generation, behold the word of the LORD. Have I been a wilderness to 
Israel, or a land of thick darkness? Why then do my people say, 'We are free, we will come 
no more to you'?’  The unbelieving heart says, when we put God away then we are truly 
free.  The unbelieving heart does not know what it is made for, it does not recognise that 
true freedom is in bondage to Christ, in being what God made you to be.  The first part of 
v31 shows the absurdity of this notion, is God a barren wilderness, hostile and dark that 
anything but God is considered freedom.  Only the self-deceived heart would think so.  

V35, ‘you say, 'I am innocent; surely his anger has turned from me.' Behold, I will bring you 
to judgment for saying, 'I have not sinned.'’  Here is one of the most dangerous lies we can 
tell ourselves, that we are innocent of sin in pursuing our idols, that we are not under God’s 
wrath, or that there is no wrath in God, and to deny that what you are doing is sin.  

Now we need to remember that this is during Josiah’s reign, and there would have been 
some public displays of repentance, that would not have been real repentance at all.  3:1 
seems to spell out the inadequacy of the repentance shown in Israel so far, ‘"If a man 
divorces his wife and she goes from him and becomes another man's wife, will he return to 



her? Would not that land be greatly polluted? You have played the whore with many lovers; 
and would you return to me? declares the LORD.’  Now in the KJV you have it ending with 
‘yet return to me’ not ‘and would you return to me?’  this is a possible translation but seems 
to be out of step with the context.  That said God does call His people, despite their sins to 
return to Him.  He sees us in this state of sinfulness, in the shamefulness of all we do and 
are, and yet He does call us to return to Him.  He sees us in this sin and still sends His Son 
Jesus Christ to come and save us.  We are as unworthy as we can be and yet He is willing to
save us.  Jeremiah’s second sermon starting in 3:6 is a call to repentance and to return to 
the Lord.  

We need to see the depth of our sin, for only then will we see the glory of His grace.  Unless
we comprehend how absolutely brazen we are as sinners and corrupt, unless we see that 
we are nothing but deserving of severe judgement the love of God will seem expected , and
instead of being humbled we will feel entitled.  If you are here today and you are not a 
Christian, I know these words can be hard, but test them to see if they are true.  You will 
see in them the truth of the emptiness of sin and the lies you tell yourself.  See in these 
words a God who sees you as you are and yet still chooses to save you.  See Him sending 
Jesus for pay for these crimes that you can be forgiven and set free to serve Him.  If you 
are a Christian, then stand afresh in a horror against sin.  Mull over its vileness and the 
insults it offers to a God who has only been good to us.  Recommit to wage war against it, 
and if you have been flirting with idols put them away, God deserves your all.     
 
  

  
  
  
    
  

                   

      

  
           


