THE ACID TEST

Text: Jeremiah 28
Readings: Deut 18:14-22, Acts 3:11-26
Theme: In a confrontation with Hananiah Jeremiah explained the tests of a true prophet. 
Purpose: To encourage us to evaluate all we see and hear in the church according to objective biblical criteria.

Congregation,

Many of us have been in the situation where we have heard two people who told us two very different versions of the same event. They described the same situation but each gave a very different perspective. In some cases like this their stories seem almost the opposite of the other. 

This can happen in a courtroom when two witnesses are called forward. Both saw the same event, but both have a different story. Who is right?

Or this can happen in a family. Dad notices a scratch on his new car and he questions the two children he saw playing around it earlier in the day. How did that get there? he asks. His two children tell him two very different stories. Who is right?

Those who do a lot of marriage counselling will tell you that they often hear this. A couple will tell him about a point of conflict between them - something that happened one day; but he will hear two contrasting accounts of the same situation and two versions of who was to blame. Who is right?

In Old Testament Israel there were two groups of prophets who spoke very different prophecies and who gave predictions about the future that were the total opposite of each other. 

It was a contrast between the true and false prophets. This chapter describes a dramatic incident which illustrates this difference. It describes a confrontation between two men who represented these two approaches. 
Today we want to ask: How do we know who is who?
How do we determine who is right?
How do you tell a true prophet from a false one?

Before we answer that we first of all need to put ourselves back in that situation. 
This story is set in the early years of the reign of King Zedekiah, King of Judah. He was the last king of Judah to reign before the babylonian exile. His reign began in 597 BC and ended ten years later in 587 BC when the Babylonian army attacked and destroyed Jerusalem. 

The Babylonians were the world power of the time and were busy extending their empire. 
They had already attacked Jerusalem twice before.

The first attack had been in 605 BC during the reign of King Jehoiakim. At that time Nebuchadnezzar had taken away some of the cream of the young men of Judah to train them up for royal service in the empire - people like Daniel and his three friends.

The second attack was in 597 BC. Again many people from Judah were taken into exile, including the priest Ezekiel as well as the king. 
After that Zedekiah was appointed a puppet king in his place and it was now the fourth year of his reign, 593 BC. 

In chapter 27 we read that envoys from the surrounding nations had come to Jerusalem to meet with Zedekiah - they came from Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre and Sidon. We are not told why they had come, but you can be sure they hadn't come to talk about the weather, or to visit the Jerusalem museum, or to see the sights as tourists. No, they had come to discuss the political situation and it is very likely they had come to discuss a political alliance against the king of Babylon. 

In response the Lord told Jeremiah to make a wooden yoke used for oxen and to put that on his shoulders and to explain to Zedekiah and to these envoys that the Lord was going to hand all these countries over to Nebuchadnezzar. All the nations would serve him. He would rule over everyone and everything (27:5-7). The Lord told them to submit to him - "bow your necks under his yoke", he said (vs 8). 

A lot of people, however, were most unhappy with that message. One of them was the prophet Hananiah. In the fifth month of that same year there was a big crowd of people in the temple including the priests and Jeremiah. Hananiah spoke up with a message that he claimed came from the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel. He made a number of predictions:
* He predicted that the Lord would break the yoke of the king of Babylon.
* He foretold that within two years God would bring back all the articles of the temple that had been taken away in the earlier deportations.
* And he prophesied that the Lord would bring back the king from his exile.

All these predictions were directly contrary to everything Jeremiah had prophesied. 
* Jeremiah had said that all the nations would have to submit to the King of Babylon.
* He had prophesied that the exile would last 70 years, not just two, and that all of the articles of the temple would remain in Babylon until then.
* He had told king Jehoiakim that he would go into exile and he would never come back to his own land but would die in exile (22:26-27).

When he heard Hananiah's prophecy he responded by saying; "Amen! May the Lord do so. May the Lord fulfil the words you have prophesied..." (Vs 6).

It is possible that he meant this sarcastically, like the adds for Tui beer - "Yeah Right!" "Sure - whatever you say!" But the word "Amen" is the conclusion to a prayer and it is unlikely that he would have used it sarcastically. 

It is more likely that he meant this in a genuine way. He wished this was true. He too would like to see this happen. This was also his desire for Judah and the people of Jerusalem. 
But he also knew that the truth of the matter was very different. This was not going to happen. 

How do we know who is right? Hananiah or Jeremiah? And how can we tell?
In this passage Jeremiah described three tests of true prophets. This is how the people of Judah could tell who was right. As we look at these we'll see that they have application to us as we try to evaluate what we see and hear going on around us in the church today. 

The first test was a test of DOCTRINE.
In verse 8 we read; "From early times the prophets who preceded you and me have prophesied war, disaster and plague against many countries and great kingdoms."

Jeremiah pointed out that his message was consistent with all the true prophets before him. His usual way of describing these events was to speak of "sword, famine and plague" (cf. 14:12). This phrase occurs fifteen times in this book. 

He did not mean to say that this was the only message the prophets gave or that this was all they said. But he did point out that this is what the men of God have been preaching from early times - even as far back as Noah. This was the consistent message of God's prophets as they responded to the sin and evil of the world and as they pronounced the covenant curses of the Lord on the covenant breaking of Israel. 

His message had a long historical precedent; it was mainstream. Hananiah, on the other hand, was swimming against the tide; his was a minority position. 
This does not mean that the majority opinion was always the right opinion. At that time in history Jeremiah was a voice in the wilderness - a minority position. 
But he did want to say that his message was in keeping with the rest of God's revelation; it fitted with all that God had told of his will and plan and purpose throughout all of history.

This is also the message of the New Testament. 
Paul urged Timothy to "teach what is in accord with sound doctrine" (Tit 2:1).
He told the elders of Ephesus that he had not hesitated to proclaim to them the whole will of God (Acts 20:27). 
The apostle John urged his readers to "test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world." The test he gave them had to do with the Lord Jesus: "Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God" (1 John 4:3) 

We need to apply this same doctrinal test today. Everything you see and hear, in the church and in the world, needs to be judged against the teaching of the Bible. 
You need to ask: 
Is this in accord with sound doctrine?
Is this based on the Word of God? 
Does this fit with the rest of the Scripture?
Is this a faithful explanation of the Bible?
Does it proclaim the truth about Jesus Christ?

The Christians in the town of Berea have become famous for applying this test. When Paul came preaching in their town they "examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true." (Acts 17:11).
You need to do that too. You should do that with what you hear from your pastor, what you see on TV, and hear on Radio Rhema; with what you read in Christian magazines and novels and books. Ask yourself; Is this consistent with the rest of what the Scriptures teach? Apply this doctrinal test.

The second test was a test of FULFILMENT.
In verse 9 we read; "But the prophet who prophesies peace will be recognised as one truly sent by the Lord only if his prophecy come true."

This was a familiar test for the people of Israel because the Lord had explained this long ago through Moses.

In Deut 18:21-22 the Lord anticipated this question we are dealing with today; "How can we know when a message has not been spoken by the Lord?" The answer: "If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the Lord does not take place or come true, that is a message the Lord has not spoken." If it does not come true then it was a false message from a false prophet. 

This test was not to be used in isolation from the previous one. The matter of doctrine was primary. In Deuteronomy 13:1-5 the Lord warned his people to be on their guard against false prophets who would try to get them to follow idols and worship them. That was a matter of doctrine. 
He pointed out that what this person predicted may come true. They might announce a miraculous sign or wonder and it may take place. But that did not mean that this man was a true prophet. The Lord, for some reason, allowed that to happen, to come true. And let's not forget that the Lord gives Satan some freedom to do some spectacular signs. One of the beasts described in the book of Revelation will be given power to perform "great and miraculous signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven to earth in full view of men" (Rev 13:13). Don't be taken in by signs and wonders, or even by prophecy that is fulfilled. None of these things is any guarantee of truth. But we do know that if the words of a prophet do not come true he is a false prophet. 

In contrast to the false prophets all the words of Jeremiah came true. He had warned of "sword, famine and plague" against Jerusalem.  He foretold God's judgement against Judah. 
He prophesied that the Babylonian army would attack Jerusalem and destroy the city and carry the people off into exile. He had been making these prophecies for 34 years and had been ridiculed as a doom-sayer. He had been nicknamed Magormissabib - Terror on Every Side. Very few people believed him. But in six years time from this date, 593 BC, all that he had prophesied would come true.

The people of Jerusalem were given a dramatic and solemn illustration of just how true his prophecies would be. The Lord told him to speak to Hananiah: "This is what the Lord says, 'I am about to remove you from the face of the earth. This very year you are going to die'" (vs 16). Two months later he was dead. The Lord's word through Jeremiah would come true. Jerusalem would fall. The Babylonians would rule. The words of the true prophet would be fulfilled. 

We need to apply this same test today. Many who claim to be Christians are making prophecies about all sorts of events. Most of these "prophecies" prove to be false. Many people have made predictions about the return of the Lord Jesus and have specified a time and date. All of these have proved to be false. These are messages the Lord has not spoken. These are false messages from false prophets. Let's not be deceived by people who seem well-meaning and sincere, but who are sincerely wrong. Today too we need to apply these tests - of doctrine and of fulfilment. 

The third test applied was that of SOURCE

Who sent this man? Does he have a calling?

Jeremiah said to Hananiah; "The Lord has not sent you." (vs 15). 
There is a play on words here in the Hebrew in verses 15 and 16; The Lord did not send Hananiah to prophesy so he would be sent away to his death. 
He had no authority as a prophet. He had no call. He was like the men described earlier; 
"I did not send these prophets
yet they have run with their message" (23:32)

Contrast that with the position of Jeremiah. The Lord had called him. He was sent by the Lord. He had stood in the council of the Lord. He knew what God wanted and what the Lord had said. He went to the people God sent him to and spoke what God wanted him to say. 

That was true of the Lord Jesus when he came into this world. He came as the Prophet spoken of by Moses - "The Lord you God will raise up a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him" (Deut 18:15). 
When he came some of the people said; "Surely this man is the Prophet" (John 7:40). They recognised him as the One Moses had spoken of. 
Today you must recognise him and listen to him because he came directly from God. He came as God. He came with God's words and with God's authority. He was sent by the Lord as the Word of the Lord. 

Today too the Lord sends out his messengers. We are not prophets in the same sense as in biblical times, because they received a message directly from God, whereas we have God's message in the Bible. 

Some of us are given a call to be preachers of God's word. That involves a subjective, internal sense of call. That can come in different ways and at different ages for men who believe they are called to be ministers of the Word. 
But that internal call needs to be confirmed by the call of the church; it needs objective testing and examining. This is what happens with candidates for the ministry as they are examined by their own session, and by the presbytery in which he does his vicariate, and by the church and presbytery that calls him. Perhaps the Lord is calling some of the men here to be ministers of the gospel of Christ, to be preachers of his Word and pastors of his people. 

But all Christians are prophets - all of us have a message to preach; we have good news to tell; we are witnesses of the Lord, telling others what we have seen and know about him. We are not self-appointed, but we are called by God. 
We have something to say about the past, about the death and resurrection of Jesus; but we also have something to say about the future, because Jesus will return. We don't know exactly when that will be, but we do know he will come again, as the Judge of all men, bringing eternal punishment for all who have refused to believe, and eternal life to all who have believed in him. 

Sometimes it is hard to work out who is right and who is wrong, what is true and what is false. We need to apply these three tests to all we see and hear. Ask yourself; 
Does this fit with sound doctrine?
Has it come true?
Where does it come from?
These are the tests of doctrine, of fulfilment and of source. 

Today our calling is to communicate the truth about the Lord Jesus Christ. You who believe are his messengers. He calls and sends you as his prophets, as his witnesses. One day, all that has been said about his second coming will certainly be fulfilled!

Amen. 

