A POOR EXCHANGE

Text: Jeremiah 2:9-13
Readings: Jer 2:1-19, 26-28, 10:1-16, Rom 1:18-25
Theme: The people of Judah had forsaken the Living God for worthless idols.
Purpose: To highlight the foolishness  and sin of idolatry and that only God can truly satisfy us.

Children, sometimes you have something and you compare it to what another child has. As you look at what he has, and what you have, you begin to think that his game or bike or hat is much better than what you have. So you ask him to swap - to exchange what you have for what he has. And he agrees.

But after you have played with his game for a while you find out that you lost out. What you had was actually much better! You should have kept what you had in the first place. You ended up making a very poor exchange. 

This is what I want to talk about today because this is what the people of Judah did - they changed their gods! They turned away from the Lord their God and instead swapped him for the gods of the nations around them. But it was a very poor exchange. It was a bad swap. 

It may be that if you made a swap with another child that your parents were angry with you. You may have exchanged something very valuable for something that was completely worthless. 
That is what happened in Judah. They exchanged the Lord their God for worthless idols. And God was angry with them! He was shocked that they should have done such a thing. This was unheard of! Nothing like this had happened before in any other nation.

Through the prophet Jeremiah God spoke to his people. He told them to cross over to the coasts of Kittim (vs 10), the western coastlands.
And then send someone over to Kedar to have a look there. Kedar was the home of the Bedouin tribes in the Syro-Arabian desert and it lay out to the east of Judah.
In other words, go to the west and travel east and examine the nations around you and you'll see that nothing like this has ever happened before. What Judah had done was unheard of, it was odd, it was most unusual. Has any other nation ever changed its gods?
But this is what Judah had done. And they had lost out in the exchange. Let's see how.

For one thing they had EXCHANGED THEIR GLORY FOR WORTHLESS IDOLS. (vs 11).

The word glory was a reference to God himself. He was the glory of Israel. 

The word glory meant radiance, or splendour, or brightness. 
In Exodus 34 we read that when Moses had been in the Tabernacle talking to the Lord his face glowed with the reflected glory of the Lord! 
When Jesus was on the mountain with his disciples they saw his glory when he was transfigured and his clothing became "dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them." (Mark 9:3)

But the word glory also meant weight, or heaviness. God had weight; he was real; he was substantial, he was worthwhile. 

By contrast the idols that Judah worshipped were worthless. 

The people of God were attracted to them because they were physical and tangible; they could see and touch them, whereas they could not see the Lord nor touch him. 

This is also part of the reason people today are attracted to idols - like money, or a beautiful appearance, or lovely clothes, or expensive furniture, or a flash car, or a large home. All of these things can be seen and touched and are admired by people.

But even though these things are physical and material they cannot satisfy our deepest needs and they should not be worshipped. 
They won't please you in the long run. 
They are ultimately useless. 
They are not worth anything. 
Like the idols of pagan nations they have no weight or power. 
So the people of Judah had exchanged their God who was weighty for idols that were lightweight. It was a poor exchange.

The foolishness of this exchange comes out in chapter 10 where Jeremiah COMPARED THESE IDOLS THEY WORSHIPPED TO THE LORD GOD. Just think about this for a moment, he said. 

The peoples around you go out to the forest and cut down a tree. A craftsman shapes it with a chisel. Then people cover it with silver and gold.
But this thing has to be fastened with hammer and nails or it will topple over and fall! 
It is as lifeless as a scarecrow in a melon patch! It can't speak, it can't breathe, and it can't walk, so it has to be carried everywhere. 
It is an utter waste of time to worship such objects like these because they can't do you any good at all. They are a fraud. 

Contrast these useless idols with the Lord God himself. There is no one like the Lord. He is almighty and his name is Almighty. (10:6).
"Who should not revere you", asks Jeremiah, "O King of the nations. This is your due. Among all the wise men of the nations and in all their kingdoms there is no one like you." God is unique. He is incomparable. There is no one and nothing like him. (10:7)
The Jews acknowledged this great truth every morning in the words of the Shema; "Hear O Israel, the Lord our God the Lord is One." 

He is the True God, but the idols are false.
He is the Living God, but the idols are lifeless.
He is the Eternal King, but the idols are limited and finite. (10:10)

This contrast between the idols and God comes through most clearly when we consider the creation. God is the Creator. This is how the Bible begins; "In the beginning God created the heavens and then earth." 
He "made the earth by his power,
he founded the world by his wisdom
and stretched out the heavens by his understanding." (10:12). 

Not only is he the Creator but he also maintains and sustains the world by his power. "When he thunders, the waters in the heavens roar; he makes clouds rise from the ends of the earth. He sends lightning with the rain and brings out the wind from his storehouses" (10:13). Here is a magnificent description of the great providence of God. 

God is not like the idols of the world, "for he is the Maker of all things... the Lord Almighty is his name." (10:16). 

The tragedy is that people have "exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.... They worshipped and served created things rather than the Creator - who is forever praised." (Roms 1:23.25).

People did that in the 7th century BC in the days of Jeremiah. They did that in the 1st century AD in the time of the Apostle Paul. And they are still doing this today.
Many people, even in our own day and age, make a God out of nature. They worship created things. 

You see this in some of the environmentalists and "Greenies" who make a God out of Mother Nature. 
You can see this in the New Age movement and in religious movements that have been influenced by the pantheism of Eastern religions. They make a god of the earth. Everything becomes a god, including us, and so everything becomes an object of worship. This is another example of the idolatry of the twentieth century. 

The foolishness of this exchange is also seen in this picture of water that God gave through Jeremiah in chapter 2:13 - "They have forsaken me THE SPRING OF LIVING WATER, and have built their OWN CISTERNS, broken cisterns that can hold no water. 

God described himself as "the spring of living water."

At times there are severe droughts in certain parts of the country. The grass dies off and the ground becomes hard and dry. 
At times like those many farmers would love to have a spring on their property that was supplying a constant and steady supply of water. Every farmer in Israel would have loved to have a spring of water on his farm. This was a powerful picture for the people of Israel living in a hot and dry climate where they were very dependant on a regular supply of water.  
God compared himself to such a supply and said that he was a spring of living water. That immediately reminds us of the conversation Jesus had with the woman at the well in Samaria when he promised her "living water". "Whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life." (John 4:14).
The Lord Jesus is the spring of living water. He can supply all your spiritual needs.
He can give you eternal life. If you trust in him he can supply all you need forever. 
But you need to believe in him. You need to rely on him as the only one who can do this. 
You must put God first in your life. 
You must love him with all your heart. 
You must have no other gods before him.

This is where the people of Israel failed. In the Lord they had this eternal supply of living water. But they ignored that supply. They turned away from God and what he could give them and instead they dug their own cisterns. 

A cistern is not like a spring. 
A spring provides a constant supply of water. But a cistern is only a container for water. In Israel they would dig hollows in the ground to collect the rainwater and the run-off. They would coat the sides of the cistern with a limestone plaster to stop the water from draining away into the ground. But that plaster would often crack and leak.

God compared Israel's idols to leaky cisterns - they were like "broken cisterns that cannot hold water." 
The idols that Judah worshipped could not supply what they needed; they could not satisfy their spiritual needs. 
They had as many gods as they had towns in Judah and yet they could not help them in times of trouble. Where were they when they needed them?! (2:28).

Instead of relying only on the Lord for help the people of Judah looked to Egypt and Assyria. In the early part of Jeremiah's ministry these two nations held the balance of power in the Middle East until Assyria was defeated by the Babylonians in 612 BC. 
Using the image of water Jeremiah asked; "Now why go to Egypt to drink water from the Shihor? And why go to Assyria to drink water from the River?" (vs 18)
The Shihor was a branch of the River Nile and the River in Assyria was the Euphrates. 
Why seek help from these nations when you can have the help of the Lord? Those two nations proved to be broken cisterns because both were defeated by the Babylonians. 

As the Lord considered what his people had done he was appalled at their idolatry and horrified at their foolishness (v 12). They had committed two sins; one in forsaking him and the other in turning to idols. 
We need to put ourselves in God's shoes and see this from his perspective. 
This was their response after all that he had done for them and given to them in his love. Their idolatry was a sin of ingratitude.
But it was also an offence against the majesty of God. God is almighty and we owe him worship. This is his due. We must revere him & it is a sin to transfer that to idols.

We must consider this as we think about the IDOLATRY OF OUR OWN TIME.

Since the time of the Enlightenment people have made a god out of their own reason. They thought that with reason and education and their rational thinking they could solve all the problems of their world. But that has proved to be a broken cistern that cannot hold water.  

But we don't have to look back in history to find idols like this. You may find these in your own life. And idol is anything you put in place of God; anything you rely on or trust in rather than God; anything that becomes more important to you than the Lord.

What are the idols in your life?
We have already mentioned money, or a beautiful appearance, or lovely clothes, or nice furniture, or a flash car, or a large home.
But we can go further. 
Your idol could be your career, or your fitness, or your figure, or your sport, or your farm, or your children. 
It could be your education and learning, or a relationship, a boyfriend or girlfriend. 

Is there anything in your life that is more important to you than your relationship with the Lord?
Are you in danger of forsaking the Lord and exchanging him for worthless idols?

Sometimes we make a poor exchange. We swap one thing for another and then find out that we have lost our badly in the deal. 
This will happen if you try to replace the Lord God for anything else in this creation. 

The idols of our age are broken cisterns, just as they were in Jeremiah's day. 
Don't repeat the sin of the people of Judah.
Learn from these words of the prophet. Remember that the idols of this age are foolish and worthless and will not satisfy you in the long term.

Worship the Lord God, our Glory, the spring of living water, and give him his due.

Amen. 

