WHAT WE WANT TO HEAR IS NOT ALWAYS WHAT WE NEED TO HEAR

What we want to hear is not always what we need to hear. That is true also in our relationship with God as we learn from Jeremiah chapter 28. The people of Judah were enduring some of the darkest days in their history. Their once-mighty nation had been devastated by the Babylonian armies.  King Nebuchadnezzar had invaded and installed a puppet king on the throne in Jerusalem. He stripped the temple of all its treasures and deported the brightest and best of the people to Babylon to serve him. Jeremiah had prophesied this years earlier. He had warned the people that it would be a long-term problem for them.
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But then one day another prophet named Hananiah showed up at the temple with a different message: “This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: 'I will break the yoke of the king of Babylon.  Within two years I will bring back to this place all the articles of the Lord's house that Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon removed from here and took to Babylon.  I will also bring back to this place Jehoiachin and all the other exiles….”  “Don't worry,” Hananiah told the people, “it's only a temporary setback.  God will soon come to our rescue.” And then to emphasize his point, Hananiah took the wooden yoke which God had commanded Jeremiah to wear as a symbol of subjection to Babylon and smashed it to splinters.


Now if you had been there, which prophet and which message would you have been attracted to: Jeremiah and his preaching of gloom and doom or Hananiah and his fiery pep talk? You can almost hear the enthusiastic shouts of agreement which must have greeted Hananiah's news of better days right around the corner.  People turned to one another with comments like: “What a great prophet!  He knows what we need in these times. He understands us. He's not out of touch with reality like Jeremiah.” Without a doubt, Hananiah's words were what the people wanted to hear. It made sense to their viewpoint and appealed to their patriotic pride. It just “felt” good.


There are plenty of Hananiahs in our world too. They tell us that although there are great problems in our nation, we can fix them if we work together to eliminate poverty, educate people, and help dysfunctional families relate better. They tell us that since God is love, you can live as you choose and do what feels good to you, because a loving God would never try to dictate a particular lifestyle or condemn anyone for choosing something different. The same argument is used to defend same-sex marriages and taking the lives of the unborn, elderly, and terminally ill. God is portrayed as a divine being who simply gives His rubber stamp approval to whatever course we might decide is right for us.  It is just as Paul wrote: “For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine.  Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths” (2 Timothy 4:3-4 NIV).


A “feel good” message like Hananiah's sounds good. It is what we want to hear by nature, because it doesn't call us to account or threaten our pride. By nature we would like to believe that we can have a good relationship with God on our terms. We would like to define what is or is not acceptable to God. It sounds so good and reasonable, but the fact is, it's deadly! It is eternally fatal because it avoids and denies the huge problem which all of us have. Ignoring the problem and pretending it doesn't exist will not make it go away. 


Whether they wanted it or not, what the people needed to hear at this time was news of war, disaster, and plague which Jeremiah and other faithful prophets had preached. These terrible hardships had come about because the people had turned away from God.  As soon as someone turns from God, he risks losing every blessing, for God is the giver of every good gift.  God used Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonian captivity to make the people realize the problem of their sin.


God's Law does the same for us today. By nature we don't want to hear about our shortcomings and faults. We would just as soon forget about losing our temper yesterday over some little thing at home. We would rather make an excuse for neglecting to offer a prayer of thanks when we got out of bed this morning than admit our lack of appreciation is a sin. We would like to put the best spin on our half-hearted service to the Lord by saying, “We're doing the best we can,” rather than confess it as guilt deserving of God's punishment. But we need to hear it! I need to hear the truth that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature.  


It is not a popular message by any measure.  I'm sure there were many who walked out on Jeremiah when he confronted them with their guilt. You may experience the same kind of rejection. Talk about sin and God's unchanging standards of right and wrong and people may accuse you of being judgmental and unloving. But nothing could be further from the truth.  If a close friend were destroying her life with uncontrolled drinking would you keep quiet just because she didn't want to hear about her problem? Of course not! Love would move you to talk to her and do whatever else you could to help her. God sent Jeremiah with a message of judgment so that the people might realize the problem, confess their sin, and turn back to Him for help. The Lord pleaded with them: “Return, faithless Israel...I will frown on you no longer, for I am merciful…For I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future” (Jeremiah 3:12, 29:11 NIV). 

When a jeweler wants to show off a diamond, he puts it on a black velvet pad. The brilliance of the diamond is best seen in contrast to the dark background. Against the blackness of our sin, the jewel of the Gospel shines brighter than any diamond in the world. God is still merciful and loving.  He pleads with us to forsake our sin and come to Him for salvation.


Hananiah predicted a limited, temporary, earthly peace which never came to be, but the Lord offers a permanent peace which soars above every earthly circumstance. That promise has been gloriously fulfilled in Christ Jesus.  At the beginning of every worship service we confess that we are unworthy sinners. But Jesus stepped into our shoes and lived a perfect life for which we receive the credit.  And while there is no worse news than that our sins must be punished with eternal death, there is the even greater good news that Jesus endured that death for every one of us on the cross. In Jesus we have the peace with God which no one can ever take from us. “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19 NIV).


We live in a noisy world filled with many different voices calling us to follow them. To whom will you listen? By God's power, may we listen only to the Lord. May He so fill our hearts with His peace that what we need to hear becomes also what we truly want to hear most of all!  
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There are plenty of Hananiahs in our world too.











A feel good message …sounds good. It’s what we want to hear…but it doesn’t call us to account or threaten our pride. �
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