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Will the Real God Please Stand Up?
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28

Luke 15:1-10

Will the Real God Please Stand Up?  Sounds like a line from an old TV quiz show, doesn’t it?  
But it’s a good question.  After all, the Bible can be rather confusing as to what kind of God we have.


Let’s take a look at Luke first.  In the passage Jesus is accused by the Pharisees and scribes of

welcoming sinners and eating with them (guilty as charged!), he tells them that God is like a 
shepherd who tends a flock of a hundred sheep.  One is lost. Leaving the other ninety-nine (in the 
wilderness, no less), the shepherd goes off after the one.  When he has found it, he lays it on his 
shoulders and rejoices.  He returns home, calls in all his friends and neighbors, and has a party.  
“Rejoice with me,” he says, “for I have found my sheep that was lost.”

And then Jesus says that God is like a woman who has ten silver coins.  When she loses one 
of them, she turns over heaven and earth to find it.  (Well, maybe she just turns over the furniture. )
Nonetheless looks high and low.  And when she finds it, her reaction is just like the shepherd.  She 
calls in the neighbors and has a party.

A sheep and a coin.  How about a person?  We didn’t read it ... the famous parable of the 
prodigal son follows.  A sheep, a coin, a man.  All lost, then found.  Parties and rejoicing take place 
because the kingdom of heaven is deliriously joyful when someone comes to realize who they are
and their worth as a follower of the way.  What a wonderful place it must be.  What a wonderful God 
to take such interest in just one person who is lost and then found.

What a great picture this is of God indeed ... a loving God who welcomes all into the 
heavenly fold ... a God who looks beyond the external conditions to the internal potential of the 
heart.


But that’s hardly the picture we get of God in the fourth chapter of Jeremiah.  This time, 

God’s not portrayed as a dutiful shepherd or persistent housewife or loving father.  God is revealed as 
a hot and horrible wind.  It will come sweeping down from the bare heights, which means it will 
have nothing to impede it or slow it down.  It will hit with its full force and leave nothing but 
destruction in its path.

Have you noticed that sometimes a good thunderstorm will clear out the sky and bring in 
cooler, drier air? That’s always welcome here in Florida ... a bit of a relief from the summer sauna.  
Sometimes a storm is cleansing.  Or even just a nice gentle wind will do the same thing ... a respite
from the heat and humidity.

The storm Jeremiah describes is neither a thunderstorm nor a pleasant breeze.  The picture I 
have in my mind is of our first year here when we had 4 hurricanes crisscross our state!  Scary!!  

In that part of the world they experience what are called “siroccos” ... winds that sweep 
down from the Sahara Desert.  The meteorologists would tell you they are caused by surface and 
upper-level depressions moving eastward across the southern Mediterranean Sea or northern 
Africa, producing hot, dry, and dusty conditions.

But that’s not what Jeremiah would say.  The prophet would tell you it is a hot and 
devastating cyclone that takes no prisoners.  Jeremiah would tell you it is the vengeance of God.  He 
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tells us that the purpose of this storm is “...not to winnow or cleanse,” it’s way “too strong for that.”  
This wind is designed for one thing and one thing only ... to destroy.

Then Jeremiah goes on to describe just how bad it will get: The earth will look as it did 
before the creation.  It will be waste and void.  There will be no stars in the sky.  The mountains will 
shake at the knees like a frightened child.  And no birds will fly in the air.

Have you seen the images from the fires in California, in Detroit and in Boulder?  Did you see
the devastation in Texas and Oklahoma caused by the tornadoes spawned by tropical storm 
Hermine last week?  Get those images fixed in your mind and you’ll have a feel for what Jeremiah is 
saying.

“All the birds of the air had fled.”  “I looked,” says the prophet, “and lo, the fruitful land was a 
desert, and all its cities were laid in ruins before the Lord, before his fierce anger.”

So  ... let me ask you: which God would you opt for?  Jesus’ God or Jeremiah’s?  The God who 
goes searching after one lost person, or the God who lays waste to the land and all living things?

Will the Real God Please Stand Up?


Before you jump to the quick and obvious answer, however, consider another thing.  Try to 
put yourselves in the place of the scribes and Pharisees to whom Jesus is telling these stories.  Even 
though it had been like 600 years since the days of the prophet Jeremiah, his message is still as real 
to them as our evening news is to us.  They are very aware of what their ancestors had gone 
through to bring them to this place. They had endured the enslavement at the hands of the 
Egyptians, the wilderness wanderings, the exiles (not just once but twice).  They knew that their 
ancestors, at different periods of time, had done what was right and good in the eyes of God.  But 
they were also very much aware of the other side of the story as well ... how their fathers and 
mothers had done what was evil in the sight of the Lord.

“For my people are foolish,” God said to Jeremiah.  “They do not know me; they are stupid 
children, they have no understanding.  They are skilled in doing evil (the word “skilled” having the same 
root as the Hebrew word for wisdom, meaning they were wise at doing wrong), but do not know 
how to do good.”  And you see, the scribes and Pharisees knew this passage from Jeremiah as well as 
you and I can quote John 3:16.

They remember all that happened in the days of Jeremiah and are doing everything 
possible to see that it doesn’t occur again.  Even in a place and time when they are controlled and 
run over by the hated Romans ... they are determined to keep their religion alive.  They will not go 
after false gods.  In fact, they wait for what they call “The day of the Lord,” when God will redeem his 
people from the Roman’s hands.  But until that day, they will be faithful to their God and will not walk 
in evil as did those who came before them.  They’ve been down that road before and they never want 
to go there again.

And then this Jesus comes along and hangs out with these people who laugh at the way 
they live their lives.  He throws forgiveness around like it’s candy, and tells stories like these that 
draw the picture of a God who seems to forgive just about anyone at a whim.  He welcomes these 
low-life people and even eats dinner with them.  He spends time with those who, in their way of 
looking at it ... are in complete opposition to the will of God. If Jesus were to have his way, their way of 
life would soon be destroyed and the hot wind of God would blow down from the bare heights once 
again.


I just love Barbara Brown Taylor.  She is an American Episcopal priest, professor, and 

theologian and is one of our country’s best known preachers.  I mentioned her last week a couple of 
times in my sermon and this is how she explains this particular encounter:
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I imagine Jesus at the plasma bank, standing in line with the hung-over men 
waiting to sell their blood. Or maybe he’s down at the city jail shooting the breeze 
with the bail bondsmen who cruise the place like vultures. I see him keeping time with 
a crack dealer, a car thief, a prostitute with AIDS. He’s now buying them all a cheese 
omelet at the local diner when I come in with my sixth grade confirmation class where 
we all sit a couple of booths away.

“Is that who we think it is?” the kids ask. “How come you warn us to stay away 
from people like that and there he is?”

“Then I imagine myself saying something to them about how those who are 
well do not need a physician or about how the good shepherd cares more for the one 
than for the ninety-nine, but the words get stuck in my throat. I could tell them this 
morning’s parables, I suppose, but I am afraid they might get the message: that to be 
lost is to be precious in the sight of God, and that their good behavior rates less joy in 
heaven than the alleged repentance going on at that nearby table. How do you tell 
kids something like that? It is like telling them to get lost.”

(Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cowley 
Publications, 1993), p. 149.)

You see?  The scribes and Pharisees aren’t necessarily bad people.  They just don’t want 
Jesus, or anybody else, telling them to get lost ... to go back to the way their ancestors had behaved.  
Their main goal in opposing Jesus, in addition to a desire to maintain the status quo, is to ensure that 
God’s hot and destructive wind doesn’t come sweeping down from the bare heights again.  They’ve 
had enough of that kind of judgment.  If judgment is to come, they want it to come to the other 
guys, to the Romans.  They’re the ones who deserve the vengeance of God for what they’ve done to the 
people of God.

And now, Jesus has come along, with his stories of the kingdom, and has essentially told them to 
get lost.  According to him, it is the only way to be accepted by God.

Obviously they weren’t ready for this new message ... this message of unconditional, soul-
seeking love.  They thought that after all these years they had a handle on it ... knowing what was 
required to avoid God’s wrath.  But what they definitely didn’t understand was that God alone will 
choose how and where and when and to whom God’s love will be offered.

Jesus makes it perfectly clear that it is to ALL ... even them!


But I still think it’s worth asking again, because the question is such an obvious one.  Which 
God do you prefer? Jeremiah’s God or Jesus’ God?

Well, I’m not so sure that God’s nature has changed between the Old Testament and the 
New.  It’s just that the message has changed.  Or maybe I should say, the Messenger has changed.  
And as far as I can tell, this is what sets the Christian faith apart from all others: There is no situation ...
despite how bleak it may appear to be ... there is no situation that God in some way is not ready to reach 
out in love.

And that is why, as long as there is a God, there is hope.  
Even when the earth looks as if creation never occurred ... even when the stars cannot be seen 

in the heavens ... even when the mountains shake so hard they are about to fall down ... even when
the birds refuse to fly in the sky.  How can there be hope in times like that?  Because our loving God is a 
seeking God who will not let us go.

There is one phrase in Jeremiah’s terrible vision that actually holds out the tiniest flicker of 
hope for us.  “For thus says the Lord: The whole land shall be a desolation; yet I will not make a full end.” 
Like Isaiah’s tiny sprig growing out of the side of the tree stump, even in the worst of times God 
comes to us with hope.
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Just ask Cleopas and his buddy.  Remember them?  If not, maybe I can jog your memory a bit

if I remind you they lived in Emmaus.  Is the light coming on now?  The scene unfolds a little later in 
Luke’s Gospel, in chapter 24.  It’s a Sunday afternoon and they are walking slowly from Jerusalem to 
their home about seven miles away.  Their heads hang low because of what has just occurred in the 
Holy City.  Their friend, their Lord, their Savior and Master has been crucified.

They talk quietly with one another as they walk.  I want you to notice something about the 
world in which they live.  A mighty wind has come down from the bare heights, and because of it 
their world has become waste and void, the stars cannot be seen in the heavens, the mountains are 
shaking at the knees, and there’s not a bird in the sky.  Their world has become as desolate as 
Jeremiah’s.

A stranger comes up and joins them.  When he asks about the nature of their conversation, 
they are astounded that he has not heard about “Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in 
deed and word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to 
be condemned to death and crucified him.”  These events are so huge to them, they don’t think there’s a 
person in the world who hasn’t heard of what has happened.

And then, using the past tense, Cleopas says, “But we had hoped that he was the one to 
redeem Israel...” “We had hoped...”  For Cleopas, hope is gone, a thing of the past, never to be seen 
again.  Do you suppose Jeremiah felt the same way?

My friends, in Jesus Christ there is always hope.  In Jesus, as Fred Craddock puts it, “Hope can 
live on one calorie a day.”  In the darkest of moments, when everything that is good appears to be 
past tense, when you don ‘t think you can go on anymore, when your world is wasted and
trembling and no bird flies in your sky ... there is still hope.  

And this is why...
The One who comes searching for us in the midst of the rubble is known to us, not by his power 

and might and strength, but by his scars.  With his nail-scarred hands, he will take your trembling hands 
into his own. And when he says that God will come looking for you, you can count on it.

When you need a God to stand up for you, that’s the One you have.  And this God will do more 
than just stand up.  This God ... this God of immeasurable love ... will come looking for you to bring you 
home.


Please pray with me: Lord, come looking for us, even and especially in our despair.  Help us 

to know that there is always hope.  And for us, may Hope be another name for Jesus, for it is in his 
name we pray...

Amen and Amen.

“Let the Christ Light shine in all you do and for everyone you meet.”


