
CHOOSING THE RIGHT PROPHET
Jeremiah 28:5-9 David B. Keller
Matthew 10:40-42 June 28, 2020
TEXT: Jeremiah 28:8-9 [Jeremiah said to Hananiah] “The prophets who preceded you and me from
ancient times prophesied war, famine and pestilence against many countries and kingdoms.  As for the
prophet who prophesies peace, when the word of that prophet comes true, then it will be known that the
Lord has truly sent the prophet.”
PURPOSE: To affirm God’s authorization of spokespersons in every generation who speak God’s word
whether or not it’s what people want to hear.
______________________________________________________________________________

Here’s a little fun thing you can do if you’re bored with the things you have been
doing in the age of pandemic:  key into your search engine the words “how to choose the
right. . .”  That’s all.  What will show up are links to all sorts of helpful guidance from
choosing the right watermelon to choosing the right career.  Life is full of choices.  Some
are no big deal; some are weighty.  Some are easy to make; some are complicated and call
for getting some advice.  Some choices we don’t even recognize as choices, like the one I
want to consider today, which is choosing the right prophet.  No surprise that how to make
this choice doesn’t show up on that internet search.  

Did you know we had a choice of prophets?  Think about it: these days, we are
confronted with widely varying, and often conflicting, interpretations of reality and
predictions of the future.  Watch two different cable news channels and you will quickly
realize we’re being asked to choose different versions of the same story. Watch a few
different online church worship services, and you’ll see not just different worship styles
but different theological groundings.  We live in a time when we’re being asked not only
to choose between alternative opinions but to choose between alternative facts.  The
prophets speaking in our time unquestionably are presenting widely varied and often
clearly conflicting insights about what’s happening in our world.  

In that regard, things haven’t changed much since Bible times.  Last week, I based
my sermon on words from the prophet Jeremiah, who spoke for God during a time of
enormous conflict and upheaval for God’s people.  Mighty Babylon was taking over small
countries to its east, including Judah, which was all that was left of the Promised Land. 
Inside Judah, religious life was corrupted, and political activity was designed to serve the
ruling class at the expense of everyone else.  The Bible book which bears Jeremiah’s name
includes his actual prophetic  messages as well as a great deal of biographical and
historical material.  

As I said last Sunday, Jeremiah was one of what apparently was a fairly large
number of prophets, each purporting to speak a true word from God, who were in
operation at that time.  As it is now, so it was then: The prophets speaking back then spoke
competing and often conflicting messages.  Most of the prophets said that God would
rescue Judah from Babylon. Only Jeremiah, as far as we can tell, prophesied the
inevitability of Babylon’s rule over Judah and its neighbors.  Babylon did conquer Judah,
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without doing much damage at first.  They took some of the holy objects from the temple,
and also took Judah’s key religious and political leaders into exile.  Those other prophets
foretold that the objects and the people would be coming home, and urged Judah to join an
alliance of some neighboring countries seeking to get out from under Babylon’s control. 
Jeremiah said God wanted God’s people to accept what he called “the yoke of Babylon.” 
To drive home his message, he went around Jerusalem wearing a real yoke made of wood
around his neck.  (27:1-7)  If you accept the yoke of Babylon, he said, God0 will allow
you to stay where you are and avoid any more destruction. 
If you resist, he warned, God will punish you with “the sword, with famine, and with
pestilence.”  (Jeremiah 27:8)  And yes, eventually, God will remove the yoke of Babylon,
but that would be on God’s timing and with God’s means, not yours.  The people did not
follow what Jeremiah said would save them.  Some years after Babylon’s takeover, they
attempted a rebellion, which resulted in Jerusalem being totally destroyed, and Judah’s
king being executed.  

So if you lived back then, how would you choose the right prophet?  Would you
choose the prophet who announces God’s vindication, or would you choose the one who
says God wants you to accept a prolonged period of Babylonian rule? Would you choose
the one who tells you what you’re hoping for, or would you choose a strange man wearing
a yoke whose message is exactly what you don’t want to hear?  

Here we are in the year 2020, finding ourselves in a similar situation regarding a
whole boatload of competing and even conflicting messages.  Some say re-opening the
country is safe and necessary; some say it’s a lot riskier than it might appear.  Some say the
police brutality is only perpetrated by a few bad apples in our police forces; some say that
law enforcement in our country is infected with systemic racism.  Some say that climate
change is a natural phenomenon, and not all that dangerous; some say we are careening
into a climate crisis of earth-shaking magnitude.  We live in a world where one side
accuses the other of spreading “fake news,” and people in authority can acknowledge the
existence of “alternative facts.”  How do we choose the right prophet?  How do we discern
which of the many messages coming at us are messages that say what God wants to say?  

Today’s passage from Jeremiah is a snippet of a much longer account (All of
chapter 28) of a dispute between Jeremiah and another prophet named Hananiah.  In the
temple, and in the presence of quite a large audience, the two prophets engaged in what in
our time would be described as an epic rap battle. 
(Here’s some more homebound fun: search for “epic rap battles of history.”  You’ll see
James Bond vs. Austin Powers; Steven Spielberg vs. Alfred Hitchcock, and many others.) 
Hananiah went first: “God has already broken the yoke of Babylon,” he announced. 
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“Within two years, God will bring the holy objects back to the temple as well as our real
king and the other exiles.  Happy days are about to be here again, thank God!”

Then it was Jeremiah’s turn: “I hope you’re right, Hananiah,” he said, “but here’s
the God’s honest truth: the prophets who came before us, whom we affirmed as truly
speaking for God, prophesied bad things afflicting people and nations.  I, not you,
prophesy in that tradition, and that gives me an edge with regard to whether I’m the one
who is speaking for God.  The only way we can figure out if a prophet prophesying peace,
like you’re doing, is the real deal 
is to wait to see if that prophecy comes true.”  

Hananiah had nothing more to say.  Instead, made his point by taking the yoke off
Jeremiah’s neck and breaking it.  But, some time later, Jeremiah had the last word.  “So
you think it’s that easy to break the yoke of Babylon, do you?  Well, God is replacing the
wooden yoke with an iron one.  Let me be clear: you have not been speaking for God,
rather, have made God’s people trust in a lie.  You’re finished.  Get ready to die.”  The
narrator wrote that a few months later, Hananiah did die.  (Jeremiah 28:12-17)  

And guess what?  Our Bible doesn’t have a book of the prophet Hananiah, or of
any of the other prophets who didn’t take the people’s sin, and God’s wrath, seriously. 
The story makes it easy to tell which is the true and which is the false prophet.  But
remember, Jeremiah’s book was written after Jeremiah had been vindicated.  At the time
when all those prophets were prophesying, it was as difficult to figure out who was really
speaking for God as it is for us to discern whose message is God’s message in our very
confusing days.  Keep in mind that our Bible does have a book of the prophet Jeremiah. 
Our spiritual ancestors chose Jeremiah as the right prophet, and not simply because his
words are the words that turned out to be true. They chose Jeremiah because they realized
that he understood God rightly.  Jeremiah rightly perceived that God was not abandoning
God’s people forever.  God might permit defeat, disruption and exile, but God wasn’t
terminating the relationship.  God had promised never to leave or forsake God’s people,
and God does not renege on God’s promises.  “I know the plans I have for you,” God said
to the exiles through Jeremiah, “plans for your welfare and not harm, to give you a future
with hope.  Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will hear you.  If
you seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me, and I will restore your fortunes, and
gather you from all the places where I have driven you.”  (29:11-14)  

The true word from God certainly isn’t the easy word, the word like Hananiah’s
word, but neither is it a word of disruption without a word of re-creation, of judgement
without mercy, or of dread without hope.  What God’s people have always had a hard time
learning is that God’s grace isn’t cheap, but just because it’s costly doesn’t mean it isn’t
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grace.  We may not want to hear God’s word of judgement, but if we ignore it, we will not
get to God’s true word about healing and hope.  

Fortunately, I suppose, few of us are called to be a prophet like Jeremiah.  God
knows when and how and who to raise up as prophets like him.  But we are invited to
welcome God’s prophets.  Jesus’ long instructions to his disciples before he sent them on
their first missionary journey included letting them know that they would, at times, be
rejected, hated, even persecuted.  But he concluded those instructions with the passage we
heard this morning, that “whoever welcomes a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward,
and whoever welcomes a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s reward, and
whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones – truly, I tell you, none
of these will lose their reward.”  (Matthew 10:41-42) What he was saying was that the
people who welcomed his traveling disciples would be blessed as they were blessed.

Apparently, those rewards do not include being popular with the public, or being
respected by people in power.  Even Jesus was rewarded, if you want to call it that, with
crucifixion.  The rewards he was talking about have to do with finding life by losing life. 
They have to do with God being with us no matter what.  They have to do with winding up
on the right side of history, and finally, they have to do with sharing Christ’s life, in this
life and in the life after death.  

Like the people in Jeremiah’s day, we don’t want the bad news to be the true news.
We’re not enthusiastic about choosing the prophet who denounces our ways as totally out
of sync with God’s ways.  We’re not naturally attracted to someone railing against our
materialism, our racism, our abuse of nature, and our people-killing social inequality.  But
our faith is urging us to choose prophets like Jeremiah, not prophets like Hananiah.  So,
even though those prophets speak a disruptive word, even though those prophets ask us to
change our way of living in ways that I’d rather not have to do, those are the prophets I am
going to choose.  I choose to welcome them, to tune into them, and therefore, to have a
share of the blessings God has given them.  I choose to trust that what they say about the
troubles of our world, and the ways I benefit from injustice and oppression, is what God
wants me to hear.  I choose to receive their dire w arnings as hopeful words, because they
reveal God’s commitment to remaking the world we know 
in the image of the kingdom Jesus came to inaugurate.  

We are living in precarious times.  Choosing the prophets whom God has
authorized means that we have guidance from God for the way forward.  It’s no easy thing,
choosing, welcoming, and aligning ourselves with them.  But it is the choice that leads us
to the life God has in mind not only for us, but for the whole world.   


