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Introduction  
 

A few weeks ago, I mused upon the idea that it is tempting to think that life would be so much 

easier if Jesus were here. 
 

“Whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Those who 

find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” (Matthew 
10. 38b-39) 

 

Thanks, Jesus! 
 

Today’s Old Testament reading is something of a worked example of the experience of 

discipleship. It comes from the last of Jeremiah’s many laments (Jeremiah 20.7-18). It 
comprises a threefold complaint (vv7-10) against God (v7a), about the experience (vv7b-9), 

and against “others” (v10). It is followed by an expression of confidence (v11), a petition for 

help (v12), and an unexpected hymn of praise (v13). 
 

Complaint 

 
The words “entice” and “prevail” are essential to understanding Jeremiah’s complaint. Who 

has enticed and who has been enticed? Who has prevailed and over whom? (v7) 

 
Jeremiah considers that the Lord has enticed him by drawing him into a prophetic vocation. 

(v7) This might seem a disturbing suggestion. What does Jeremiah mean that the Lord has 

enticed him? If God is good and God is true, how could this be? 
 

The Hebrew word patah, translated here as “enticed” has a range of meaning that 

encompasses enticement, deception, and a person being simple. It describes the   process of 
one party exerting influence on another in circumstances where, for whatever reason, the 

whole consequences of the proposed action and the motivation behind the proposed action 

are not entirely and equally clear for both parties.  Although lying and deception might be 
involved, and the word is sometimes translated as deceit, it not necessarily the case that lying 

is necessary: a party may be deceived on account of other reasons and may indeed deceive 

themselves about the circumstances. For example, in the first letter of John, it is written: If 
we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. (1 John 1.8) 

 

Jeremiah is complaining about being enticed and deceived. He considers that the Lord has 

enticed him into a prophetic vocation and prevailed. He considers that he has been deceived 

because all has not turned out as understood. (v7) 

 

Indeed, Jeremiah is suffering on account of the Lord’s power over him. His being enticed into 

a prophetic vocation has been the downfall of him. That suffering comprised his becoming a 

laughingstock, an object of mockery to “everyone”. His prophetic word, the word of the 



Lord, has become “a reproach and derision all day long” for him. Moreover, Jeremiah’s 

prophetic utterance, summarised as, “violence and destruction”, has become “violence and 

destruction” for the prophet himself. (vv7-8) 

 

So, what is Jeremiah to do about this? He attempts to abandon his prophetic vocation; he 

attempts to cease being a laughingstock by ceasing to speak the prophetic word. Yet that does 

not work: the unpronounceable word of God within him consumes him. For him, not speaking 

the prophetic word is like living with an unquenchable fire. (v9) 

 

However, remaining faithful to his vocation remains costly. His persecution at the hands of 

Pashur, narrated in the preceding passage, becomes a further object for ridicule and 

denouncement. His word to Pashur, “terror is all around”, becomes the slogan with which 

Jeremiah himself is taunted. Not some but all his close friends now seek a reason to abandon 

him. Moreover, those who seek vengeance against him now seek ways to entice him and 

prevail against him so that they can take their revenge on him. (v10) 

 

Turning to our second key word, prevail, we must ask who is prevailing here? In Jeremiah’s 

perspective, he is not prevailing. Yet, whilst he might accept that the Lord is prevailing in the 

circumstances, if the Lord is prevailing, why are his enemies prevailing over him? At his calling, 

the Lord promised to Jeremiah that he would be with him and that his enemies would not 

prevail against him. That promise now appears empty, calling into question not just Jeremiah 

and his vocation, but the one who called Jeremiah into that vocation. Has God enticed and 

prevailed over Jeremiah in an act of deceit? The taunts of his enemies suggest that they think 

that this is the case. To paraphrase, they mock Jeremiah, saying: “who are you and why are 

you here; who is your God and where is he?”  Not only has God prevailed over Jeremiah: it 

seems that Jeremiah’s enemies are also prevailing over him. It turns out that saying “yes” to 

God’s vocation may have unforeseen consequences. Did anyone warn you about this when 

you were baptised? Did anyone warn me about this when I responded to God’s call? Has 

anyone warned those who are to be ordained here this Saturday?  

 
At his calling, the Lord promised to be with Jeremiah. Has God’s apparent slowness (at best) 

to respond been, in fact, the uncovering of a divine deceit, or even a delusion?  

 
 

 



Expression of Confidence 
 

Yet, despite his experience and all the evidence to the contrary, Jeremiah concludes that the 

Lord will prevail, not just over Jeremiah, but over his enemies. (v11). Although this may seem 

surprising to us based on Jeremiah’s complaint thus far (and what follows), it is his confidence 

in the Lord that makes such a complaint possible. Jeremiah’s relationship with the Lord is such 

that even the most challenging of circumstances can be raised openly. If he were not confident 

in the Lord, what would be the point of raising a complaint? 

 

Jeremiah’s expression of confidence recalls the Lord’s word to him at his calling: “They will 

fight against you; but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you, says the Lord, to 

deliver you.” (1.19). It also acknowledges that the Lord has prevailed in all the circumstances: 

the Lord has prevailed over Jeremiah, not only in his calling, but also in his attempted 

abandonment of that calling. Therefore, despite the evidence to the contrary, the Lord will 

prevail over Jeremiah’s enemies and will deliver him. This, and the recollection that those who 

trust in the Lord and fulfil his word will be vindicated, gives Jeremiah the confidence to make 

his petition (v12), offer his praise (v13), and even make the further lament that follows today’s 

reading from the Old Testament. 

 
The call to follow Jesus 

 

In the terms of Jeremiah’s language, following Jesus could be described as being enticed by 
Jesus and recognising that Jesus prevails in everything.  

 

In the gospel reading, Jesus calls each of us who have been baptised into his death and 
resurrection to follow him. He also describes what the cost of discipleship looks like. This 

comes at the central point in the gospel of Matthew. Jesus’ authority as Messiah has been 

established in word and deed; the disciples have been called and named, and they are now 
commissioned and given Jesus’ authority. Yet, this is not without cost. Just as Jesus has been 

persecuted and will pay the ultimate price of death on a cross, so to must his disciples.  

 
This could be paraphrased as follows: 

 

“I have called you to follow me. So, follow me. Don’t deceive yourself that it is any different. 

It is enough of a call for you to be like me. That call involves an everyday, every minute 

decision: are you going to follow me, or are you going to follow someone or something else? 

In each moment, ask yourself, who or what is enticing me in this moment? Think, whose 

enticement will be more reliable: theirs or mine? What will be the long-term cost here? Who 

are you really following? Is your desire orientated towards me, or is it orientated in some 

other place?” (vv24-25, amplified paraphrase). 

 

 
 



Conclusion 
 

To conclude, and as Augustine would say, the heart of the matter is the human heart. The 

Lord our God has made us for himself, and our hearts are restless till they find their rest in 
him. To whom is our desire orientated? What do our words and actions say about the object 

of our desire? Do they say that the Lord God is the object of our desire, or are we still 

following other gods? 
 

So let us pray.  

 
Eternal God, 

the light of the minds that know you, 

the joy of the hearts that love you,  
the strength of the wills that serve you; 

grant us so to know you that we may truly love you, 

so to love you that we may fully serve you, 
whom to serve is perfect freedom; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord.  

Amen. (Augustine) 


