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Pray.  We have an interesting theological juxtaposition in our two readings today: one is about a 
restoration with weeping and the other about restoration with rejoicing.  Each has different lessons. 
 
Jer 31:7-9 may have been written around the time of the final siege of Jerusalem by 
Nebuchadnezzar’s forces in 587 BC.  That siege resulted in the destruction of the Temple of God, 
the whole city of Jerusalem, and ended the line of Kings descended from David.  This destruction 
was a horrific theological shock to the Jews as well as the desolation of national hope and pride.  
Not only had God’s footstool on earth been obliterated along with the kingship promised in 
perpetuity by God to David’s heirs, but the people were dispersed and expelled from the very land 
promised by God to their forefather Abraham.  They were exiled from the Promised Land into which 
God himself had led them after the Exodus.  This was like a second expulsion from Eden.  It was 
utterly devastating.   
 
Yet this passage is a promise of restoration to the land, with an odd mix of commands to praise God 
in joy, yet the people being restored weeping.  What’s going on?  First though, let’s consider why 
the exile had happened in the first place in order to need a restoration. 
 
The prophet Ezekiel, writing about the same time as Jeremiah but in exile himself already, had seen, 
in a vision, the priests of God worshipping idols in the very heart of that Temple, which God had set 
apart for his own dwelling.  Ezekiel had also seen in a vision the Spirit of God rising up and leaving 
the Temple because of the sins being committed there.  The Temple had become somewhere the 
one and only holy God was being worshipped alongside created beings and lesser gods.  He was 
being made as common as every other object of worship, making his holiness as nothing.   
 
Holiness has to do with the utter ‘otherness’ of God; he is completely distinct from his creation and 
has no equal.  Otherwise he could not be God.  Yet his people, called by his name, were treating him 
like any other common or garden god.  That is a complete violation of everything God is.  It caused 
God to leave the place that had been made holy only by his presence and was now defiled.  And 
without God there, there was no holy protection and the consequence was that the people had to 
leave too – under exile and as defeated slaves. 
 
The question for us, of course, is do we treat God as just ordinary?  Is there a sense of deep 
reverence, even awe and fear, in our lives that we should be given access to the holy God who 
created everything?  Or, as in a phrase I read this week, have we made God our leisure activity, our 
hobby by graciously giving him a couple of hours a week when we can fit him in, once we’ve done 
everything else that has a higher priority?  That would be the equivalent of what those Temple 
priests were doing – allowing our worship of other things to get in the way of worshipping God.  I 
think there is a real call here, as we look towards the penitential season of Advent, to examine our 
lives and priorities as they relate to the holy God we serve. 
 
I’ve left a question unanswered so far: why the mix in this prophecy of weeping people returning 
with joy to the promised land?  I believe this answer also lies within the holiness of God.  The Jews 
were to be God’s chosen people, chosen to show the surrounding nations the goodness, 
faithfulness and holiness of God.  They had betrayed that trust by making God Almighty no different 
from any other god in the surrounding nations.  Indeed, by their being sent into exile those same 
surrounding nations would have asked what kind of god couldn’t keep his own people from being 
defeated and exiled!  So the Jews would have caused God’s holy name to be held in contempt by 
the non-Jews, the complete opposite of what they were meant to do.   



 
By sending the Jews into exile, God had stripped away any symbol of his protection they could have 
relied on: the Temple, the city, the promised land and the Davidic kingship had all gone.  The Jews in 
exile now only had God himself to rely on, which is what God had intended in the first place.  Some 
of the Jews in exile learned this lesson: Ezekiel, Daniel and his three friends, Nehemiah and Ezra 
spring to mind, and each repented of the sins of the Jews with weeping and mourning.  A remnant 
of the people was eventually permitted to return to Jerusalem under King Cyrus and these went 
back with both the joy of those returning to their ancestral lands, and with the sorrow for the sins of 
their people that had led to the exile in the first place.   
 
What is the lesson for us here?  There can be many things we allow to become substitutes for the 
faithfulness of God in our lives.  I can rely on my own skills, gifts and experiences to get me through, 
rather than the inspiration of God.  I can believe that turning up to church will be good enough.  I 
can become accustomed to doing the things around our religion rather than developing my 
relationship with the one without whom the religion wouldn’t exist.  There are countless possible 
substitutes for God.  Yet as we allow the Spirit, the Bible and the Church to point these out to us we 
have the grace and forgiveness of God to set us back onto the road with both the weeping of 
repentance and the joy of restoration.   
 
Let me say a little about Blind Bartimaeus too.  Clearly he experienced a restoration, and one full of 
joy, not weeping!  Read the context of this whole chapter, and the start of the next, which tells of 
Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem at the start of Holy Week.  This story concerns a man who was 
enabled by Jesus to see, yet the preceding verses concern the misconceptions of people about Jesus 
and his mission: even his closest disciples were blind to Jesus’ true mission and kingdom!  But this 
blind man understood.  His very calling out invoked the anointed Messiah of God – “Jesus, son of 
David!” was a cry of faith – “I believe you are the prophesied one!  You can save me, even a blind 
man!”   
 
I think that’s why Jesus stopped even while on his way to Jerusalem to face the most important 
moment of his life, the crucifixion.  He heard that cry of faith and called Bartimaeus.  In trusting 
himself to Jesus’ summons Bartimaeus left behind all he had of his old life: he could not have found 
his cloak again if Jesus hadn’t healed him!  Jesus told him: ”Go! Your faith has healed you!”  And 
what did Bartimaeus do?  He didn’t accept the healing and disappear: he followed Jesus along the 
road.  To Jerusalem and the crucifixion.   
 
What lessons are here for us?  As we come to Jesus in faith, blind as we may be, he will heal us, give 
us new sight and restore us: he will show us he truly is the anointed Messiah of God.  As we leave 
behind the things of our old life and choose to follow him, he will lead us also on the road to 
Jerusalem and crucifixion.  For to be a follower and friend of Jesus will lead us, too, to that place of 
selfless self-giving love for others.  This is the true antidote to treating God as ordinary or no 
different to the things worshipped by our friends, by our culture.  This is the way to learn to see the 
things we may try to substitute for God.  This is the way our gracious God will bring us into the utter 
holiness of his own presence.  And we will be wholly, fully and finally restored.  Amen. 


