The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 8, year B

The Text: Lamentations 3: 22-33

This passage contains some of the most beautiful promises in the bible...yet its nestled in the most heart-broken longings for what has been lost as the consequences of God’s people not listening to him. 

God gave his commands for the purpose of blessing; to protect the gifts he freely gives; to protect relationship, with one another, but especially relationship with himself. He wants undivided loyalty to him; because that is fullness of life.

But again and again Israel didn’t listen to God. They didn’t trust him. They followed their hearts desire rather than what God desired for them. They trusted in the idols of their surrounding nations. Idols can’t hear and speak and save and mediate life, like the one true God does.

And so God brought judgment upon Israel through a foreign nation, Babylon. Babylon destroyed Jerusalem and razed its temple. The people had been taken captive. God promised to dwell in the temple so that his people could have access to his favour and blessing there, but it was taken away. God has turned his back on His people for turning their back on him. And so right at the beginning of Lamentations, the prophet Jeremiah laments:

How deserted lies the city,

    once so full of people!

  How like a widow is she,

    who once was great among the nations!

  She who was queen among the provinces

    has now become a slave. (Lamentations 1:1)

And so imagine the questions that were likely swirling around the minds of God’s people:

· Is God still our God?

· Are we still his people? 

· How can we be right with him again?

· How can we go back to what we had before?

· Is there any hope for us?

Unlike Israel we might not worship literal idols but it’s just as easy for us to follow our hearts and reason above God’s word, and God allows harsh consequences to happen to us. But Lamentations teaches us an important lesson: God’s judgement is always in order to save. Like a parent disciplining their child who plays with matches or runs across the road, God’s discipline is to turn us from what would harm us—ultimately whatever is contrary to his word—for when our spirit is broken, we flee to God for refuge, because there is nowhere else to go. At least, that is God’s intent for us, so that he can forgive and bless and restore us.

God’s love for us is not based on our performance. He just loves us. His love is without condition. He is always willing to forgive. That is true love. That is steadfast love. 

God did restore Israel. He led them back to their land. They rebuilt the temple. He dwelt with them again. The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases; great is his faithfulness even in the face of human unfaithfulness to him.

God does demand his holiness to be taken seriously. What is it in our lives that our guilty conscience leads us to ask the same questions as wayward Israel:

· Is God still our God?

· Are we still his people? 

· How can we be right with him again?

· How can we go back to what we had before?

· Is there any hope for us?

Hear the answers to these questions in our text from Lamentations: 

Because of the LORD's great love we are not consumed,

    for his compassions never fail.

They are new every morning;

    great is your faithfulness (verses 22-23).

Because of God’s love for us we are not consumed, we are not forsaken. It was his own Son Jesus who was. In Jesus—the perfectly obedient, righteous, holy and innocent Son of God—God punished sin once for all and redeemed the world by his precious blood. For a time God turned his back on his Son so that he would never abandon his people. On the Cross Jesus prayed psalm 22: “My God my God, why have you forsaken me?” Christ crucified is our saving sacrifice, our salvation, our righteousness our holiness, so that no matter what rages around us and within us we have the sure hope of God's word:  

Because of the LORD's great love we are not consumed,

    for his compassions never fail.

They are new every morning;

    great is your faithfulness. 

Amen.
