
July 26, 2026 Eighth Sunday after Trinity
Text: Jeremiah 23:16-29

You may remember the slogan from Farmer’s Insurance a few years ago: “We know a think or 
two because we’ve seen a thing or two.”  Catchy!  And in addition to crazy household accidents and 
random car crashes, it could just as well apply to the warnings Jeremiah gives in our Old Testament 
reading.

Jeremiah warns about false prophets, and he was especially well-equipped to do this.  How so?  
He knew a thing or two because he’d seen a thing or two.  Many false prophets lived in his day.  And 
we still have false prophets in our own day.  Thus, Jeremiah’s words are still very relevant.  In three 
ways, we’ll see how the words of the false prophets bring great danger, but then also how the words of 
God bring truth, forgiveness, and hope.

So what makes the words of false prophets so dangerous?  The first thing is that the words of 
false prophets are easy to hear.  Jeremiah gives examples of their preaching in such phrases as “It shall 
be well with you,” and “No disaster shall come upon you.”  Who wouldn’t want to hear such 
preaching?  Affirmation.  Comfort.  Prosperity.  We like to hear those kinds of things.

The ancient Jews were no different.  They’d endured war and fear and death.  The great armies 
of Assyria and Babylon have come through, bringing devastation and fear.  In such times, the people 
wanted to hear the words of the false prophets, who said that it would pass, that better days were ahead, 
that they’d all be okay.

We like to hear things like this too, don’t we?  Facing problems, or worries, or fear, we like the 
hear that it’ll all be okay.  Just keep on doing what you’re doing.  Better days are ahead.  It’ll all turn 
out.  Don’t let the negativity of naysayers and haters get you down.  Sounds nice, doesn’t it?  Good, 
affirming, encouraging words all the time – who wouldn’t want to be surrounded with them?

Now these things are good, when spoken at the right time.  It is good to encourage and affirm, 
when doing so to encourage and affirm good things.  But we also need to hear the other side, the hard 
things.  Truth is more important than feelings.  That’s something that God’s word makes very clear as it 
says hard but true things.  Just listen to what Jeremiah was given to say to the people of Jerusalem: 
“Behold, the storm of the Lord!  Wrath has gone forth, a whirling tempest; it will burst upon the head 
of the wicked.”  Ooof.  Maybe turn it down, a little, eh?  But the prophet continues: “The anger of the 
Lord will not turn back until He has executed and accomplished the intents of His heart.”  Ouch.

Who wants to hear about an angry God whose wrath is like a violent storm, completely 
unstoppable?  Not the people of Jerusalem.  They’d rather go back to those other guys, the ones telling 
them that everything would be okay.  And for the most part, they did.  Very, very few people listened to 
Jeremiah as he spoke God’s word.

Since we share the same sinful nature as those people of Jerusalem, there is a part of every one 
of us that is tempted toward ignoring God’s word when it says hard things.  For example, we don’t 
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want to hear that the Jesus who welcomed the little children into His arms and blessed them is the same 
Jesus who will cast unbelievers into eternal torment at the Last Day.

We love to picture Jesus as a tiny baby lying in the manger with His mother looking down on 
Him in love; we feel uncomfortable picturing Jesus hanging dead on the cross while that same mother 
weeps at the foot of it.

We love to think of Jesus as the Good Shepherd carrying His lost sheep upon His shoulder, 
rejoicing as He goes.  We hate to think of Jesus as telling those whose faith was only superficial, “I 
never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”  Some parts of Scripture we like; some 
we do not.  But it is all the word of God, and so it is all essential for us.

What happens if we ignore those words that we don’t like, and instead go with the pleasant 
sounding words of the false prophets?  This brings us to the second danger of those false words: they 
harden the heart.  It wasn’t only the words about God’s anger and wrath that were upsetting to the 
people who heard Jeremiah preach.  In fact, I’d say that the anger and wrath weren’t even the main 
thing.  No, the main point that was so upsetting was that Jeremiah was telling them that their sins were 
the reason for God’s anger and wrath, that they needed to repent and change.

Pride, which is at the root of so many sins, hates repenting.  It hates being humbled, admitting 
wrong.  It would much rather people told that it’s in the right, that the problems are all caused by 
someone else’s error.  Notice to whom the false prophets speak.  “They say continually to those who 
despise the word of the Lord, ‘It shall be well with you’; and to everyone who stubbornly follows his 
own heart, they say, ‘No disaster shall come upon you.’”  The false prophets are speaking to those who 
are ignoring God’s word and instead following their own hearts, and they’re telling them to just keep 
on doing that.

The more the people heard this sort of thing, the less they remembered what God had been 
telling them through His word and His prophets.  As the Lord says of these false prophets, they “think 
to make my people forget my name by their dreams that they tell one another, even as their fathers 
forgot my name for Baal.”  The more they listened to the false prophets, the less they remembered who 
God truly was.  They might have remembered His name in their minds, but their hearts were 
increasingly dead toward Him.

Again, this isn’t anything unique to the ancient Jews.  We are just as prone to be tempted by this 
today.  No one likes to be called to repentance.  No one enjoys hearing that what he is doing is wrong 
and that he needs to change.  We’d much rather listen to those who tell us that what we’re doing is just 
fine.

And when we try to avoid repentance, the world and the devil are all too happy to provide 
plenty of excuses for us, plenty of false prophets who will tell us that it’s not our fault, that we’re fine 
just the way we are.  Think of the warning Paul gives to Timothy: “For the time is coming when people 
will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to 
suit their own passions.”  Ignoring God’s word and following our own hearts, our own passions, 
hardens us against God and can end up even destroying saving faith.
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That’s why the truth of God’s word is so important, because it is was breaks down these hard 
hearts and brings us back to God.  As the Lord declared through Jeremiah: “Is not my word like fire… 
and like a hammer that breaks the rock in pieces?”  Fire is used to burn off impurities in precious 
metals; God wanted to purify His chosen people and remove the filth that clung to their souls.  He 
wanted to break their hearts of stone, hearts that were unloving toward Him and others, and instead 
replace them with hearts that truly loved.

To do this, He sent His word through Jeremiah.  The Lord didn’t declare destruction and wrath 
because He enjoyed it.  He did so because only through these words could His people be brought back 
to Him.  All throughout Jeremiah’s ministry, the Lord was sincerely calling His people back to Him.  
He wanted so badly for these wayward children to turn away from the path that would lead to their 
eternal destruction and back to Him, back into His loving arms.  And only His word, preached purely 
and honestly, could accomplish that.  Anything else – ignoring their sins, compromising truth with 
falsehood to make it more appealing – anything else would fail.

It is still God’s word, and only God’s word, that brings about repentance.  We might be tempted 
to think that, if we just let people continue sinning, let them continue to live in the ideas of the world 
and its false prophets, that they’ll eventually come around.  We think that speaking God’s word to them 
might make them mad so that they don’t want to return.

Now it is true that people do have the ability to resist God’s call to repent; they can get angry at 
what He says and refuse to return to Him.  Many sadly choose this path every day.  But the thing is, 
apart from God’s word and the working of the Holy Spirit, no person can come back to Christ.

God’s love for His people, His desire to redeem all those whom He has created, is poured forth 
in His word.  Though it might feel like a fire, burning away the sin in our hearts, it leaves those hearts 
shining with God’s holiness.  It is the call of God through His word, through His Law and His Gospel, 
that brings one into His house forever.

This then brings us to our third reason that the words of false prophets are so dangerous: they 
give false hope.  This is what Jeremiah points out at the beginning of our reading.  “Do not listen to the 
words of the prophets who prophesy to you, filling you with vain hopes.”  As the false prophets spoke 
nice sounding things, never calling on anyone to change but instead hardening them in their sins, this 
filled the people with false hope.

Their lies told the people that they could keep on doing what they were doing and that the future 
would turn out just fine.  The temple of the Lord was in Jerusalem; God would never let that be 
destroyed.  Egypt would come and rescue them from the Babylonians; they didn’t need God’s 
deliverance.  Tragically, the people wouldn’t realize that these hopes were vain until it was too late.  
Only as the city was on fire and the Babylonians were pouring through the streets did they realize that 
their prophets had lied to them.

This vain hope is seen all the time.  The devil is constantly seeking to convince people that there 
is salvation and hope apart from a living faith in Jesus Christ.  In our day, he has co-opted and twisted 
the ideas of tolerance and love so that the truth that only Jesus saves sounds hateful and wicked.  Many 
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think that just being a good person will get you in to heaven.  And others, like those spoken of by Jesus 
in our Gospel reading, think that merely doing good works in Jesus’ name, with the outward 
appearance of being a Christian, will bring them into the Kingdom of Heaven.

But like the terrified residents of Jerusalem or those spoken to by Jesus at the end of our Gospel, 
by the time they realize that their hopes are vain, it will be too late.

That’s why we rejoice in the true word of God, because even when it is hard for us to hear and 
even when our sinful flesh doesn’t want to follow it, it gives us true hope.  Jeremiah pointed the people 
to the unfailing faithfulness of God.  He reminded them of all that God had done for them in the past 
and desired to do for them in the future.

Some of the prophet’s most familiar and comforting words came in the face of great hardship.  
“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a 
future and a hope.”  Even though Babylon would bring God’s judgment down on Jerusalem, it would 
not be the end.  Or think of these words from Lamentations: “The steadfast love of the Lord never 
ceases; his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”  
Jeremiah wrote these words after Jerusalem’s destruction, and yet he knew that the Lord was still 
loving, merciful, and faithful to the promises He had made to His people.

The word of the Lord continues to give us hope, even through the words of Jeremiah, written 
over two millennia ago.  We know that, despite their great sin, God kept His promise and preserved the 
people of Judah, that the Messiah might come from them.  He came, just as He had promised through 
Jeremiah, to bring in the new covenant, the covenant of grace and faith, the covenant where He said, 
“For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.”  He bore that sin in His body 
on the cross, making atonement through His own blood.

We have hope, because as the word tells us, that atonement has opened the way into the 
dwelling place of God, the eternal holy of holies.  God’s wrath is appeased through the sacrifice of 
Christ, and because of that act, He looks at His people with favor and love.  We have hope, because as 
God tells us in His word, He has adopted us and delights in us to call Him “Abba,” “Father.”  We have 
hope, because we are sons and daughters of God Most High.

False prophets will seek to lure us away from our Father by telling us things we want to hear but 
which lead ultimately to destruction.  So instead, hear the word of the Lord, the word of your Father 
who loves you and who desires that you dwell in His house forever.

In the name of Jesus, amen.
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