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JOY IN TOUGH TIMES      
8th March 2020 
 
Readings: Jeremiah 39:2 & 8–10; 40:1–4; 43:1-2; James 1:2-4 
 
If I were to ask what the longest 
book in the Bible was, most people 
would say… Psalms with its 150 
chapters. However, on word count 
Psalms is only third. It’s Jeremiah 
that’s the longest, making up a 
whole 5% of the Bible. So, today’s 
our last sermon from the longest 
book in the Bible. In the thirteen 
messages, we’ve sampled some 
of the many prophecies and 
explored at much of the life of 
Jeremiah. Today, we’ll look at how 
it all ends and see that Jeremiah 
not only ends his life a refugee, but his title prophet of tears is with him to the end. 
However, as we do, we’ll also see that through our tough times we can have great 
joy, knowing that no tear rolls down our check without our Heavenly Father knowing 
and that because of the cross, no pain need be wasted. 
 
Let’s pray 
 
Jerusalem is under siege. And it’s the second great siege within a decade. Nine 
years earlier the Babylonian army had surrounded and eventually taken the city of 
God. They took captive and carried off into captivity the king and many Israelites, 
including Daniel. This is referred to in the Bible as the exile and those left behind, 
the remnant. 
 
The Babylonians then set up a puppet king, Zedikiah, and started to tax Israel. 
However, after nine years Zedikiah rebelled and so the Babylons are back laying 
siege a second time. And all this is by God’s hand. 
 
You see, Jeremiah, who was active through all this time kept prophesying, “The 
Lord says, ‘Repent and turn back to me or I’ll send the Babylonians to punish you”’. 
But God’s people just wouldn’t listen. So, God did what he said he’d do and sent 
the Babylonians - twice. 
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Staring death in the eye, and having exhausted every human option, a number of 
God’s people repent, releasing their Jewish slaves as a sign. But was this 
repentance genuine or fake? So, God decides to test their repentance. He sends 
the only army that could challenging the Babylonians, the Egyptians, to Israel's 
border. To meet this serious threat the Babylonians, lift their siege and Jerusalem is 
free again. 
 
And speaking of free, so is Jeremiah. He’s in between imprisonments and so he 
decides to leave the city. We remember from an earlier sermon that while in prison 
he’d brought some land in his hometown. Jeremiah 37:11 
 

 After the Babylonian army had withdrawn from Jerusalem because of Pharaoh’s 
army, Jeremiah started to leave the city to go to the territory of Benjamin to get 
his share of the property among the people there. But when he reached the 
Benjamin Gate, the captain of the guard… arrested him and said, “You are 
deserting to the Babylonians!”  
 
“That’s not true!” Jeremiah said. “I am not deserting to the Babylonians.” But 
Irijah would not listen to him; instead, he arrested Jeremiah and brought him to 
the officials. Jeremiah 37:11–14 

 
Jeremiah was duly beaten and thrown not in prison but into a muddy cistern, a dry 
well with only mud at the bottom. However, friends convinced the king this was not 
a good idea and Jeremiah was put in prison… until the Babylonians broke through, 
killed the king and levelled the city - including the temple. 
 
But what of Jeremiah? What was his fate? Jeremiah 40:1… 
 

He had found Jeremiah bound in chains among all the captives from Jerusalem 
and Judah who were being carried into exile to Babylon. When the commander 
of the guard found Jeremiah, he said to him, “The Lord your God decreed this 
disaster for this place. And now the Lord has brought it about; he has done just 
as he said he would. All this happened because you people sinned against the 
Lord and did not obey him. But today I am freeing you from the chains on your 
wrists. Come with me to Babylon, if you like, and I will look after you; but if you 
do not want to, then don’t come. Look, the whole country lies before you; go 
wherever you please.” Jeremiah 40:1b–4 

 
Finally, some good news for Jeremiah. But what’s he going to do? He has two good 
options. However, God had called him to declare God’s Word to God’s people in 
God’s city, so Jeremiah decides to stay. 
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Meanwhile, the Babylonians have had enough of a puppet king so appoint a 
governor to manage the remnant. Those left behind to farm the largely wasted 
country. This governor is by all accounts good man until he’s assassinated, along 
with some Babylonian officials. While the assassin escapes those left behind are 
deeply afraid of Babylonian reprisal. They’re keen to escape to Egypt but ask 
Jeremiah to enquire of the Lord for them. 
 
 
Jeremiah does and God’s Word is for the remnant is to stay for the Babylonians 
won’t blame them for the assassination. We pick this up in Jeremiah 43:1 
 

When Jeremiah finished telling the people all the words of the Lord their God—
everything the Lord had sent him to tell them— 2 Azariah son of Hoshaiah and 
Johanan son of Kareah and all the arrogant men said to Jeremiah, “You are 
lying! The Lord our God has not sent you to say, ‘You must not go to Egypt to 
settle there.’ Jeremiah 43:1–2. 

 
Oh dear. God’s people have still not learned. Their hearts are still hard toward God. 
And after this, adding insult to injury, against his will, Jeremiah is forced to flee with 
the remnant to Egypt. Imagine that. Years of faithfully calling God’s people to 
repent or the Babylonians will come, and they came. Instead of respect, he’s called 
a liar, kidnapped and carried off to a foreign country - it could only happen to 
Jeremiah! 
 
And in Egypt the same toxic pattern repeats. The Jewish woman see Egyptian 
ladies worshipping the Queen of Heaven, and decide to join in. God’s Word again 
comes to Jeremiah and - well there’re no surprises. Through Jeremiah, God tells 
the remnant in Egypt that because they are worshipping Egyptian god’s he will 
bring the Babylonians to destroy Egypt! Goodness me - how slow God’s people are 
to worship only the one true God. 
 
And here, in Egypt, as a refugee the story of Jeremiah ends. The book itself ends 
with a few more prophecies and surprising good news twist to the legitimate, but 
exiled, king of Israel.  
 
But of Jeremiah himself, the Bible falls silent. Does he end his days in Egypt or 
make it back to Jerusalem? The Bible says nothing. However, Jewish tradition tells 
us that Jeremiah was stoned to death by exasperated Jews who were fed up with 
his faithful preaching of God’s Word. 
 
So, what are we to make of all this? This prophet of tears who died a refugee in a 
strange land. 
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Now, through this series one of the questions that’s often played on my mind is why 
God allowed him to suffer so much. I mean, Jeremiah obeyed God’s call and was 
faithful, yet for his obedience he received nothing but rejection, tears and arrest - 
time and time again. So, to help make sense of this, and see what we can apply to 
ourselves, let’s explore three questions… 
 
Why do people suffer? 
Why do good people suffer? 
Why do good people who honour God suffer? 
 
To this last question - this Jeremiah question - I’ll put forward two answers. One is 
straight forward but not easy. The second is a puzzling but quite beautiful - I think. 
 
So, to the three questions. First, why do people suffer? I think most of us have a 
handle on this. We live in a world of earthquakes and weather variations and so 
people are harmed, homes and business destroyed by natural disasters. Also, our 
bodies are not immortal, so we get sick and death is part of life. Also, people make 
unwise choices in lifestyle, in relationships and in character - and we suffer the 
consequences. We don’t like suffering, but we understand that suffering happens. 
 
But what about good people? Why do they suffer? Given God is good why does he 
let good people go through tough times? You see, this upsets our sense of fairness 
- it’s just not right. And this leads us to our Jeremiah question. Why does God allow 
good people who are serving him suffer? Like Jeremiah. Like Jim Elliot, a bright 
young man, newly married, trained as missionary and in his initial contact with an 
isolated tribe in the Amazon rain forest - is killed. Think of his wife and her suffering. 
There are many examples of good people serving God, going through extra tough 
times.  
 
Now this question is complex and greater minds than mine have, and continue to, 
wrestle with it. But in what’s left of our time let’s dive into the Bible to explore our 
first response. Let’s start in James 1:2 
 

Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 
because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. 
Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not 
lacking anything. James 1:2–4 

 
Consider it pure joy! Goodness me. Imagine telling this to Jeremiah as he’s beaten 
and thrown down into a muddy well. Imagine telling this to Jim Elliot’s young widow, 
married only 18 months, as she grieves for her dead husband. But it’s true. The 
Bible is correct. We can count all trials a joy - for because of the cross, no pain 
need be wasted. For, God uses suffering to test, mature and refine. You see Jesus 
came not to make men and women comfortable to but make us great. To mold us 
into the character and compassion of Christ. To captivate every affection of our 
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heart, so Christ becomes out joy and delight and all other calls on our affections fall 
away. And Suffering is one significant way that God uses to accomplish this. 
 
So, the first answer to why God allows good people who honour him to suffer is 
because these trials test our faith, develop perseverance and build character. This 
is the first answer of two. And I think, in the main, we understand this - the refining 
work of God. Though we only really like it when it’s other people and not us that 
God’s refining. 
 
The second reason, the second answer to why God allows good people who 
honour him to suffer is puzzling but much more beautiful. And it’s tied up in a 
couple of verses in Philippians. First 1:29 
 

For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but 
also to suffer for him. Philippians 1:29 

 
The phrase “granted to you” carries a sense of royal favour. As a king grants a 
subject a generous favour from his immense wealth, so God grants us, not just one 
but two favours. One is to believe in Jesus. This is a total favour. You see, we 
never came to believe in Jesus on our own. We’re not that clever or spiritually 
aware to naturally believe in Christ and his saving work on the cross. Belief, saving 
belief, is a most generous and undeserved royal favour from the throne of heaven. 
And we’re grateful - very grateful for God reaching into our lives and making Jesus 
real to us by the Holy Spirit.  
 
But there’s a second royal and generous gift in this verse. Not only to believe but to 
suffer for Jesus. And this is such a surprise. Indeed, some of will be thinking, “This 
is not what I signed up for!” But it is a great and generous gift from the royal hand of 
our Heavenly Father.  
 
Now it’s the second verse in Philippians that helps us make more sense of this 
royal gift. Philippians 3:10 
 

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of 
sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to 
attain to the resurrection from the dead. Philippians 3:10–11 

 
Let’s break this verse down so we can better understand. it “I want to know Christ” 
In these words we have the heart of the apostle Paul. All that he is and does, his 
passions and motivations flow from this one desire - to know Jesus. And it’s the 
same for every Christian. In fact, if you don’t want to know Christ then you are not a 
Christian. If you don’t want to know Jesus more then you have no idea what 
Christianity’s about. Sadly, you are missing the boat. You may think you’re in the 
boat but you’re not even on the wharf unless getting to know Jesus better is at the 
heart of your faith.  
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Next Paul wants to know the “power of his resurrection”. Amen to that. Every life 
transformed, every prayer answered, every comfort in sorrow, every joy in success, 
every soul rescued from the fires of hell is by the same power that raised Christ 
from the grave. Who can argue against this! 
 
But this third clause, what are we do with this? Paul wants us to know the 
“fellowship of sharing in Christ’s suffering”. And the key word here is “fellowship”. In 
a very real sense when we suffer, we deepen our fellowship with Christ.  
 
I think of the HBO mini-series Band of Brothers that followed a company of 
American paratroopers from training, to first action, to wars end. Together they 
suffered the horrors of war and it was this shared experience that turned strangers, 
who’d normally never be friends, into a Band of Brothers who 50 plus years later 
were still in contact. Steven Spielberg who directed Saving Private Ryan said that 
the only time he saw grown men cry was when his father’s war buddies met 
annually decades after the war. Yes, there is a fellowship in shared suffered, that is 
deep and rich and healing.  
 
So, to suffer rightly is a royal privilege granted to us. Why? Not just because it tests 
our faith and molds character but because through it we have a deeper, richer and 
more personal walk with he who suffered for us that we might have eternal and 
everlasting life. You see how puzzling but, I think, very beautiful this is. 
 
Let me finish with this story. You may have heard it before, and it’s very apt for 
Jeremiah. 
 
There was a lady who was studying a passage in Malachi where God talks of 
himself as a refiner and purifier of silver. Puzzled she thought she’d see if there was 
a local silversmith she could talk too. Well, she found a name and he invited her to 
watch him at his work.  
 
As she watched the silversmith held a piece of silver over the fire and let it heat up. 
He explained that in refining silver, one needed to hold the silver in the middle of 
the fire where the flames were hottest, so to burn away the impurities. The woman 
thought about God holding us in such a hot spot. 
 
Then she thought again about the verse that says: “God sits as a refiner and 
purifier of silver.” She asked the silversmith if it was true that he had to sit there in 
front of the fire the whole time the silver was being refined. The man answered that 
yes, he not only had to sit holding the silver, but he had to keep his eyes on the 
silver the entire time it was in the fire. If the silver was left a moment too long in the 
flames, it would be destroyed. The woman was silent for a moment. Then she 
asked the silversmith, “How do you know when the silver is fully refined” 
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He smiled at her and answered, “Oh, that's easy - when I see my image in it.” 
 
Indeed, God refines us until he can see the beauty of Jesus in our life. This is the 
answer to the Jeremiah question, “Why does God allow good people who are 
serving him to suffer?” Indeed, we’re like the Apostle James and Jeremiah who 
“Consider it pure joy whenever we face trials of many kinds”. Why? Because we 
know when we suffer - and suffer rightly - we will have fellowship with Jesus that is 
deep and rich and a great delight. Let’s pray. 


