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“Is God Too High Above Us?” Sep. 18, 2016
Jeremiah 8:20–22
20 The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved.
21 For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt,
     I mourn, and dismay has taken hold of me. 
22 Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there?
     Why then has the health of my poor people not been restored?

Psalm 113

1 Praise the Lord, O servants of the Lord! 
praise the name of the Lord. 

2 Blessed be the name of the Lord
from this time on and for evermore. 

3 From the rising of the sun to its setting
the name of the Lord is to be praised. 

4 The Lord is high above all nations,
and his glory above the heavens. 

5 Who is like the Lord our God, who is seated on high,
6 who looks far down on the heavens and the earth?

7 He raises the poor from the dust, and lifts the needy from the ash heap,
8 to make them sit with princes, with the princes of his people.

9 He gives the barren woman a home,
making her the joyous mother of children.

Praise the Lord!

In verses 2 to 4, we read that the name of the Lord is to be praised from sunrise to sunset, and that the Lord is high above all the nations—even above the heavens. God is above the heavens! I can relate to that, philosophically, since I believe God is an infinite person. God really is greater than all the universe: the earth, and all the heavens. 

The psalmist continues by saying the Lord God is seated on high, and looks down upon the heavens and the earth (Ps 113:5–6). Now that will tend to suggest one of two things to the reader: either the simple fact of God’s superiority to the world, or perhaps the notion that God is distant and uninterested in the world. It could be thought that God is only transcendent, only high and mighty and not reachable by us, not concerned with our struggles, not interested in the merely finite level at all. The finite is so puny compared to the infinite; any finite number could be multiplied by a hundred trillion, over and over again, and would never approach infinity. Why should God be concerned with the finite? Some have thought of God that way, as setting the universe in motion, and then stepping back and remaining apart from it.

But the biblical tradition does not teach that. God has not only glory and infinity, but also compassion. God is not only lofty, but also close at hand. And the Bible repeatedly shows God having some emotion, some tender care and concern, for his intelligent creatures. 

This psalm says that God brings about some dramatic reversals down here on earth. Verse 7 says “He raises the poor from the dust, and lifts the needy from the ash heap.” In fact, it goes on, he lifts them up “to make them sit with princes” (v. 8). God respects the poor and the ashen as much as any prince. He shows it by making them equal. And finally, “he gives the barren woman a home, making her the joyous mother of children” (v. 9). What a miracle. 

This is a repeated theme in the Old Testament: women who have no children who are inwardly crushed and feel socially useless as a result, are promised a son, and receive one. Starting with Sarah, the wife of Abraham, who gives birth to Isaac in her old age, we see a progression of such stories. Rachel, Jacob’s second wife, is barren for long time before having Joseph, who will go on to help to rescue his brothers. Manoah’s unnamed wife is barren for a long time, until an angel visits the parents; afterward, she bears Samson, who helps hold back the Philistines from Israel. And Hannah is barren for a time, before bearing Samuel, who would grow up to be a great prophet. Each one of these stories is told with dramatic force. Barrenness was a source of terrible shame for women in the ancient world, and it figures in the drama of Israel’s life and struggle.

To these stories of barren women becoming fruitful, if we add this psalm, and a key passage from Isaiah 54, we get six stories of barren women suffering with their condition, then praying ardently for a child and finally getting one. In the case of Rachel, the prayer is really her laying down the gauntlet to the husband, saying “Give me children, or I shall die!” (Gen 30:1). She still is unable to bear, and Jacob has children by his servant maids before finally, Genesis says, “God remembered Rachel . . . and opened her womb (Gen 30:22). Ancient people believed that God either withheld or granted children; they did not see it as a purely natural and chance occurrence.

The psalm finishes with “Praise the Lord!” which is “Hallelujah!” in Hebrew. “Hallelujah, a child is born!” And this becomes the paradigm for “Hallelujah, God answers prayer.”

So even before the life of Jesus, and long before the New Testament, we see God noticing the plight of the poor, the depressed, the woman who is shamed through no fault of her own, or the man who suffers a diminished experience of life, who is sitting in the ash heap. The Bible affirms the compassion of God. Our recovery may be slow and it may be by baby steps, but there is recovery and new life for all who want it. God is the antidote to depression. In God is the promise of eternal life.

Now, we also see suffering in the Jeremiah passage. “The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved,” he says, mournfully (8:20). “For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt.” Then he asks, in frustration and pessimism, “Is there no balm in Gilead?” (8:22). A balm is a salve or healing ointment, and Gilead is northeastern Israel, near Galilee. Jeremiah is metaphorically referring to this famous salve, implying that Judah’s traditional helps are not working any more. He goes on to indict the people for dishonesty (9:8–9), and warns that destruction is coming. Well, destruction was coming, for Jerusalem. They were going to be conquered and the educated classes sent away into exile. This is the beginning of the Babylonian Captivity. 

But we Christians don’t get depressed by this passage. The reason is that we believe there IS a balm in Gilead. There is a cure. There is a destined restoration. One of our greatest hymns affirms it, proclaiming healing for the “sin-sick soul.” And so, we Christians feel triumph even when we read this sad Jeremiah passage. We are not stuck in Jeremiah’s world. We know that God has provided a balm, will restore our spirits and heal our wounds. Such hope will come through in some other chapters of Jeremiah, as when the prophet speaks of a new covenant, written on the hearts of believers, which will be a truly secure covenant consisting in actually knowing God. Jeremiah hears God saying, “They shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest” (31:34).

The hope that shines occasionally in Jeremiah, is the main thing we hear from Jesus. We believe that the new covenant promise has been fulfilled in Jesus, and in the connection to God through faith and love, that HE revealed. Jesus is the Way, and he shows us the way to love and trust God.

And so we are not crushed, even by a very sad Jeremiah passage. But we need not be crushed by this psalm, either, for it anticipates the message of reversal and love that will be unfolded in Jesus’ teaching. The hope and belief in God’s compassion was true then, and it’s true today. This psalm can be a comfort for those who see nothing but ashes, for he “lifts the needy from the ash heap,” and “he gives the barren woman a home” (Ps 113:7, 9). Hallelujah!


