Witness & Balm: Understanding
A sermon on Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28 and Acts 8: 26 — 40, for Sunday, September 14, 2025

Would you pray with me?

God of all people and all places, you hold our lives in your hands. We entrust our joys, our
sorrows, our anger, and our apathy to you. By your Spirit, be with us here today. Open our hearts
and minds to understand what you have in store for us. And may the words of my mouth and the
meditations of all our hearts be acceptable to you, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.

Jeremiah is what you might call passionate. We talked about this briefly last Sunday, when we
began this sermon series, Witness and Balm. Jeremiah is our prophetic witness, and, as is often
the case, we could use a little balm after hearing from him this morning. “The whole land will be
a DESOLATION,” Jeremiah practically screams in the text today. “The earth shall mourn and
the heavens above grow black, for” the Lord has “spoken; I have purposed; I have not relented,
nor will I turn back.”

Oof.

This is stuff straight out of a horror movie, if you ask me. Straight out of tragedy. This is not the
way normal people talk. We don’t talk about a hot wind that comes out of the desert to bring an
end to everything. We don’t describe in detail how the mountains will quake and all the animals
will flee and only a remnant will be saved from this total destruction. We don’t do that.

But you know does?
A villain in a horror movie.
They love a good monologue.

And it’s hard to encounter parts of the Bible like this, the parts that read like a horror. It’s hard to
know what to do with them. Sometimes, it feels like being a kid, listening to your parents yell at
one of your siblings. “Yikes, it sounds like Israel really made a mistake here. Glad it’s not me.”
Sometimes, we feel a little superior. “Look at these Old Testament people, making mistakes.
Look at Jeremiah, freaking out. I'm glad I’'m not like them.” Sometimes, it might make us doubt.
“If God truly said these things about God’s chosen people, do I want to believe in a God like
that?” Honestly, it’s just easier to ignore passages like this.

Unfortunately for me, I love horror, and I am drawn to passages like this.

It’s not that I want bad things to happen to people! And it’s not like I enjoy hearing about
suffering. It’s the exact opposite for me: I feel lost when something horrible happens in the real
world. I feel detached, like the real me is floating away and all that’s left here is a shell. I can be
really good in moments of crisis, but if something terrible is happening and I can’t do anything
about it, I just kinda lose myself.



And that’s where horror is helpful. It allows me to look at my fears at a distance. It helps me stay
inside myself when something horrible happens. By watching people do good and bad things and
seeing the consequences of their actions play out, I get to think through things. Horror movies
are fiction, yes, but they have a pretty standard set of rules they follow: don’t open the door to
the spooky basement. Don’t split up. Don’t say that you don’t believe in ghosts when you’re
being haunted by ghosts—that’s just going to make the ghost come after you first. And yes, I do
love a good jump scare or a particularly good practical effect, but horror for me is something that
helps me understand the world a little bit better.

And it’s the same for this passage from Jeremiah. I have to do some work, mentally, to
understand why Jeremiah would prophesy like this, to understand where Jeremiah’s coming
from, but when I do that work, I understand the world a little bit better.

See, Jeremiah is watching the people of Judah and Judah’s leaders make bad choices over and
over again, just like you watch the main character in a horror movie chose to go into that dark
basement or go wandering off on their own, knowing that it’s going to be bad. No matter how
much you shout at them to make a better decision, they never do. So in a way, it makes sense.
Jeremiah is shouting at people who are headed toward destruction, begging them to make better
choices, knowing that they won’t.

Jeremiah knows that the Assyrian Empire destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel. He knows
exactly what happens when the people of Israel and their leaders choose to trust anyone other
than God, choose to do what God doesn’t want them to do. And here, in the time of King Josiah
and in the kings after, he’s watching the same movie play out again. He can’t help but be a
harbinger of an evil, hot wind from the north: he has to warn people that unless they change,
things are going to end badly.

Because the people lack understanding. They don’t see what’s going on. They don’t understand
that Israel tried this already and it ended bad. They’ve stopped listening to God. They’ve stopped
caring for the most vulnerable in the land. They’ve stopped taking care of the land. And in the
face of an invasion, they’ve stopped trusting God to take care of them. They can’t see what’s
happening. Jeremiah can.

And Jeremiah is devastated for his people. This is why so much of this book goes between
Jeremiah expressing his anger and Jeremiah expressing his sorrow. He does not want the horrible
thing to happen, but it is going to happen anyway. He’s angry at the leaders up in the capital, up
in Jerusalem, but he’s angry at the everyday people too. He wants things to change. He is
sorrowful unto his soul because he knows that they won’t. It’s enough to make someone use the
kind of language normal people don’t use. “I looked [out] on the earth, and it was complete
chaos[. I looked] to the heavens, and they had no light.” Our future is a nightmare. It is a horror
movie, waiting to happen, and I’'m the only one who sees it.

In complete contrast to Jeremiah, consider the story of Phillip and the Ethiopian Eunuch. This
story has a bit of the spooky in it as well (Phillip is suddenly whisked away at the end of the
story), but in every other way, it’s a different story than what we see in Jeremiah. Here we have
someone who, in many ways, lives on the outside of society. A eunuch couldn’t have children or



build a family. Eunuchs don’t fit among the men anymore, but they’re not women either. They
don’t have a place. Often, they were people plucked out of their lives to work for the rich or
rulers, as this man was, someone seen as being without a past and without a future. And here he
is, reading the scriptures.

And I love what he says, when Phillip asks him if he understands what he’s reading, if the
Eunuch understands what the prophet Isaiah is saying. The Eunuch, when asked if he
understands, says, “How can I, unless someone guides me?”’

“How can I, unless someone guides me?”’

We don’t often think about how much we have been guided in our faith. We get past the age of
ten or eleven and we think we know what’s going on. Of course, that’s the thing about aging—
you begin to understand that every past version of yourself didn’t really have it figured out, even
when you thought you did.

But we begin to think that we’re thinking all on our own, that it’s our own understanding we use
when we move through the world, forgetting that how we think and what we choose are affected
by everything we’ve learned and everyone who’s taught us. If we grow up in church, we learn
how to understand the bible from our community of faith and the Holy Spirit working within us
and within our church. We learn how to listen to God and how to make decisions from those
people closest to us, and the Holy Spirit working in them. All of this, though, happens under the
surface for many of us. It takes work to think through why you think the way you do, and where
your understanding comes from.

When Phillip begins to explain the scriptures to him, though, the Ethiopian Eunuch gets excited.
Things are starting to click. New understanding is coming to him and he begins to realize that,
when it comes to God, he just might have a place after all. He might have a family. He might
belong somewhere. His understanding leads him to jump at the chance to be baptized, to ask for
it the minute he sees water.

“Look! Here is water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?”
Nothing. Nothing at all.

I don’t want to make this into a simple sermon. I don’t want to say that the people of Jerusalem
were leaning on their own understanding, instead of God’s, and that’s why bad things happened.
I don’t want to say that the Ethiopian Eunuch was humble and Phillip was faithful and that’s why
good things happened. I think each story is more complicated than that.

But I do think attitude toward understanding is important to both of these stories. The people and
leaders in Jeremiah’s day don’t understand, and they don’t want to. They will make choice after
choice after choice, even though it will lead them to ruin, because returning to God, seeking
understanding, that would cost them too much. It would be too counter to the ways of their
world, where the weak have to trust the strong to protect them, even if that means abandoning
God to trust in another empire. The moral of the story, according to Jeremiah, is that they will



cling to their ways until destruction happens, because they do not want to seek understanding.
The Eunuch, on the other hand, is ready for a new understanding, and because of that, his life is
reshaped entirely.

By the end of every horror story, you start to wish you could go back to the beginning and tell
everyone what they need to know. Check your attic! There’s someone hiding up there! Don’t
work at that summer camp! Don’t trust that guy—he’s not who he says he is! When the villain
starts monologuing, sneak up behind him and knock him out!

We can’t get the characters in a horror movie to change their ways. That’s what makes it horror.
Just like us, Jeremiah couldn’t get people to listen to him, no matter what he said, no matter what
he tried. But we can learn from this. We, like the Ethiopian Eunuch, can seek understanding. We
can seek out the new life that comes with it.

So this week, I want to invite you to think about what you long to understand. What questions
weigh heavy on your heart? What confusion clouds your soul? And then, once you have your
question in mind, pray a quick prayer, and seek out new understanding. Open up your heart and
your mind and see what comes your way.

It just might change your life.

Amen.



