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Theme: Judgment is the penultimate word from God that leads to the ultimate 
word of restoring grace. 
 
Focus Text: Lamentations 3:21-24 
 
 This morning we gather as the family of God around the table of our Lord. 
The bread and the cup are elements which represent the empty cross of Jesus, 
the symbol that sums up the Christian faith. I want us to think of the cross as 
the place where the judgment of God flows into grace. The cross is really the 
culmination of The Storyline we have been following, while the resurrection 
opens us to a glorious future.  
 
 I want to do some recapitulation of the historical flow we have been 
following in order to keep the big picture before us, but do it in such a way that 
leads us right to what is wonderfully laid out for us on this table. 
 
 You might summarize what we have been witnessing throughout Israel’s 
history as the chosen people of God are the actions which bring God’s judgment 
repeatedly upon themselves. In spite of the clear warnings of the Lord not to 
wander after foreign deities, adopt the practices of the neighboring tribes, they 
continuously set up altars in the high places, and worshipped the gods of Baal, 
Molek, Asherah, etc. The Lord then rained down horrors upon them, often in the 
form of conquering empires who subjugate them. But as bleak as things could 
be, and as unrelenting were the warnings of the dire consequences, the Lord 
was a faithful covenant keeper who held out the gracious hope of restoration 
and renewal. In other words, judgment is the penultimate word from God that 
leads to the ultimate word of restoring grace.  
 
 We will review three themes that come from today’s lesson material that 
has been entitled The Kingdom’s Fall to which I have added, Judgment Is Never 
God’s Last Word. 
 
I. The judgment of God came upon the covenant people for violating 
their part of the agreement. 
 
 The last number of weeks we have looking at the history of Israel during 
the time of the kings. The downfall started with Solomon when he wandered 
after deities which had been imported by his foreign wives through political 
alliances. The Lord said to Solomon, “Since this is your attitude [worshipping 
forbidden gods]…I will most certainly tear the kingdom away from you and give 
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it to your subordinates” (I Kings 11:11). This, of course, led to the division of 
Israel into two kingdoms. Israel broke away with ten tribes establishing Samaria 
as it northern capital, while the tribe of Judah, following the line of David, 
established Jerusalem as its capital in the South.  
 
 The judgment fire of God ultimately led to the end first of the northern 
kingdom of Israel. We noted last week that during the prophetic ministry of 
Isaiah to the southern kingdom of Judah, that Assyria laid siege to the ten tribes 
of the northern kingdom of Israel. Assyrians kings with the household names of 
Tiglath-Pileser III, Sargon II, and Sennacherib committed ruthless atrocities so 
that by the year 722BC, the last king of Israel, Hoshea met his demise and the 
northern kingdom was never heard from again.  
 
 The only reason for the survival of the Southern kingdom of Judah was 
the faithfulness of King Hezekiah, who was given a backbone by the prophet 
Isaiah. The Assyrian King Sennacherib issued threats through his commanders to 
a quaking Israelite army, “Why do you place your trust in the LORD? No god has 
been able to stand against us. What makes you think that your God is any 
different?” But Isaiah spoke to King Hezekiah, “This is what the Lord says: Do 
not be afraid of what you have heard—these words with which the underlings of 
the king of Assyria have blasphemed me” (II Kings 19:6). King Hezekiah placed 
his trust in the LORD to deliver Judah and offered this wonderful prayer of 
confidence to the Lord, “Now, Lord our God, deliver us from his [Sennacherib’s] 
hand, so that all the kingdoms of the earth may know that you alone, Lord, are 
God” (II Kings 19:19). The Lord distracted Sennacherib with an uprising in his 
kingdom and then sent an angel of death to eliminate 185,000 of his soldiers. 
 
 This, though, simply delayed the judgment of God upon the Southern 
Kingdom of Judah. Ironically, it was King Hezekiah himself who provided the 
context of the prophetic judgment of Isaiah, that the next bully on the world 
scene, Babylon, will be the one to take out Judah. King Hezekiah became ill unto 
death; he was told by Isaiah to get his affairs in order; he pleaded with God to 
extend his life; and the LORD gave him an additional 15 years which he frittered 
away in personal pride. He invited visitors from Babylon to witness his empire’s 
riches. Isaiah said to Hezekiah about 100 years prior to these actual historical 
events, “Hear the word of the Lord: The time will surely come when everything 
in your palace, and all that your predecessors have stored up until this day, will 
be carried off to Babylon” (II Kings 20:17). Thus the prediction of the Babylonian 
exile.  
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 What follows over the next 100 years is a succession of kings, only one of 
which does “what is right in the eyes of the LORD.” Manasseh (686-642) follows 
Hezekiah, reverses his policies, and again follows pagan deities and practices. He 
is considered perhaps the most evil king in Judah’s history for which he had stiff 
competition. Following him is a contrasting bright spot in Josiah (640-609), who 
rediscovers the law of God, and reinstitutes the long lost practice of the 
Passover. However he tragically loses his life in battle against the southern 
power of Egypt, while siding with the rising power of Bablyon. The king of Egypt 
then hand picks the successors on Judah’s throne.  
 
 It was during the reign of Josiah that the prophet Jeremiah came on the 
scene and prophesied throughout his tenure in Jerusalem before being taken 
away to Egypt after the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in 586BC. In 
spite of Josiah’s positive reign we read this summary statement of impending 
doom: “Nevertheless, the Lord did not turn away from the heat of his fierce 
anger, which burned against Judah because of all that Manasseh had done to 
arouse his anger. So the Lord said, “I will remove Judah also from my presence 
as I removed Israel, and I will reject Jerusalem, the city I chose, and this temple, 
about which I said, ‘There shall my Name be.’” (II Kings 23:26-27) This same 
judgment is endlessly echoed by the prophet Jeremiah, speaking the word of the 
Lord:  
 
 “Their kings will come and set up their thrones 
 In the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem 
 They will come against all her surrounding walls 
 And against the towns of Judah. 
 I will pronounce my judgment on my people 
 Because of their wickedness in forsaking me 
 In burning incense to other gods, 
 And in worshipping what their hands have made.” (Jer. 1:15-16) 
 
 King Nebuchadnezzar rose to power and defeated the Egyptians and 
Assyrians at the historic battle of Carchemish in 605BC. His first assault on Judah 
and Jerusalem led to the exile of King Jehoiakim (609-598) along with Ezekiel 
and Daniel. Though Ezekiel and Jeremiah were contemporaries they never knew 
each other, because Ezekiel received his call to be a prophet while in exile 700 
miles to the East of Jerusalem in Babylon. Ultimately the last King of Judah, 
Zedekiah, a son of Josiah, is defeated when he attempts to rebel. The prophecy 
given by Isaiah to Hezekiah is fulfilled. Jerusalem is razed. There is not one stone 
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left on another from the temple of the Lord and all of the precious contents of 
gold and silver are carried off for royal use in Babylon. 
 
 Thus ends the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. God’s destruction is 
complete.  
 
 Yet it is in this context that we see a window open to perhaps a different 
side of God.  
 
II. God grieves over the state of his people.  
 
 The book of Lamentations is an extended tragic eulogy over the 
destruction of the place where the Lord had placed his name and the gaze of His 
favor upon His people. The book of Lamentations today is read at what is known 
as the “wailing wall” in the old city of Jerusalem. This wall is the lone remains 
from the rebuilt temple under King Herod the Great just prior to the time of 
Christ. The wall is what is left after its destruction by the Romans in 70AD.   
 
 Tradition attributes Jeremiah as the author of Lamentations, in part, 
because it fits the picture of Jeremiah as the weeping prophet. 
 
 In one of the tenderest moments, Jeremiah expresses the heart of God,   
 
 “If you do not listen,  
 I will weep in secret 
 Because of your pride, 
 My eyes will weep bitterly 
 Overflowing with tears 
 Because the Lord’s flock will be taken captive.” (Jer. 13:17) 
 
 Jeremiah weeps against the backdrop of the abandonment of the original 
purpose and call of the special people of God. It all started so well, says the 
Lord,  
  
 “I remember the devotion of your youth,  
 How as a bride you loved me 
 And followed me through the wilderness 
 And through a land not sown. 
 Israel was holy to the Lord 
 The firstfruits of the harvest…” (Jer. 2:2-3a) 
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 The Lord is often pictured as a rejected lover as his people give their 
devotion to another; or as a wounded father whose children turn away from his 
guidance. Hosea records, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt 
I called by son. But the more they were called, the more they went away from 
me” (Hosea 11:1). In Lamentations we read of the heart of God, “Though he 
brings grief, he will show compassion, so great is his unfailing love. For he does 
not willingly bring affliction or grief to any human being” (Lamentations 3:32-33). 
This brings to mind 6 centuries later, our Lord descending from the Mount of 
Olives with all of Jerusalem in his gaze before him, pausing, and then convulsing 
in tears, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem…how often I have longed to gather your 
children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were 
not willing…” (Matt. 24:37). 
 
 I think of the parental expression when you are about to meet out 
punishment on a child, “This hurts me more than it does you.” I believe this 
could be said of God. 
 
 There is the story told of the new preacher who came to town. The 
community was saying how much better he was than the old preacher. A skeptic 
asked of one of the deacons what made this new preacher so much better than 
the old one. He said, “The old preacher told us that we were all lost sinners and 
we were going to hell.” 
 
 The skeptic asked, “What does the new preacher say?” 
 
 The deacon replied, “The new preacher says we are all lost sinners and 
going to hell.”  
 
 The skeptic scratched his head, “I’ll be darned if I can tell the difference.” 
 
 The deacons said, “Oh, there’s a big difference. This one says it with tears 
in his eyes.”  
 
  It is the tears of the Lord that dowses his own fires of judgment.  
 
III. The prophets always seem to end with a word of hope. 
  
 No matter how dark and dire the circumstances seem to be, in the end 
there is always the twist toward hope. Ezekiel was taken by God to the valley of 
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the dry bones. He was to prophesy to a grave yard. How would you like to cut 
your preaching teeth with that audience? As he preached, the word of God went 
forth and brought life where there had only been death. The bones began to 
rattle and attach to each other; the word put flesh on the sinews and joints. Life 
rose out of death. The prophet Jeremiah promised to us a new covenant into 
which God will place new spirit (Jer. 31:31-34).  
 
 Yet the text that captures our attention in the midst of the long lament is 
the promise of the faithfulness of God that we sing about in the great hymn of 
the church, “Great is Thy Faithfulness”. 
 
 “Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: 
 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. 
 I say to myself, “The Lord is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.” 
 (Lamentations 3:21-24) 
 
 This leads us to the cross and communion. How so, you might say? In the 
cross we see the very convergence that our text brings forth. The cross is the 
blend of the judgment of God, his weeping heart, and the ultimate expression of 
his love. 
 
 On the one hand, the cross unmasks our hardness of heart. It puts on 
public displays what lurks in the darkness of the human spirit. It externalizes for 
all to see what we are capable of, that we are deserving of judgment. Henri 
Nouwen tells the story of a family he knew in Paraguay. The father, a doctor, 
spoke out against the military regime there and its human rights abuses. The 
local police took revenge by arresting his teenage son and torturing him to 
death. The enraged townsfolk wanted to turn the boy’s funeral into a 
demonstration. But the father had another idea. At the funeral, the father 
displayed his son’s body as he found it in jail—naked, scarred from the electric 
shocks, cigarette burns and beatings. All the villagers filed past the corpse, which 
lay not in a coffin but on the blood-soaked mattress from the prison. It was the 
strongest protest imaginable, for it put injustice on public display.  
 
 In the cross, it is as if God is on the one hand saying, “You want to see 
what the ugliness of your sin can produce. Look, Look, at the twisted and 
tortured body of my son.” 
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 And yet at the same time, the cross is the supreme demonstration of love. 
The apostle Paul writes, “But God demonstrates his love toward us, in while we 
were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). At the same time our sin was 
nailing Christ to a tree, he was saying, “Father, forgive them for they know not 
what they do.” Becky Pippert writes, “The fact is that in the cross God 
demonstrates the deepest law of acceptance. To be convinced that I have been 
accepted, I must be convinced that I have been accepted at my worst. This is 
the greatest gift an intimate relationship can offer—to know that we have been 
accepted and forgiven in the full knowledge of who we are, an even greater 
knowledge than we have about ourselves. This is what the cross offers.” 
 
 And that is what this table offers. We come as we are with perhaps only a 
slight knowledge of our own hearts. Yet, we meet in this table the One who 
accepts us as we are.  
 
 Let the following story be your invitation to the Lord’s Table this morning: 
 
 There is a story told about an old doctor who taught Hebrew in 
Edinburgh, Scotland years ago. He was sitting one day preparing to take 
communion in a highland church, and he was feeling so personally unworthy that 
when the elements for communion came around, he felt he couldn’t take them. 
He allowed the bread and the wine to pass. As he was sitting there feeling 
absolutely miserable, he noticed a girl in the congregation who, when the bread 
and wine came around, also allowed them to pass, and then broke into tears. 
That sight seemed to bring back to the old saint a truth he had forgotten. And in 
a carrying whisper that could be heard around the church, he was heard to say, 
“Take it, lassie, take it. It’s meant for sinners.” And he himself partook.  
 
 Only sinners are allowed at this table.  
 


