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Our Biggest Problem 
 
Welcome to our next edition of Pillar Passages. Today we are looking at Jeremiah 17. This is 
truly a pillar passage. Jeremiah is a prophet who is prophesying during the last two invasions 
and deportations by the Babylonians and the Chaldeans, respectfully, of Israel of Jerusalem. He 
has already prophesied—we need to hear all these terrible prophesies, and they are terrible, in 
the context of God’s overall plan.  
 
I have not displayed it here, but in Jeremiah 16, in the last section of Jeremiah 16, God says 
there that He will restore Israel. And when He does this, verse 16, I am sending for many 
fishers, (as in fishermen) declared the Lord, and they shall catch them. And afterward I will send 
for many hunters, and they shall hunt them from every mountain and every hill, and out of the 
clefts of the rocks. For my eyes are on all their ways. They are not hidden from Me. So, God will 
scatter His people and He will send men, who His Savior will make fishers of men—reminding us 
of the words of Jesus. But until that time, God will verse 18 of chapter 18 God will doubly repay 
their iniquity and their sin, because they have polluted My land with the carcasses of their 
detestable idols, and have filled My inheritance with their abominations. 
 
Jeremiah 17 now is telling us why God is doing this and what God is after. Not on a mass geo-
political level, but in the heart. We see her the heart that God is after in His redemptive work. 
 
It begins here in verse 17, and we read that the sin of all men is engraved on the tablet of their 
heart. We have all been designed by God to walk in His ways, and as Paul would say in Romans 
2, the law of God is written on the human heart of all of us. But, nevertheless, it’s written on 
the horns of their altars. But meanwhile, while it is written there and it is written on the inside 
and on the outside, their children remember their altars and their Asherim—their idols that are 
everywhere. They are everywhere, even in the open. So, God says (verse 3) He will give their 
wealth and their treasure as spoils for all their idolatry of all the false gods that they seek. 
 
This is our greatest problem; the de-godding of God. That we replace God with other so-called 
gods. That is the heart of all sin. That is our biggest problem. God says, “You can’t see this. You 
refuse to see it, so I will loosen your hand. I will remove you from possessing the heritage of the 
land that I gave you (verse 4). I will make you serve your enemies in a land you do not know, 
Babylon. For in my anger a fire is kindled that shall burn forever.” 
 
So what is going on in the human heart? The human conditions? Well, we are cursed and the 
heart of our curse is that we trust in man. We make flesh our strength. We make other men 
idols. We have a heart that turns away from God, from the Lord. 
 
Then we see the result of our idolatry. We are like a shrub in the desert that does not see any 
good come. There is no fruit from this. While, we will see in a second, we cannot see into the 



human heart—we cannot see what is going on in the heart—but we can fruit. We can see that 
no good comes from this kind of heart. Why? Because this heart dwells in parched places. It’s 
like a person dwelling in an uninhabited salt land. Like a person who is dwelling in the middle of 
the great Salt Lake. But on the other hand, blessed, fruitful, happy is the man who trusts in the 
Lord. Whose trust is the Lord. What matters in your life is not whether you have faith. People 
have faith in all kinds of things. That’s not the question. The question is not the verb but the 
object of the verb. What does your faith rest on? Does it rest on God? On the Lord? Or anything 
else? And I mean anything else. But if your faith rest on the Lord—and I haven’t even said 
anything about the strength of your faith—I’m simple talking about what your faith rest in. 
That’s what Jeremiah’s saying here. What does your faith trust in? 
 
What is your trust, i.e. what is the object of your trust? If it is the Lord, you will be—not like a 
shrub in the desert that is shriveled—what you will be (verse 8) like a tree planted by water. 
Which should remind us of Psalm 1—Jeremiah here must be thinking about Psalm 1—that 
sends out its roots by the stream. It is well nourished. Therefore, it does not fear when heat 
comes. Heat comes to all of us. All of us experience heat. All of us experience trouble in life. 
That’s not the question. The question is where to your roots go? 
 
Where to your roots go down? Do they go down into a source of water— as we will see in a 
second—living water? Or do your roots go down into dry ground as if in a desert? That’s the 
question, because we all experience heat. All of us—the good and the evil. That’s not question. 
The question is where do your roots go? What is your heart grounded in? If it is grounded in the 
Lord by faith, then your leaves will remain green no matter what comes. It will not be anxious in 
the year of drought, because you will not cease to bear fruit no matter what may come. As we 
will read later in Galatians and other place, Jeremiah is undoubtedly talking about the fruit of 
the Spirit. The fruit of the Spirit which results in fruit in real life. 
 
Again, we can’t see the human heart, because human heart—by default—is deceitful above all 
things and desperately sick. That is our default position. We inherited this condition from our 
first father, Adam. So, no one can look into the human heart. None of us, even the best 
councilor and the best phycologist can’t look into the human heart and understand it. That’s 
impossible. Only the Lord searches the heart and tests the mind. Only the Lord does this and He 
does this to give each person according to his ways. God is not partial. He does this with all of 
us according to the fruit of our deeds.  
 
The end of all things—there are only two paths for all of us. One, at the end of our days we may 
be like someone who gathers a brood we did not hatch (verse 11). We get riches but not by 
justice or righteousness. In the midst of his days they will leave him. We cannot take it with us. 
Those who trust in anything else except the Lord will be like a fool, because you can’t take it 
with you.  
 
But those who trust in the Lord, they have before them set glorious throne. That throne is the 
place of our sanctuary—the very throne of God. Those who trust in Him are welcomed into this 
throne, this Lord who is the hope of Israel. 



 
Therefore, all who forsake You in this life—all who forsake the Lord—who trust in anything else, 
will in the end be put to shame. They will have nothing. They will be disrobed, if you will, 
because we can’t take anything with us and we all die naked. We all die with nothing—by 
default. Those who turn away from You, shall be written in the earth. We’ll all be buried, for 
they had forsaken the Lord, the fountain of living water. This is what Jesus was trying to tell the 
woman at the well in John 4.  
 
God has seen fit that we would not be deprived of this living water, so He has given it to us. He 
has given it to us in Christ. So when Jeremiah prays, “Heal me oh Lord,” and I will be healed if 
You heal me. And the people say where is word of the Lord? Let it some. And they said that for 
a long time. They even said it when Jesus came. Show us more. Show us more signs.  
 
Jeremiah says, “I have not run away from being Your shepherd. I’ve not desired the day of 
sickness. I’ve trusted in you.” So he prays. “Be not a terror to me; You are my refuge in the day 
of disaster. Let those be put to shame who persecute me, but let me not be put to shame;” 
because I trust in You. 
 
God would say yes to Jeremiah. He would say yes, in Christ. He would provide that well of living 
water in Christ.  
 
It is interesting that the passage ends in this seemingly abrupt turn to Sabbath, which we are 
not going to go into today. But I will say here, the Sabbath is sort of a test a revealer. How we 
obey, how we address the Sabbath, reveals our relationship to these other idols in our life. Idols 
of money. Idols of busyness. Idols of sex. Idols of power. Idols of people. If we can give them up 
one day a week that tells us a lot about who our real god is. That is for another time, but that is 
worth considering. 
 
Now I simply what to revisit that earlier part of Jeremiah 17, and rehash it here, review it in 
graphical form. 
 
We are all born with a heart. I got this from David Powlison. You can read his books; they’re 
excellent. But default, this heart, this heart is a deceitful heart. It is negative. It is desperately 
wicked. Its roots go down into dry waters as if in a desert. So, what comes up out of this heart is 
thorns. (This is my artwork for thorns.) There are consequences for this. All sorts of bad fruit 
grows up. And then there are consequences from this bad fruit. We can say “ouch.”  
 
There are ouches in our life. There are pains. There are regrets in our life. This comes when the 
heat in our life comes down. Again, we all experience heat. That’s not the question. The 
question in your life is not whether you experience heat. The question is what grows up in your 
life under the heat? Is it bad fruit? Is it sin? Is it impatience? Is it resentments? Is it literally 
lying? What grows up out of your heart? The fruit tells us something. We cannot see into the 
heart, but the fruit is a revealer to us about what’s going on in the human heart. It is a revealer 



about where we are really grounded. Where is our heart really settled? Are we trusting in God, 
or are we trusting in idols? 
 
God brings the heat so that this bad fruit—these thorn bushes, these bramble bushes—will 
grow up so that ouches would occur. So that we could look back and understand what is really 
going on in our hearts. His goal for us, however, is to have a new heart. A new heart that is 
grown down in to living waters. (These are waters here.) Living waters, not longer dry. What 
comes out here is no longer the bramble bushes but a tree planted by living waters that is filled 
with good fruit. Here, again, there are good consequences. There are virtuous cycles that spring 
up out of this good fruit.  
 
How do we make this transition in the heat of life? In this passage, there are really three trees. 
There are not just the bad tree and the good tree. There is, in all of Scripture, pictures for us—
trees. There was the tree of live in the garden, and we were expelled from that tree. The end of 
all creation, in Revelation, pictures for us trees of life, next to a spring—a river—that never ends 
At the head of that stream, is the lamb of God, Christ. 
 
We cannot change ourselves. We need these living waters. These living waters come from 
Christ. The goal here—God’s goal—God is work in all of these. He is sovereignly working in this 
entire system. He is sovereignly working in the heat of your life to cause the brambles to grow 
up. When you experience an ouch, His goal is that you would turn. Not by working harder, but 
turn to Christ and do two things. Ask what does God do? What does God say in Christ? 
 
God goes to the cross and He says it is finished. He says, Father forgive them for they know not 
what they do. In Christ we experience forgiveness, and we experience new life in His 
resurrection life. He was raised for the dead so, as we shift our weight from our idols onto 
Christ, we shift the weight and listen to what He does and what He says. Then we become 
united to Him and we draw more closely to Him. We will find that our roots are now drawing 
their nourishment from His living water that will well up into life. This is God is doing in all of 
the heat in our life. This is the process of change for all of us. 
 
There is much more we can say about this. I have said enough about it today. But as you think 
about this process and as it is working in your life, let’s sit down. Let’s talk about it. Or talk 
about it with a friend. Look at this together and ask, “How is this operating in your life? Where 
else can we shift weight together? Off of our idols, off of our false gods and onto Christ so that 
we may experience more nourishment from His living waters, from His resurrection life? That 
we may experience lush good fruit in our life and good consequence even while still under the 
heat of this fallen world. 


