
5Odd for 
God 

(16:1–13)

T
he word was out about Jeremiah: he was an odd
sort! Always telling people about their sins!
Always warning about judgement to come! The
many who regarded Jeremiah as an odd fellow

would certainly feel confirmed in their view when the details
about the prophet’s personal life began to emerge. Imagine the
chatter in the gathering places of Jerusalem.

One says, ‘I hear that he has absolutely no interest in
women! He never asks anyone for a date!’

Another chimes in, ‘That’s only part of it! The man never
goes to a funeral! A few days ago, he didn’t turn up for the
service of a man he’s known all his life!’

Yet another pipes up, ‘Have you ever noticed that he never
attends any parties?’

If you and I could hurl ourselves through time, land in
Jerusalem at this point and ask about Jeremiah, we would hear
this statement again and again: ‘He’s a real oddball!’

THE ORIGIN OF ODDNESS (VV. 1–9)

Why was Jeremiah so odd? Was it due to some deficiency in his
upbringing? Had he suffered some sort of trauma in his
attempts to relate to others? Or was it just a matter of him
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having a warped personality? Perhaps it was just his way of
getting attention!

In verses 1–9, Jeremiah explains his oddness. He was odd
because God told him to be odd. He was to abstain from the three
areas of life that enjoyed universal endorsement and unanimous
approval, because God had said to him in regard to each, ‘You
shall not!’ (vv. 2, 5, 8). God told him not to marry. God told him
not to attend funerals. God told him not to go to feasts.

Why did God make these things off limits for his prophet?
Was it because God himself is odd? Not at all! God instituted
marriage. God approves of people weeping with those who
weep. God does not object to people observing feasts and
expressing merriment.

These things are all parts of normal life. That, though, was
the problem: Jeremiah was not living in normal times and,
even though the vast majority of his fellow-citizens did not
realize it, they were not living in normal times either.

The storm clouds of God’s judgement were gathering and
brooding on the horizon, and God had called Jeremiah to
sound the alarm. Yet God did not want Jeremiah’s message of
coming judgement to be just a matter of words; he wanted his
prophet’s life to reflect that message. So Jeremiah was not to
marry because there was no point in bringing children into a
situation in which they would ‘die gruesome deaths’ (v. 4).
Furthermore, Jeremiah was not to go to funerals because his
people needed to understand that they would soon come to a
day when no one would attend funerals. All normality would
come to a screeching halt (vv. 5–6)! Finally, Jeremiah was not
to participate in the feasts so that he could signify that a day
was soon coming when no one would be making merry (v. 9).
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So Jeremiah’s oddness must be attributed to God himself.
He was to be odd for God!

THE OUTCOME OF ODDNESS (VV. 10–13)

Jeremiah’s odd behaviour was intended to arouse the attention
of the people. The implication of verse 10 is that the oddness
would work. Taking note of it, and hearing Jeremiah’s
explanations for it, the people would ask, ‘Why has the LORD

pronounced all this great disaster against us? Or what is our
iniquity? Or what is our sin that we have committed against
the LORD our God?’ (v. 10).

In other words, the outcome of Jeremiah’s odd behaviour
would be the questioning of those who observed it. They
would essentially say to the prophet, ‘Jeremiah, you are
talking about life as we know it coming to an end. You are
talking about all our normal activities ceasing. And you are
claiming that all this will come from God. Surely we have not
done anything to make us deserving of such a catastrophe.’

While the key phrase in verses 1–9 was ‘you shall not’, the
key phrase in verses 10–13 is ‘you shall’: ‘you shall say to them
…’ (v. 11). When Jeremiah’s odd behaviour achieved its
intended outcome and the people asked the reason for the
threatened end to normality, Jeremiah was to be ready to
answer them. What had they done to shatter normal living?
They had done abnormal things! Horrendous things! They had
turned their backs on the God who had so wonderfully blessed
them and had instead gone after worthless idols (v. 11). They
had disregarded God’s law (v. 11). They had surpassed their
fathers in wicked living (v. 12). They had governed their lives
on the basis of whatever impulses popped up in their hearts
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(v. 12). They had adamantly and stubbornly refused to listen to
God (v. 12). Moreover, they had done all these things knowing
full well that the God they were spurning had promised severe
judgement upon such things (v. 13). They had used the
normality of life to wage war on the very God who provided
that normality, and they were now facing the end of it.

Jeremiah’s oddness was God’s way of addressing the sin of
his people at that time. We are not to conclude from this that
God’s people today should not marry, attend funerals or feast.
Yet while we Christians are not called to practise Jeremiah’s
oddness, we must never forget that we have been called out of
this world to live for the honour of God’s name. As God’s
‘special people’ (Titus 2:14), we are free to participate in the
good things of this world, but we can never be completely at
home in it. We must always be willing to be out of step with a
world that is radically out of step with God, reminding
ourselves all the while of Jesus, who was out of step with this
world so that he might be perfectly in step with God. Because
of his perfect obedience to the Father, he had no sins of his own
and could, therefore, offer himself for the sins of his people
(Heb. 7:26–27).
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FOR FURTHER STUDY

1. Read John 17:15–16. What does Jesus ask the Father for in these

verses?

2. Read Romans 12:1–2. What does Paul ‘beseech’ his readers to do?

3. Read Titus 2:12. What does Paul tell his readers to do in

connection with the world?

TO THINK ABOUT AND DISCUSS

1. Should all Christians by perceived as ‘odd’ by non-Christians to

some extent? In what way? What things are ‘out of bounds’ for

Christians although accepted by the world?

2. It has been noted that it is fine for a boat to be in the water but

catastrophic for the water to be in the boat. How can you relate this

illustration to the church and the world?
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