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4 Now the word of the LORD came to me saying, 5 ‘Before I formed you in the womb I 
knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to 
the nations.’ 6Then I said, ‘Ah, Lord GOD! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am 
only a boy.’ 7But the LORD said to me, ‘Do not say, “I am only a boy”; for you shall go to 
all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. 8 Do not be 
afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the LORD.’ 9Then the LORD put out 
his hand and touched my mouth; and the LORD said to me, ‘Now I have put my words in 
your mouth. 10 See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up 
and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.’  

 

 
Do you have a favorite movie? This is usually a complicated question, because all of 

us have a favorites list – multiple movies that pique our interest. When I’m flipping 

through the channels at home and come across Shawshank Redemption, Ocean’s 

Eleven, It’s Complicated, Napoleon Dynamite, or one or two others too stupid to 

name, I will stop down to watch them. But if you pressed me to name a singular 

favorite, I would probably tell you that it’s Back to the Future. 

Back to the Future is the story of Marty McFly, a high school student in 1985, who 

accidentally activates the time travel capabilities of his friend, Dr. Emmitt Brown’s 

time machine – which just happens to be in a DeLorean. Marty travels back to 1955, 

back to a time when his parents are in high school…where he inadvertently interrupts 

the moment where they initially met and fell in love. As a result, his whole future is 

jeopardized. If he can’t fix the situation and get his parents back together, Marty won’t 

even exist if he can return to 1985. 
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In an effort to get his parents back together, Marty befriends his seventeen-year-old 

father, George. Ultimately, Marty convinces George that Lorraine, his mother, wants 

George to ask her out to the Enchantment Under the Sea dance happening at the school 

that Saturday night. Although George protests, Marty encourages him. “All you have 

to do is go into the Café and ask her out. She wants you to ask her out!” George 

reluctantly starts for the Café, but then turns back. “But what do I say?” he asks Marty. 

“Say anything. Just say what’s natural. Just say what comes to your mind.” George 

pauses. “Nothing’s coming to my mind!” So Marty gives him some suggestions. “Tell 

her…destiny brought you together. Tell her she’s the most beautiful girl you’ve ever 

seen in the world. Girls like that stuff.” 

Agreeing that this was good stuff, George pulls out his notepad and furiously writes 

down what Marty said. He then heads into the crowded café and sees Lorraine sitting 

at a booth with her friends. With his notepad in one hand, he approaches Lorraine and 

says, “Density has brought me to you.” “What?” she replies. Passionately, George tries 

again. “What I meant to say was that “I’m your density…I mean your destiny.” 

For those of you this morning who are looking for the right words to sweep 

someone off their feet, these might be them. These might be just the words to bring 

you and that cute boy or girl together. At least, they would have been in 1955. 

“You’re my destiny” – or some words like them - might work to initiate a 

relationship with a love interest. Yet, we would never think of them as words used to 

initiate our relationship with God. But that’s what God was saying to Jeremiah in our 

scripture lesson this morning. “You’re my destiny.” 

Now to be clear, it wasn’t that God’s destiny depended upon Jeremiah. What it 

mean is that God had destined Jeremiah to play a role – to be a key voice in God’s 

government of Israel’s affairs. God had something critical for Jeremiah to say and to 

do. Something that would radically affect the future if not fixed. 
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This is week three of our worship series, Call Me Maybe?, in which we are looking at 

stories of God’s call to individuals in the Bible. Two weeks ago, we looked at the 

promising future God called Abraham into and realized that God’s call gives us an 

identity as people of God. Last week, in the call of Samuel, we learned that when God 

calls, it’s to act in a specific time and for a specific purpose. This morning, we are 

looking at the call God made to Jeremiah, a man who was tasked with being a prophet 

to people who weren’t going to like what he was going to say. Perhaps the “maybe?” 

part of the Call Me Maybe? series fit Jeremiah more than any other. 

Like the call to Samuel last week, God’s call to Jeremiah was to a particular person 

at a particular time. This is what we find in the three opening verses of Jeremiah 

Chapter 1. It’s here that we learn that Jeremiah was born at a particularly prominent 

moment of Judah’s life – when King Josiah had implemented worship reforms that 

had brought the people back into better relationship with God. It’s also in these verses 

that we discover that Jeremiah, which in Hebrew means “to exalt,” belonged to a 

priestly line that resided in Anathoth. That made them descendants of the house of Eli, 

the priest under whom the young Samuel ministered at the shrine of Shiloh. 

What this background material suggests is that Jeremiah was a member of the 

religious establishment by birth and family association, and that association would have 

meant that he was familiar with the ancient traditions of Israel, the Mosaic exodus, and 

the covenantal foundations of Israel’s life and faith.i 

Despite that background, however, there was still apprehension when the call to 

Jeremiah came in our scripture lesson this morning. It began with a revelation or 

reception of the divine word. Or, said more plainly, it was a divine commission done 

by divine initiative. “The word of the Lord came to me,” Jeremiah writes. These first 

words would be critical later in Jeremiah’s story. As others claimed to be the true 

bearers of the word of the Lord, even though their message opposed Jeremiah’s, 
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Jeremiah could be assured that God had spoken to him. And it was the fact that God 

had given Jeremiah a divine commission that set the stage for his future destiny. 

Verse 5 recounts the words of God: 
 

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
And before you were born I consecrated you; 
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.” 

 
This is the “really good stuff” of Jeremiah’s call. His commission into God’s service 

was specific to him, coming in a sequence of first-person verbs found throughout six 

verses of our scripture lesson. I knew you, I formed you, I set you apart, I appointed 

you, I send you, I command you, I am with you and will rescue you, I have put my 

words, I appoint you over nations. There is no doubt that this was a specific call to 

Jeremiah with specific gifts and graces to follow. 

Verse 5 also captures a unique moment in the biblical narrative. Here in Jeremiah’s 

call is the only place in the Bible where a prophet is consecrated. There are numerous 

stories of priests being consecrated – set apart for service - but Jeremiah is the only 

prophet. And that’s what happened. He was set apart to a particular role in the 

government of God. Unlike the generations of his family before him, he was not to be 

the priestly mediator of God’s holiness in the sanctuary. He was to be the proclaimer 

of that holiness and its demands in the streets of Jerusalem.ii 

Needless to say, this challenge was not lost on Jeremiah. He immediately perceived 

the burden of this calling. And he began to object. “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not 

know how to speak, for I am only a boy.” In today’s terms, we might translate “Ah, 

Lord God” to “Uh, Lord God..not me!” Yet, in Jeremiah’s day, “Ah, Lord God,” 

would have been the standard language of a prayer, particularly a prayer of complaint. 

His initial response to God’s call was a prayer in the tone of a lament and complaint to 

God. 
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His objection is not just a matter of personal stubbornness and resistance. 

Throughout the Bible, “not me” was often the response of people who are called by 

God. Moses, Gideon, and numerous others throughout biblical history suggested they 

weren’t the one who should be called. And, most of the time, when they said “not 

me,” they objected out of some sense of incapacity or inadequacy before the task. 

Fortunately, times have changed. When people are called to serve in the church today, 

nobody ever tells us they are inadequate to the task… 

Jeremiah’s particular resistance is the claim to be only a youth without the gifts for 

speaking that one might expect of a proclaimer of the divine word.iii “I am only a boy!” 

he protested. And that’s probably true. The Hebrew word for boy, na’ar, used in verse 

six, usually referred to someone 10 years old or younger. At the time of God’s call, 

Jeremiah was a young boy. Further, Jeremiah didn’t think he could speak well enough 

for people to listen and understand. In his mind, Jeremiah was convinced that he 

would be like George McFly. When the time came to say something, nothing would 

come to mind. 

But most of all, Jeremiah was afraid of the task to which he is being called and of 

what may happen to him. In those days, a prophet was not a desirable “occupation.” It 

was not sought, and was regularly pushed away. Even six hundred years after Jeremiah, 

when Jesus revealed himself in the Nazareth synagogue as a prophet like Jeremiah, his 

own townspeople wanted to kill him. (Luke 4). A prophet was not a highly regarded 

position. 

Yet, despite his protests, God was having none of Jeremiah’s resistance. “Do not 

say, ‘I am only a boy;’ you will go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak 

whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you.” 

(vs. 7-8). There is no excuse. As God reminded Jeremiah, the capacities and abilities of 

a person being called by God were not an issue. (v. 7) His worries were irrelevant 
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because the issue was not what he could or could not do but that his activity was 

totally under the initiative of God.iv In particular, his words would not be his own. 

Now, this doesn’t reduce Jeremiah to a singing telegraph or make him a piece of 

audio equipment playing recordings of God’s words. No, Jeremiah is not a 

dispassionate instrument. The words he will be commanded to speak will have an 

impact on him.v They would affect his own livelihood as well. And nowhere is this 

seen more clearly than in the six verbs God suggests will characterize Jeremiah’s 

vocation going forward. 

See, today, I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, 
To pluck up and to pull down, 
To destroy and to overthrow, 

To build and to plant. 
 
God’s assignment to Jeremiah was to represent the divine government in some 

challenging ways. Four of these ways were negative (pluck up, pull down, destroy, 

overthrow) and only two were positive (build and plant). In simplistic terms, 2/3 of his 

message would focus on the negative. And if you read the rest of Jeremiah, you see 

that is just about right. Oh yes, Jeremiah is the one who gets to tell the exiles those 

familiar words we see on every graduation card: “I know the plans I have for you, says 

the Lord. Plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.” 

(29:11) But that doesn’t come until Chapter 29, after Jeremiah has challenged and 

admonished Judah numerous times. 

As much as we would like our own callings to be described by only positive words, 

God sometimes calls us to hard tasks. Hard tasks with our neighbors and employees 

and aging parents and strong-willed children. Our lives are characterized by a mix of 

positive and negative descriptors. We teach, raise, empower, complete, lead welcome, 

support, and nurture just as we also reconfigure, reorganize, redirect, correct, and 

discipline. Our lives are a mixture of both. 
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In his recently released book on Gospel-centered life design, Will Mancini provides 

a helpful exercise for seeing our calling more clearly through the help of a few 

characterizing words. Here’s how it works. Go home this afternoon and draw a 

timeline that begins with your birth year. Then, above the line, plot chronologically 10 

high moments in your life. Moments like a significant promotion or achievement, the 

birth of a child, becoming debt free, or other special instances in your life. Then, below 

the line, plot chronologically 10 low moments in your life. These could be personal or 

professional rejections, the loss of a spouse or parent, health crises, or other significant 

challenges. After you have done that, then look at the timeline as a whole. Mancini 

suggests that the next step is to divide your timeline into four or five chapters, and to 

assign a descriptive word to each. For some of you, there might be an education 

chapter, a parenting chapter, an empty nest chapter, and a retirement chapter. For 

others, there might be a growth chapter or a loss chapter. Author Jon Acuff divides his 

life into chapters using the descriptive words of learning, editing, mastering, harvesting, 

and guiding. And, if this kind of thinking doesn’t come easy to you - if you can’t think 

of any other way to divide your life, consider the Santa Claus chapters of life: You 

believe in Santa, You don’t believe in Santa, You are Santa, and You look like Santa.vi 

The point is, when we see our lives in this perspective, we can look back to see how 

God has been with us through it all. And we can also look ahead to see that God will 

be with us in the day to come, particularly as we carry out the future God calls us to. 

Where God calls – where God guides - God provides. That’s what was true with 

Jeremiah. And it’s what will be true for us as well. 

God called Jeremiah, a young boy, to do an important work. Just as God called 

Jacob, Joseph, Miriam, Gideon, Joshua, Samuel, David, Daniel, Shadrack, Meshack, 

Abednego, Mary, Jairus’s daughter, Timothy, and Jesus at a young age to do important 

work,vii God calls us in every stage of life to an important work – whether we are 
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young or young at heart. Whether the verbs of that call are to nurture or correct, 

develop or cajole, the key thing for us to recognize is “when” on the timeline to fulfill 

that call. And, here’s what you should know. When God appointed Jeremiah to pluck 

up and pull down, to destroy and overthrow, to plant and to build, he began this task 

list with the word “today.” Today, I appoint you… God’s plan for Jeremiah couldn’t 

wait. It had a particularity and an urgency. God’s call to Jeremiah wasn’t just a matter 

of thinking; of moral principles and doctrine. It was about doing; about getting God’s 

people back into proper relationship with God. And the same is true for us. Our 

callings are to be carried out today. Our callings to our children, and grandchildren, 

and friends, and coworkers, and neighbors, and the people beside us in the pew, and 

the children in the nursery, and the children in Children’s Church, and the students 

across the street…they are to be done today. Not tomorrow. Not when we think we 

are able to speak clearly. Not when we think we have enough experience and expertise. 

Not when we think we will have more time or more money. Today. Today. Your very 

future depends on it. 
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