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The surprising thing about sin  
 

 

Underlying all the doom and gloom which is the book of Jeremiah there is a love 

story. It’s not easy to pick, but with a little imagination we might read the first few 

verses of our text this morning as God flipping through his wedding album: “I 

remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride” (2.2). If that seems a bit 

over-imaginative, there is a stronger warrant in the way in which the accusations 

against the people are developed over the next couple of chapters, for the sharpness of 

the accusations in the prophet’s preaching springs from the end of the love story.  

The way in which the theme of the love story – indeed the “marriage” – between God 

and Israel is developed by Jeremiah is a little harsh to our ears, attuned as they are to 

the themes of modern gender politics. In the chapters following the reading we heard 

this morning God, through the prophet, shifts from the happy memories evoked by the 

wedding album to the theme of the unfaithful wife who “sprawls herself,” “plays the 

whore” (2.20) and “pursues strangers” (2.25, 33; 3.1f, 6-13,20, etc.). The metaphor of 

marital unfaithfulness is not the only one the prophet uses to describe the people’s 

failure, but it is one of dominant in the first few chapters. With the benefit of two 

generations of feminist reflection we are today aware of the way in which a metaphor 

of marriage and unfaithfulness which casts the faithful and the unfaithful in the role of 

male and female respectively creates the possibility of the Scriptures becoming “texts 

of terror.” This is what happens when they are read not as simple metaphors but as 

indicating something fundamental about maleness and femaleness. 

Yet, acknowledging these dangers, the metaphor of marital unfaithfulness can still be 

pressed for its positive content: the love and faithfulness which is violated, the 

marriage covenant which is broken. 

To get a sense of how the metaphor serves here it will help to be reminded of the 

place where it seems marriage begins in the Scriptures: in the creation myth of 

Genesis 2. Here the creation of Adam is described, and then the creation of Eve. On 

the (implied) sexual union of Adam and Eve, the text comments, “Therefore a man 

leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh” 

(Genesis 2.24). It is the one flesh, and the significance of this for the metaphorical 

“marriage” of God and Israel, which is the important thing for our reading this 

morning. What this “becoming one” does not mean is that whereas there were two 

persons there is now only one. Were this the case – and it has doubtless often been 

interpreted in this way – we would have here another “text of terror”, read to justify, 

most often, the subsuming of the woman under the man.  

The sense of oneness in the marriage union is properly understood as the creation of a 

particular type of community within which the partners take on a role of defining one 

another. The one is not “lost” in the other, nor stands over against the other, and yet 

cannot be separated from the other without ceasing to be husband or wife, without 

ceasing to be himself or herself. This is because “self” is here a relational identity and 



not an isolated identity. Who one is is always defined by reference to someone else. 

When the Scriptures use the sexual, marriage metaphor for the relationship between 

God and Israel, this is the kind of relationship which is being outlined. There is a 

mutuality in the relationship between God and the people such that, if the one departs, 

the other ceases to be itself. 

The importance of the marriage metaphor for speaking about the relationship between 

God and Israel is the seriousness it invests in the fact of sin. Sin is now not simply 

naughtiness, not simply nudge-nudge, wink-wink transgression, but a rupturing of 

identity: I am no longer the faithful spouse and, most importantly, neither can my 

spouse be. It is not necessarily the case that my spouse is unfaithful, but that she is 

now not my – or my only – spouse. In the case of God and Israel, Israel’s 

unfaithfulness affects not only itself but fractures the identity of God, for God has 

joined himself to one who has subsequently joined herself to others. This is not simple 

playful promiscuity but a splintering of identities for all concerned. If two joined 

become one in marriage, who is joined to whom when more “joinings” follow? 

This is the first thing for us to note in relation to Jeremiah’s preaching this morning: 

the “impact” sin has is not so much upon our personal résumé but upon our identity, 

and on God’s; we are, both, bereft. 

The second thing we will draw from the reading is perhaps the most remarkable thing 

to be seen in it: the utter surprise on God’s part that things have come to this. “What 

wrong did you find with me?” (2.4) “Why did they not seek me out?” (2.8) “Cross to 

the coasts of Cyprus, send to Kedar and examine with care; see if there has ever been 

such a thing” (2.10); “…be appalled, O heavens, at this, be shocked, be utterly 

desolate” (2.12). And, a little further past our set text for today: “Can a girl forget her 

ornaments, or a bride her attire? Yet my people have forgotten me, days without 

number” (2.32). 

The thing is, why is God so surprised? Has he not been following the story? Does he 

not remember Adam and Eve’s disobedience in Genesis 3? Has God forgotten what 

human beings are like? Sin is one of the things the people of God do best. Why all the 

drama, and why such a drastic punishment now, perhaps a 1000 years after the whole 

God-and-Israel show got under way? We, at least, have gotten used to our sinfulness; 

why has not God? 

In our reflections last week we noted how, even though it is clearly not the beginning 

of things so far as Israel’s experience with God was concerned, there is a sense in 

which texts like the book of Jeremiah constitute the beginning of the faith we 

encounter in the Old Testament. This is because it is out of the experience of the 

destruction of Jerusalem and the subsequent exile, interpreted through the preaching 

of prophets like Jeremiah and Ezekiel, that the people of Israel grasped the full 

breadth of the character of the God with whom they were dealing. What we know of 

the stories of Israel prior to that time is coloured by all that the Babylonian exile 

taught about God. In this sense, Israel’s faith begins with this political and religious 

catastrophe. 

And so why is God so surprised at Israel’s unfaithfulness? Because, in the same way, 

this is the “first” sin which Israel commits. God’s being caught by surprise here only 

makes sense if this is the point at which the notion of “sin” gets its first and fullest 

filling-out, if this somehow defines human failure. But what we need to hear this 

morning is not another harping on about the sinfulness of human beings, but God’s 



surprise. The surprising thing about sin is that it surprises God. Sin is a thing “most 

unexpected” because it cannot be accounted for, you cannot see it coming. Given the 

“wedding album”, sin is not “normal”. The pathos of our situation today, after 

millennia of preaching human sinfulness, is that we become accustomed to all of this. 

Sin has become just what people “do” – an assumption which both turns unbelievers 

off and creates self-righteousness in believers who think they already know all about 

sin.  

Just to illustrate the point I want to draw attention to a change I have introduced into 

the liturgy, about which some of you have already remarked. In our denominational 

worship book, Uniting in Worship, the standard service for the Lord’s Day has a 

prayer of confession as part of its opening liturgy. This was how your own worship 

service began, and thousands of other services in the churches of dozens of 

denominations began just that way today, although ours didn’t. We are yet to come to 

come to the prayer of confession which, for many years now, I’ve placed after the 

sermon. Both placements have venerable traditions, although each has a different 

logic. We are encouraged to confess our sin at the beginning of the service in order in 

some way to “clear the slate” so that we might approach God purified – something of 

which we are assured in the declaration of forgiveness. The logic is theologically 

impeccable but the practice is not. For the danger is that we hear ourselves invited to 

consider our familiarity with sin. Sin is what I already know: what I did to my spouse 

this last week, or wanted to do to my neighbour’s spouse; what truths I suppressed or 

untruths I did not challenge; what I spent on myself or did not spend for others, what 

unkind word I allowed to edge out the kinder alternative I also considered.  

Yes, yes, God says; what’s new? 

But the gospel is preached that we ourselves might share in God’s surprise at the 

reality and shape of sin. If in the Old Testament we might make rhetorical and declare 

the unfaithfulness of 6
th

 century Judah as the first sin, then in the New Testament we 

might say that the corresponding “first” sin of the people is the crucifixion of Jesus. 

For here even God is murdered, precisely as an act of piety, done for God’s sake 

without a wit of recognition that the golden goose had been slain, until the 

resurrection forced a re-imagining of the capacity of human beings to be mistaken 

about themselves and about God. The surprise of the resurrection is not that the dead 

might be raised but that, of all people to be raised, it should be Jesus, whom we 

considered most deserving of being crucified, the great blasphemer. If we understand 

this, then sin – our own sin – suddenly takes us by surprise. 

And so, in order to embody this dynamic in our liturgy, I’ve shifted the confession 

until after the preached word. For if it is any way a word which shares in the creative 

word of God himself, a sermon ought to name some particular, unexpected thing of 

which we might confess. One such surprising need for confession is enough to 

“cover” the myriad other little dissatisfactions with ourselves we might list if we had 

enough time. In this way the body broken by us becomes the body broken for us. 

But if we are to be surprised by sin, in a sermon or elsewhere, then we must be 

surprised first by grace. For Jeremiah it is the love story – the “wedding album” which 

does the work, revealing God’s confusion: how could it have come to this? For the 

gospel proper it is the resurrection, an illuminating light which reveals the 

unfaithfulness as a tearing apart of two who are properly one, as the people widow 

themselves in the death of God on the cross. 



But in both cases there is not simply the shock and the accusation, for the faithfulness 

and righteousness of God are not mere character traits but powers to effect change. If 

the people be unfaithful, God will not; if the people set themselves wrongly in their 

actions God will act to set right. With this God, the end can always be the beginning. 

And so comes the ever-on-offer word of grace: peace be with you; return to me, and I 

will heal you (3.12, 22).  

*** 


