Chapter XIII
Sitting in the Stocks.

Thus saith the Lord, Go and get a potter's earthen bottle, and take of the ancients of the people,
and of the ancients of the priests; and go forth unto the valley of the son of Hinnom, which is by
the entry of the east gate, and proclaim there the words that I shall tell thee. Then shalt thou
break the bottle in the sight of the men that go with thee, and shalt say unto them, Thus saith
the Lord of hosts: Even so will I break this people and this city, as one breaketh a potter’s vessel,
that cannot be made whole again: and they shall bury them in Tophet, till there be no place to
bury. — Jeremiah xix. 1, 2; 10, 11.
Now Pashur the son of Immer the priest, who was also chief governor in the house of the Lord,
heard that Jeremiah prophesied these things. Then Pashur smote Jeremiah the prophet, and put
him in the stocks that were in the high gate of Benjamin, which was by the House of the Lord.
Then saith Jeremiah, ... O Lord, thou hast deceived me, and I was deceived: thou art stronger
than I, and hast prevailed: I am in derision daily, every one mocketh me. . . . Cursed be the day
wherein I was born: let not the day wherein my mother bare me be blessed. ... Then I said, I will
not make mention of him, nor speak any more in his name. — Jeremiah xx. 1, 2, 7, 14, 9.
Or all the trials of Salvation Army Officers, the greatest — except those which arise from failures
in their own spiritual experience — are the disappointing results of much of their work. I doubt
very much whether there are now, or have been in the past, any exceptions to this rule. At any
rate, I have not met with any. On the other hand, I frequently meet with Officers who are tempted
to think that they alone are ever called to pass through such fierce conflicts, and to face such
surprising disappointments. The higher their consecration, and the more manifest their own
integrity, the greater they feel is the mystery that they should see so little success in some of
their work, and that at times they should be subject to such temptation and depression.
Now I think that the experience of Jeremiah, that wonderful Prophet of God, to which this
passage refers, may afford us some help and cheer for such dark times.
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Under the type or figure of breaking a potter's earthen jar or bottle, Jeremiah had, by the
command of God, in the presence of the princes and elders of the people, declared and
illustrated the coming destruction of Jerusalem on account of its sin. As he broke the bottle, after
uttering the most awful words, he cried out: ‘Thus saith the Lord, Even so will I break this people
and this city.' On hearing about this, the priest, who was governor of the Temple, at once
arrested the Prophet, and put him in the stocks; which probably means that Jeremiah was
chained up where the passers-by could see him in his humiliation and distress. He felt it acutely.
‘I am,' he said, 'in derision daily, every one mocketh me.' I do not know of anything more
touching in the life of any of the great Hebrew prophets than this picture of Jeremiah, just after
his bold condemnation of the people's sin and his impassioned announcement of God's coming
judgments, fastened up like a common felon at the gate of the Temple, exposed to the contempt
of his own congregation and to the derision of every hater of the truth. It is hardly to be surprised
at that he thought himself abandoned both by God and man.
Let us, then, consider the lessons to be derived from this strange experience.
1. It is evident from this history that the messages of God are not always acceptable to those to
whom He sends them. The very people who should have repented in sackcloth and ashes, as
soon as they heard Jeremiah's message, crying out to God for His mercy on Jerusalem while yet
there was time, were found persecuting him for speaking the truth, and trying both to close his
lips and to break his heart. Instead of rallying to the side of the truth, they begin to abuse the
Prophet who had declared it, seeking to make him appear ridiculous in the eyes of the people,
and to effectively shut their cars and hearts against him.
Something of the same kind frequently happens in the experience of many faithful Officers. They
enter upon an appointment with the clearest conviction of God's approval; they deliver the
message of God with confidence; they seek to be brave in declaring the truth as they understand
it; they go forth clothed by the spirit of love and grace; and yet for weeks, or perhaps months,
all they seem to achieve is to create in the people to whom they have been sent a strong,
unreasonable dislike to them personally. Those for whose salvation they would shed their own
blood mistrust them, turn away from them, and at last misrepresent and talk against them, and,
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in short, set them in the stocks. The result is, that under such circumstances Officers often feel
as they view the failure of their work what Jeremiah felt when he said, 'I am in derision daily —
all my familiars (companions) watch for my halting. Report, say they, we will report it.’ This is,
indeed, a strange and bitter experience, and yet it has at times fallen to the lot of many of God's
bravest and holiest and most triumphant servants.
2. It is apparent also that the Word of the Lord, especially to sinners and backsliders, even when
spoken under His direct command and under the most favourable circumstances, is not always
immediately fruitful in bringing about the repentance of those who hear it.
Here was, undoubtedly, a Divine message; here was a recognised Prophet of God qualified to
deliver it; and truly it was delivered under circumstances of the most impressive character. Taking
the bottle in his hands, Jeremiah, at the crisis of his spoken words, and amidst the solemn
influence which they had produced, smashed it in the sight of the people, sending a deep thrill
of dread as well as of conviction through the hearts of the guilty and backslidden priests. But
that was all. Nothing more happened. The Word of God seemed bound. No evidence was
manifest of repentance in any heart. Nobody cried out, ‘O Jeremiah, pray for me!' Not a soul
stood up to confess sin or to acknowledge the justice of the awful doom that God had just
pronounced upon them and their children and their land. Not one was willing to fly from the
coming wrath.
Well, have we not often to pass through a similar experience? Do we not, also, often hear the
voice of God commanding us to declare the awful truth about sin and sinners? Do we not in the
facts around us often see visions of the things which are unseen; and do we not, by figure or
picture or allegory, try to illustrate before men's eyes the frightful smash which God is preparing
for their false hopes and lying presences and wicked lives? And then, after we have done our
utmost to arouse them, have we not often to mourn, just as Jeremiah mourned, that we can get
no further with them, or, at any rate, with the great majority?
On a recent evening, after speaking to about twelve hundred people of their sin for an hour, I
saw them for another twenty-five minutes manifestly struggling against the truth. The hall was
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hot and crowded, the hour was late, the occasion was in no way attractive, and yet no one
seemed able to move, while amid the stillness which so often accompanies deep conviction, we
waited on and pleaded for decision. It was exactly as if the Word of God was received and
believed without a question, as if the messenger was acknowledged to be from Him, as if
conscience gave an unqualified assent to the truth; and yet we could get no further — the Word
of God seemed bound. It is true that later in the evening we had fifteen seekers, but, as for the
great bulk of the audience, the message brought no immediate fruit. Yes, as it was with Jeremiah,
so it often is with us. Well might he weep and lament! Well might he be called the ‘Weeping
Prophet.' Perhaps we may justly give ourselves up to a little more genuine sorrow over the sins
and heaviness of the people and the disappointments of our Lord.
3. Faithful dealing with sin often brings God's true messengers into sore trial and personal
sorrow.
Imagine what a sudden blow this trial was for the Prophet. He had gone forth, after such a definite
command from God, and with such a tremendous message. The words that he had been
commissioned to pronounce were, perhaps, the most terrible that had ever been heard from
human lips. Nothing more dreadful can well be imagined. His warnings were against all classes,
from the kings and princes, who were to perish, down to the poor people, who in their dire agony
would, he said, some day eat the flesh of their own sons and daughters! It was a great, a
searching, an overwhelming prophecy, and Jeremiah felt the righteousness and majesty of an
offended God were behind him. And then, all at once, he is brought low. ‘All that fine talk,' the
people would say, ‘where is it now? Here is the man that was going to put us all right and bring
God down on the wickedness of the city, and all the rest of it. Look at him now! Where are the
signs of his prophetic office? Why, he cannot even keep himself from harm.'
Ah, Jeremiah! we know a little how you felt. Has it not been our bitter experience also? Have we
not suffered something of the shame and agony which fell to you, when our expectations have
come to nothing, and when our plans to get the city awakened, or the Corps built up, or some
soul rescued from its sin, have all gone to water, and it has seemed as though in reality God
Himself has left us? Yes, I say, we, Salvation Army Officers, know. Alas, alas! God has sometimes
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allowed us the same dark hours. Many of our highest ambitions have just faded like a wreath of
smoke on a stormy day, and some of our most earnest and toilsome work for God and souls has
crumbled away almost before we could finish it, leaving us amongst the ruins, sitting in the
stocks, and sorely tempted, like poor old Jeremiah, to curse the day on which we were born.
But, then, why should we complain? Is the servant above his Lord? And the prophets of today,
shall they fly, before the difficulties which have come upon the prophets of the past? God forbid.
We will not run away, neither will we repine.
4. The best and greatest of God's servants are tempted sore in such times of disappointment
and hardship to give up the work and abandon their high vocation.
There can be no mistake about the severity of Jeremiah's temptation. He was almost
overwhelmed. His feet nearly slipped. He almost became a castaway. Listen to his sad words: O
Lord, Thou hast deceived me — that is, I trusted in Thy protection and approval, and here I am
left to the mercy of cruel circumstances, because the word of the Lord was made a reproach unto
me, and a derision daily. That is, they said to him, ‘Jeremiah, where is all the evil which you said
was coming?' making mock of the word that God had told him to speak. ‘Cursed,' he goes on,
‘be the day wherein I was born. . . . Wherefore came I forth out of the womb to see labour and
sorrow, that my days should be consumed with shame?' Then he said, ‘I will not make mention
of the Lord, nor speak any more in his name.' Was it not a terrible time for Jeremiah?
And have you not had similar trials? If Satan whispered such suggestions of unfaithfulness and
despair to this grand old Prophet, is it any wonder that he says something like it to you? Have
you not also cried out in your haste, ‘The Lord has failed me; I trusted in Him, I obeyed His call,
I delivered His message, and here I am, left to help myself, rejected by the people,
misunderstood by my superiors, and forgotten by God’? Have you not said at such times that it
was a mistake that you came in as an Officer at all? Have you not, in your heart, if not with your
lips, sometimes even crossed over the line, as Jeremiah crossed it, and said, ‘It is no use, I cannot
go on with my work; I cannot remain an Officer; I will not speak any more in His name’?
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Ah, Dear Comrade, whether you are an old and experienced Officer or a young Lieutenant, do
not, I beseech you, be surprised that the devil hates you; that difficulties confront you; that
disappointments and persecutions fall to your lot; and that, as if this were not enough, amidst
them all you have to fight a sore battle with your own nature, and with Satan's furious efforts to
get you to give up the holy mission to which your God has called you, and to speak no more in
His name.
But Jeremiah soon relented. It was a sign that he was a true prophet that he was tempted to give
up. And it was much more a sign that he was a true prophet that he was obliged to cry out: But
His word was in mine heart as a burning fire shut in my bones, and I was weary with forbearing,
and I could not stay. Yes, that is it. It was not merely that he had taken possession of the Word
of God, but that the Word of God had taken possession of him. It was in him; it was like an
inextinguishable fire in his bones; it was a part of his very life, and he could not — at any rate,
for very long — he really could not stay.
Blessed be God, who has called us in The Army, we know what that means also! Oh, then, let us
hold on to our duty! Ever on! It is not difficulties which spoil men. It is not defeats which really
ruin those who have been called to speak in His name. It is not devils that silence them. It is not
even temptations to selfishness which destroy them. What does overthrow some of them is going
back on God — going back on their own vows and stifling His Word in their own hearts; doing
violence to the Holy Ghost, and silencing the inward voice — the Living Word which He has
given them to declare to the souls of men. O my God, do Thou save us from this great peril —
from this great sin! How God really feels, and how He will really act towards the Prophet who has
thus received His Word, and in spite of it goes back into silence, and gives up the lofty mission
of speaking in His name, is solemnly declared for us by another Prophet in the following words:
'So thou, O son of man, I have set thee a watchman unto the house of Israel; therefore thou shalt
hear the Word at My mouth, and warn them from me. When I say unto the wicked, O wicked
man, thou shalt surely die; IF THOU DOST NOT SPEAK TO WARN THE WICKED FROM HIS
WAY, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity; but his blood will I require at thine hand.'
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