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Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. 
Most people want to have God come near to them, if they stop and think about it.  Most 
people don't want to feel that they are on their own when they face the various crises of 
life that come our way.  Most people know that there are times when they are not able 
to do what they want to see done, or cope with what they are required to cope with, and 
they need help.  Even if we don't acknowledge it, even if we take pride in presenting a 
coping front to the world, most of us want to have God come near to us. 
 
The people of Jeremiah's day were no different.  They were facing a crisis in their 
national life as they were menaced by the powerful Babylonian armies.  They wanted to 
be able to be sure that God was with them.  This is why they did not take at all kindly to 
Jeremiah, the prophet of God, who told them that God was not with them in the various 
plans that they made, that God had brought them into this pickle because they had not 
been following his way for years and years.  When you most need to feel that God is 
with you, someone who tells you otherwise is not going to be your favourite person.  
That is why they plotted against Jeremiah, to “cut him off from the land of the living.”   
 
What Jeremiah's people forgot, as so many people forget, is the first part of that phrase 
which James uses.  That we must “draw near to God” if we want him to draw near to us.  
Jeremiah's people plotted against him rather than listen to his message, a message that 
they should turn away from what they were doing and draw near to God by doing things 
his way – they knew what that was, it wasn't as though they had to discover it.  If they 
had listened and acted on what they heard, not only might disaster have been avoided, 
but they would have found all that they sought and more, all they had looked for when 
they ran after this or that alternative. 
 
But listening and acting would have involved admitting that they were wrong, and we 
humans hate doing that.  “It's not my fault” says the child, almost before we know that 
the welly boots have been left at school – again.  “It wasn't me.”  I remember one time in 
my childhood when a redundant Free Church in our village had been destroyed.  We 
kids liked to play among the ruins, which was permitted, but we also liked to light little 
fires there, which was certainly not.  One day we had lit our fires, and then to our horror 
we saw my father walking past down the street.  He could not fail to see us, and this 
was bad news, not only for my brother and sister and myself, but for the other children 
too, as he was the headmaster of the school.  In a panic, my siblings and I flew home 
and burst in on our mother.  “It wasn't our fault!”  we cried.  “So and so brought the 
matches.”  And so, by trying to avoid any blame,  we gave ourselves away to my 
mother, who had had no idea that we had been naughty this way again.  My father had 
not yet come home! 



 
We don't like to admit that we have done wrong, although we all know that we have.  
That is pride.  Our pride wants others to think well of us, our pride wants us to be able t 
think well of ourselves too.  Our pride wants to tell the world that whatever it was, it 
wasnae me. 
 
The opposite of pride is humility.  James tells us that humility and wisdom work together 
to produce good deeds.  That is because humility is not to think lowly of yourself, but to 
think well of others.  It is not to put yourself down, but to raise others up.  It is not 
thinking about yourself at all.  That way all your energy is freed up to do good for the 
people around you, and that way you see things more clearly. 
 
The world that we live in seems almost designed to make us think about ourselves.  
And in what we think about ourselves the forces of this world are delighted if we 
become discontented.  We are told to lavish time and effort on our appearance – in the 
history of the world has that ever been more generally important?  And yet as Christians 
we know that God gave us the faces and bodies that we have, and loves us, and that he 
looks with especial interest on the state of our hearts: how we love him and others.  Yet 
how many of you, I'm not asking for a show of hands here, but how many of you would 
really like to change something about your appearance, and work hard to minimise what 
you see as your physical short-comings?  Discontent is endemic. 
 
Or there is the demand that society places upon us that we should be “normal”.  No one 
defines what normal is, but there is a general expectation that we should conform, and 
we soon know when someone does something which is not normal, is a bit odd and 
comment is passed.  But God who made us celebrates our uniqueness.  To be unique, 
to be seen to be unique should be normal, not to be conforming. 
 
And then there is the way that the world plays upon our needs and wants and links them 
together with our worth.  That is very invidious.  If we stop and think we know that there 
is a difference between a need and a want, and we know that neither has anything to do 
with our worth.  But how often do advertisers and others try to sell us something, which 
might be a want rather than a need, because  we are told we are worth it?  It is such a 
powerful suggestion because it is a half truth, a truth turned upside down.  God says 
that you are worth so much.  He thinks that you were worth even Jesus' life.  To say you 
are worth a hair dye, or a face-cream or a cream cake or whatever is seriously to 
undervalue you. 
 
But that is how the world works, making you look at yourself, giving you self-doubts, 
guiding you to concentrate on the externals, and making you discontented and envious.  
James saw that two thousand years ago, before there was an advertising industry or a 
social media, or selfies.  James said that when we think too much about ourselves it 
leads to bitter envy and selfish ambition.  And it is such feelings raging within people 
which leads to all kinds of evil being done.  Almost every act which the news media 
reports to us and which makes us shrink with horror can be traced back to bitter envy or 
selfish ambition, or both, since the two are not poles apart.  It comes from a lack of 
humility, of turning our lives outward to think of others more than ourselves.  We don't 
need to think of others in comparison with ourselves, we just need to think of them as 
people, as children of God, as we saw last week, and honour and serve them for that. 
 



It is by living in this way, that we draw near to God, and that we find him drawing near to 
us.  It is by living this way that we find the wisdom of God made available to us. And the 
wisdom of God is pure, peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good 
fruit, impartial and sincere.  The wisdom of God is Jesus.  We read that just a couple of 
weeks ago when we read that Jesus crucified, that seeming failure, is the power of God 
and the wisdom of God (1 Corinthians 1:24). 
 
If Jesus is our focus, if he is all we desire than we will be freed not only from the wrong 
choices we make in life, but from the underlying self-centredness which breeds the 
attitudes which enable us to make those wrong choices.  We will be enabled to submit 
to God. 
 
The word submission tends to have links in our minds with surrender.  We see mental 
pictures of the end of a boxing match or a wrestling match with the fallen fighter lying 
prostrate while the victor poses for the crowd in triumph.  Or we see the master criminal 
finally cornered and caught, led away in hand-cuffs.  These are not appealing images 
and they suggest to us that submission only comes after some kind of conflict.   
 
But if we are not living in submission to God, then we are in effect in some kind of 
conflict with him.  When I was a teenager I had a poster on my wall.  It showed a 
cartoon person on the edge of a cliff.  In the first picture he was very small and far away, 
and he was shouting “JESUS!” in very large letters.  In the next picture he was a bit 
closer to us, and he was shouting “Jesus!” in letters that showed it was not so loud.  In 
the third picture he was close up and he was obviously whispering “Jesus.”  And the 
caption read “The nearer I get to Jesus, the less I have to shout.”   When we are far 
from God, we do need to shout to think that he hears us.  We keep him at arm's length, 
and that is conflict.  But if we are seeking to follow Jesus then we won't want to keep 
God at arm's length, we won't want to continue even this low-level conflict found in 
distance.   
 
Draw near to God and he will draw near to you.  It is a promise that many, many people 
have proved true over the ages.  It will, of course change you.  You can't draw near to 
God, live in his presence with his ways of looking at the world gradually becoming 
yours, without being changed by it.  You will, in fact, be changed to reflect even more of 
the image of God than you do already.  And you will be set free from the torments of 
self-doubt by the knowledge that God really is with you whatever happens and wherever 
you go.  Amen. 
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