Sabbath Day Sermon of the May 27, 2017.
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

The Faithfulness of the Rechabites
Jeremiah Chapter 35

This chapter and the previous one testify of Israel’s disobedience. Prophet Jeremiah contrasts the obedience of the Rechabites to their father, Jonathan ben Rechab, with the disobedience of the Israelites to their founder, God Almighty. Jonadab Rechab, the father of the Rechabites had joined Jehu in purging the Northern Kingdom of Baal worship (2 King 10:15-28). 
In this chapter we learn of one of the varieties of methods tried by God Almighty, and every stone turned, to awaken the Israelites to a sense of their sin and to bring them to repentance and reformation. The scope and tendency of many of the prophet’s sermons was to frighten them out of their disobedience, by setting before them what would be the end thereof if they persisted in it.
The scope of this sermon, in this chapter, is to help us understand one of the ways God Almighty used to shame the Israelites out of their disobedience if they had any sense of honor left in them for a discourse of this nature to fasten upon. He sets before them the obedience of the family of the Rechabites to the commands which were left them by Jonadab their ancestor, and how they persevered in that obedience and would not be tempted from it. With this he aggravates the disobedience of the Israelites to God and their contempt of his precept. He foretells the judgment of God upon the Israelites for their impious disobedience to God Almighty. He assures the Rechabites of the blessing of God upon them for their pious obedience to their father.
The Rechabites, a reactionary group of Israelites, disdained the settle luxurious life of their kinfolk who accepted the way of life of the Canaanites. They refused to drink alcohol beverages and never were urbanized. They insisted on going back to the desert way of life of the time of Moses and the Sinai covenant, electing on nomadic life, living in tents, planting no crops or vineyards, and drinking no wine which was a vice of the Canaanites.
They were originally Kenites, as appears 1 Chr. 2:55. These are the Kenites that came out of Hemath, the father of the house of Rechab. The Kenites, at least those of them that gained a settlement in the land of Israel; they were of the posterity of Hobab, Moses’s father-in-law, (Judges 1:16). We find them separated from the Amalekites (1 Samuel 15:6; Judges 4:17). One family of these Kenites had their denomination from Rechab. His son, or a lineal descendant from him, was Jonadab, a man famous in his time for wisdom and piety. He flourished in the days of Jehu, king of Israel, nearly 300 years before this; for there we find him courted by that rising prince, when he affected to appear zealous for God (2 Kings 10:15, 16), which he thought nothing more likely to confirm people in the opinion of than to have so good a man as Jonadab ride in the chariot with him. 

Now here we are told what the rules of living were which Jonadab, probably by his last will and testament, in writing, and duly executed, charged his children, and his posterity after him throughout all generations, religiously to observe; and we have reason to think that they were such as he himself had all his days observed. They were comprised in two remarkable precepts: (1.) He forbade them to drink wine, according to the law of the Nazarites. Wine is indeed given to make glad the heart of man and we are allowed the sober and moderate use of it; but we are so apt to abuse it and get hurt by it. However,  a good man, who has his heart made continually glad with the light of God’s countenance, has so little need of it for that purpose (Psalm 4:6-7). It is a commendable piece of self-denial either not to use it at all or very sparingly and medicinally, as Timothy used it (1 Timothy 5:23). He appointed them to dwell in tents, and not to build houses, nor purchase lands, nor rent or occupy either. 
This was an instance of strictness and mortification beyond what the Nazarenes were obliged to observe. Tents were simple dwellings, so that this would teach them to be humble; they were cold dwellings, so that this would teach them to be hardy and not to indulge the body; they were movable dwellings, so that this would teach them not to think of settling or taking root anywhere in this world. They must dwell in tents all their days. They must from the beginning thus accustom themselves to endure hardness, and then it would be no difficulty to them, no, not even in old age. 
If you ask, “Why did Jonadab prescribe these rules of living to his posterity?” Well, it was not merely to show his authority, and to exercise a dominion over them, by imposing upon them what he thought fit; but it was to show his wisdom, and the real concern he had for their welfare, by recommending to them what he knew would be beneficial to them, yet not tying them by any oath or vow, or under any penalty, to observe these rules, but only advising them to conform to this discipline as far as they found it for edification, yet to be dispensed with in any case of necessity. 
He prescribed these rules to them, purposefully, that they might preserve the ancient character of their family, which, however looked upon by some with contempt, he thought its real reputation. His ancestors had addicted themselves to a pastoral life (Exodus 2:16 ), and he would have his posterity keep to it, and not degenerate from it, as Israel had done, who originally were shepherds and dwelt in tents, (Genesis 46:34). We ought not to be ashamed of the honest and righteous employments of our ancestors, though they were but strict; that they might comport with their lot and bring their mind to their condition. Moses had put them in hopes that they should be naturalized (Number 10:32); but, it seems they were not; they were still strangers in the land, had no inheritance in it, and therefore must live by their employments, which was a good reason why they should accustom themselves to hard fare and hard lodging; for strangers or sojourners, such as they were, must not expect to live as the landed men, so plentifully and delicately. It should be our wisdom and duty to accommodate ourselves to our place and rank, and not aim to live above it.

The Rechabites code of conduct resembled that of the Nazarites, who took a special vow of dedication to God Almighty. For 200 years, they had obeyed their ancestor’s vow to abstain from wine. While the rest of the nation was breaking its covenant with God Almighty, their people were steadfast in their commitment. God wanted the rest of the people to remain as committed to their covenant with him as the Rechabites were to their vow.

1-11. The word of the LORD came to Prophet Jeremiah instructing him to go to the house of the Rechabites. Jeremiah placed wine before the Rechabites, but they refused to drink any of it because their father, Jonadab, had told them never to do it. This occurred at the end of the reign of King Jehoiakim, when the Babylonian invasion of 598 B.C., had begun. Using the equivalent of a parable in action, Jeremiah tempts the Rechabites to drink wine in order to demonstrate by their refusal their staunch obedience to their founder. In justification of their refusal, the Rechabites dutifully recite the commands of their Jonadab their father, “We obediently do everything our father Jonadab commanded.

Jeremiah was testing them with regard to the wine, and they passed the test. God used that illustration to show that he had given his people Israel instructions which they had abandoned. If the Rechabites were able to keep the pledge of abstinence, Israel could have remained faithful to their covenant with God. Since Israel had not done so, God pronounces judgment on them.

12-19. Jeremiah draws the moral of his parable, contrasting the obedience of the Rechabites to their father with the disobedience of Israelites to their Father and repeating four times the key word “obey”. There is a vivid contrast between the Rechabites and the other Israelites. We can see that the Rechabites kept their vows to a fallible human leader; Israel broke their covenant with their infallible divine Leader.

Jonadab told his family one time not to drink and they obeyed; God commanded Israel constantly to turn from sin and hey refused. The Rechabites obeyed laws that dealt with temporal issues; Israel refused to obey God’s laws that dealt with eternal issues. The Rechabites had obeyed for hundreds of years; Israel had disobeyed for hundreds of years. The Rechabites would be rewarded; Israel would be punished. 

The lesson concludes with a promise of a blessing on the Rechabites. Because of the obedience of the Rechabites to the command of Jonadab, God said they would never lack a man to stand before him. If they obeyed Jonadab, how much more would they obey the LORD God Almighty? We often are willing to observe customs merely for the sake of tradition; how much more should we obey God’s Word because it is eternal.
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