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Be Thou My Vision 
Jeremiah 8:4-9:26 

21 October 2018 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Idea:  When we see God rightly, we’ll boast in him rather than ourselves. 

Big Question:  What should we boast in? 

Introduction 

We live in a #humblebrag world. 

I did a search of Twitter this week using this hashtag, and here are a few of the tweets I 

found. 

I promise you, I didn’t need to make any of these up. 

“Parent/Teacher conferences are pretty boring when your kids are “A” students 

#humblebrag”. 

“My new playlist is so good, I keep getting distracted at work.  #HumbleBrag”. 

“There was a #umn apple variety identification contest at my office today. I was 1 of 2 to 

identify 5/5. Not so #humblebrag”. 

 

The thing about the humblebrag, of course, is that there really isn’t anything humble about it 

at all. 

It’s just good, old-fashioned boasting. 

We boast because we want the glory. 

We want people to think that we’re great. 

We want them to celebrate us for being above average. 

And so we’re masters a weaving our achievements into conversations, trying to make 

ourselves sound casually brilliant. 

 

I’m hoping this tweet was meant to be ironic, because I think @poopgangstah is onto 

something. 

“The worst thing about being as humble as me is that no one ever recognizes how humble I 

am and it makes it real difficult to continue being so humble.  Like, hello!?  I’m being humble 

over here.  #humblebrag.” 

We really don’t want to be humble unless everyone knows about it. 

Our boasts are an invitation for people to sing, ‘How Great I Art’. 

 

Boasting is almost always selfish and self-centred. 
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It’s not often that we boast about other people. 

And if we do, it’s because we want everyone else to associate their success with us. 

Look at me!  Think more highly of me because I’m connected to them. 

 

And have you noticed that we almost always boast about things that are meaningless and 

trivial? 

We don’t usually boast about things that are really important. 

Just look at that sample of tweets! 

You can almost guarantee that you won’t find someone who’s done something truly great – 

like curing cancer or brokering world peace – doing a humblebrag on Twitter. 

If you’re actually good at something that’s important, then other people will usually recognise 

it without needing to boast about it. 

If you’re actually a very clever person or a great sportsperson or very successful in business, 

you don’t need to sell yourself and let others know about it. 

 

We don’t want to hear other people boasting, but we all want to do it – even if it’s just in our 

own heads. 

So, if you’re going to boast, then at least boast in something that’s worth boasting in. 

Don’t boast about trivial, meaningless, self-centred things. 

Because as Christians we know someone who’s worth boasting in. 

We know the Lord who is worthy of us boasting about. 

 

We’re continuing with our miniseries, looking at songs and psalms and hymns. 

Letting the Word of God dwell in us richly, as we teach and admonish each other with 

Psalms, hymns and spiritual songs, as Colossians 3:16 tells us. 

Next week, Dave from Logan will be preaching on a theme from a song and the week after 

that, Craig from Holland Park will be doing the same. 

Someone asked me what happened to Timothy?  Don’t worry, we’ll get back to 2 Timothy. 

We’ll be finishing off the last two sermons later in the year. 

 

This morning, we’re looking at the hymn ‘Be Thou My Vision’. 

It’s a prayer that we’d put God at the centre of our thinking because he’s worth boasting 

about. 

God has a better vision for our lives than trivial and meaningless non-achievements we want 

to boast in. 
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It’s a vision that looks beyond the borders of our mirror to boast in the greatness of someone 

other than ourselves. 

When we see God rightly, we’ll boast in him rather than ourselves. 

 How can you boast? 

 Value God most 

How can you boast? 

We’re going to be looking at a section in the book of Jeremiah this morning. 

When we dip our toes into a book like Jeremiah that most of us probably aren’t all that 

familiar with, it really helps to have some context. 

 

In the ‘70s, Three Dog Night told us that Jeremiah was bullfrog. 

About 700 years before Jesus, Jeremiah was a prophet to the people of Israel. 

Jeremiahs’ job was to preach God’s justice and judgment to the Southern kingdom of Judah. 

A bloke named Baruch copied down everything that Jeremiah said and recorded it in this 

book.1 

The book of Jeremiah is one of the big, intimidating, major prophetic books of the Old 

Testament. 

 

The people of Judah thought they were sitting pretty sweet. 

They thought they were safe. 

They were God’s people, after all and they had the sign of circumcision to prove it. 

They had the land that God had given them. 

They had Zion – the city of God. 

They had the temple. 

They had the king. 

The people of Judah thought they were it and a bit. 

 

But they were in a bad way. 

They were living in a delusion because they preferred their lies to God’s truth. 

Jeremiah 9:3 (NIV11)  3 “They make ready their tongue like a bow, to shoot lies; it is 

not by truth that they triumph in the land. They go from one sin to another; they do 

not acknowledge me,” declares the LORD. 

They were a train wreck waiting to happen, but they couldn’t see it. 

That’s the problem with lies:  if you tell them for long enough, you really start to believe them. 
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They were running straight towards destruction and they didn’t even realise the danger they 

were in. 

 

Idolatry was rife – they were worshipping Baal and other foreign gods. 

They were morally bankrupt – murdering, stealing, committing adultery and perjury. 

They didn’t give a rip about the widows, orphans or injustice. 

 

Jeremiah’s often described as the ‘weeping prophet’ because he had quite a depressing job. 

God sent him to preach to God’s people – calling them to turn from their sin – even though 

he knew they wouldn’t do it.2 

And Jeremiah had a job that none of us would want – going and telling them it’s only going 

to get worse. 

God can’t let this rebellion go on indefinitely, so Jeremiah also has to warn them that God is 

going to meter out some justice. 

 

Their problem is summed up in this pithy little proverb in 9:23-24. 

God’s people are full of boasting. 

But they’re not boasting of the Lord because they’ve lost sight of him. 

Instead, they’re boasting about themselves. 

Have a look again at verse 23: 

Jeremiah 9:23 (NIV11)  23 This is what the LORD says:  “Let not the wise boast of 

their wisdom or the strong boast of their strength or the rich boast of their riches, 

Jeremiah actually changes the order up a bit, but all of these three things – wisdom, strength 

and riches – are all unpacked in chapter 8. 

 

Their first problem was that they were boasting about their wisdom. 

They thought that they were wise because had the word of God. 

God had spoken to them and told them how to live and what he requires of them, 8:7. 

Sadly though, rather than making them wise, they were puffed up on their own arrogance. 

The apostle Paul writes that “knowledge puffs up while love builds up.”3 

 

Through Jeremiah, God asks them how they can possibly think they’re wise? 

The Scribes – the keepers of the Law – aren’t correctly handling the Word of truth. 

Instead they’re rejecting what God has said and teaching lies. 
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Jeremiah 8:8 (NIV11)  8 “ ‘How can you say, “We are wise, for we have the law of the 

LORD,” when actually the lying pen of the scribes has handled it falsely? 

 

You can’t be truly wise unless you know the God of wisdom. 

Solomon was probably the wisest person who’s ever lived, but his wisdom didn’t come from 

himself, but from God. 

Proverbs tells us: 

Proverbs 1:7 (NIV11)  7 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but 

fools despise wisdom and instruction. 

The people of God were being fools. 

When we start boasting about our wisdom, we start putting ourselves above what God has 

said. 

When they were trusting in their own wisdom, it only led them away from God. 

 

When I was at Bible College, our principal wouldn’t allow us to share our results with each 

other. 

To this day, I have no idea whether my classmates just passed or whether they got high 

distinctions. 

He didn’t want us to compare and boast – even if it was just to ourselves – about how smart 

(or not) we were. 

 

He likes to mess around with people so he’d say, “If you get a good mark, it’s not your fault.” 

That’s the opposite of what we usually do. 

We expect that if you get a good mark, then it’s because we’re good. 

However, that’s claiming credit for the smarts that God’s given us. 

 

Secondly, they’re greedy so they wanted to boat about their riches. 

Even the prophets and the priests were in on the act. 

They’re more concerned about their meal ticket than they were about truth. 

And so, they told people exactly what they want to hear, even though it wasn’t true. 

Their favourite line is “It’s all good!” 

Have a look at the second half of verse 10: 

Jeremiah 8:10b (NIV11)  From the least to the greatest, all are greedy for gain; 

prophets and priests alike, all practice deceit.  They dress the wound of my people as 

though it were not serious. “Peace, peace,” they say, when there is no peace. 
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They should be embarrassed by what they’re doing, but they don’t even blush. 

They have no shame. 

 

So, God will take away their food supply. 

There’ll be no more grapes or figs. 

The land will dry up because they fail to recognise that everything they have comes from 

God. 

The Lord gives and the Lord can take away. 

 

Finally, they were trusting in their own strength. 

They thought they could take care of themselves. 

“We’re so strong.” 

So, when trouble comes, they run for their fortified cities, trusting in walls to protect them. 

 

They thought to themselves, “Don’t worry – we can’t be hurt.  Nothing’s going to affect us.” 

We have Zion.  We’ve got God’s king to protect us. 

God lives with us in his temple.  He’s got to protect himself, so he’s obliged to protect us too. 

They were a little bit like Boris in the Bond movie, GoldenEye. 

He famously calls out, “I am invincible,” just before the baddies’ lair explodes around him. 

 

And God isn’t going to stand for it. 

They’re going to be on the receiving end of his judgment. 

Babylon is coming – they’re about to come in and wipe them out. 

Disaster is on their doorstep. 

In fact, judgment is just around the corner. 

The city of Dan (not to be confused with the tribe) is in the very north of Israel. 

The people in Dan could hear the horses coming. 

At this point in the book, we’re not told that it’ll be Babylon coming down from the North, but 

that’s what ends up happening. 

 

This situation causes Jeremiah to well up with tears at the beginning of chapter 9. 

God’s people are trapped in their own lies. 

They even lie to each other, 9:8. 
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Of course, they’re two-faced – nice as pie to each other, but in their hearts they hate each 

other. 

 

God must punish them for this. 

Justice must be done. 

Jerusalem will be reduced to a pile of stones, verse 11. 

Bring out the mourners, because their services are going to be needed like never before. 

And the grim reaper is coming for them. 

9:22: 

Jeremiah 9:22 (NIV11)  22 Say, “This is what the LORD declares:  “ ‘Dead bodies will 

lie like dung on the open field, like cut grain behind the reaper, with no one to gather 

them.’ ” 

 

Is it that God has abandoned them?  Has God given up on them?  Is that the problem? 

Nah, mate.  It’s that they’ve abandoned him. 

God didn’t take his king away. 

Verse 19: 

Jeremiah 8:19 (NIV11)  19 Listen to the cry of my people from a land far away: “Is the 

LORD not in Zion? Is her King no longer there?” “Why have they aroused my anger 

with their images, with their worthless foreign idols?” 

 

They provoked him to anger with their idolatry. 

They failed to recognise God for who he is. 

God’s people didn’t follow his good words to them. 

They wanted God and all the other idols too. 

 

We can look on and think how crazy it is that God’s people would do this? 

Their boasting has caused them to walk away from God. 

Why didn’t they just follow him? 

 

But are we really any different? 

We all want to boast and take the glory for ourselves that belongs to God. 

Sure, we might not do it all the time. 

And if we don’t do it, then most of us want to. 
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Everything in our society is geared towards valuing the clever, the strong and the rich. 

How wise we are. 

How strong we are. 

How much money we have. 

These are the things people think are important. 

 

But what do you boast in? 

What do you think it means to be successful? 

What do you think it means for you to be successful? 

Perhaps an even better question is, “What do you want for your kids”? 

That’s what you think is important. 

 

Is it to achieve at study? 

A high GPA.  How many As.  What OP. 

Is it to be the best sportsperson? 

Do you boast in being the best person on the sports field, even if you’re playing in k division? 

Is it to be able to make enough money that you’re able to retire early and live a very 

comfortable life?  

 

Yet God says not to boast in these things. 

We gloat and boast in our own achievements and take the glory from God. 

Because all these things come from God. 

See the sin in your life for what it is and turn from it. 

 

It’s important to see that he doesn’t say that you can’t be these things. 

But don’t boast in them. 

Don’t give them your greatest honour. 

Don’t give them supreme value in your life. 

You’re selling yourself short. 

 

That’s easier said than done. 

Let me tell you how deep this runs. 
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This sermon was meant to be an easy one to write. 

I chose a song that I really like and could be passionate about. 

I knew that I was giving this sermon four times and so I wanted it to be a great one – one of 

the memorable ones that really cuts people to the heart. 

 

This has been one of the hardest sermons I’ve written in ages. 

And as I prayed and considered my motives, I realised that God was humbling me. 

The reason I wanted this one to be good wasn’t for the sake of others. 

I knew that many people who hadn’t heard me preach before would hear it and I wanted 

them think, “What a great preacher he is!” 

In this sermon of all sermons. 

You fool, Ben.  How can you use God’s word to boast? 

Value God most 

God has very a different measure of success – not in wisdom, riches or power. 

In contrast to the people of Judah, God’s interested in the lasting values. 

The kind of things that we all say that we want, but in reality not the things that we put at the 

top of our list. 

 

The antidote to our own destructive boasting is to look at the Lord and what he’s like. 

Jeremiah 9:24a (NIV11)  24 but let the one who boasts boast about this: that they 

have the understanding to know me, 

Knowing him. 

He’s worth boasting in. 

 

And we see why in the second part of the proverb in verse 24. 

Jeremiah compares the boasting of Judah with God himself. 

God’s not concerned about things that don’t last, like they were. 

He exercises kindness, justice and righteousness. 

They’re the things that he cares about. 

They’re the things that really matter and really last. 

Jeremiah 9:24b (NIV11)  that I am the LORD, who exercises kindness, justice and 

righteousness on earth, for in these I delight,” declares the LORD. 

That couldn’t be further from where God’s people are at. 
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What’s the response that you’d expect when God’s people hear about this? 

You’d expect them to think, “Yep, we’ve been stupid.” 

If you flip back to 8:4, you’ll see that’s exactly what God says. 

When you fall down, you get up. 

When you turn the wrong way, you retrace your steps back to where you came from. 

But God’s people didn’t come back to God. 

They don’t look at their sin and turn back to God. 

 

They want to forge their own path, do things their own way. 

It’s not uncommon for people to define sin with a list of sins. 

But sin is an attitude, an attitude of rejecting God. 

Sin describes our deep desire to reject God and do things our own way. 

Verse six is worth hearing. 

Jeremiah 8:6 (NIV11)  6 I have listened attentively, but they do not say what is right. 

None of them repent of their wickedness, saying, “What have I done?” Each pursues 

their own course like a horse charging into battle. 

 

The problem is that they can’t. 

They’ve got the Law – they’ve been told how to live. 

God was living with them. 

They’d been given a king to rule over them. 

They had every benefit. 

 

They were trusting in the fact that they were circumcised. 

Circumcision was part of the Old Covenant – the agreement between God and the people of 

Israel. 

It was the sign that God was their God and they would be his people. 

 

But circumcision alone wasn’t enough because other nations were circumcised too. 

We don’t know why.  Perhaps they decided to try and jump on the bandwagon at some 

point. 

Have a look at chapter 9 verses 25 & 26: 
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Jeremiah 9:25–26 (NIV11)  25 “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I 

will punish all who are circumcised only in the flesh— 26 Egypt, Judah, Edom, 

Ammon, Moab and all who live in the wilderness in distant places. For all these 

nations are really uncircumcised, and even the whole house of Israel is 

uncircumcised in heart.” 

Circumcision wont’ save them. 

The might have the outward sign, but they’ve still got a problem with their hearts that can 

only be fixed, even with open heart surgery. 

 

They don’t just need a little bit of physical flesh cut off. 

The reason that they won’t come back to God is because they need a whole new heart. 

When Jeremiah talks about the heart here, he doesn’t mean that they just need to get their 

emotions sorted out. 

That’s what most of us probably think of when we think about the heart. 

They need a whole need outlook on life. 

 

It’s a problem deep inside that can’t just be fixed by changing our actions. 

Which means it’s up to us, we have no hope. 

This problem is too big and too deep for us to fix ourselves. 

There’s nothing that we can do to dig ourselves out of this mess. 

We need God to do something radical for us. 

 

And that’s exactly what he’s done. 

If you keep reading through the book of Jeremiah though, you’ll come to an important 

promise. 

God will make a new covenant, which will be different. 

He won’t just give them his instructions, he’ll write them on their heart. 

Jeremiah 31:31–34 (NIV11)  31 “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I 

will make a new covenant with the people of Israel and with the people of Judah. 32 It 

will not be like the covenant I made with their ancestors when I took them by the 

hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a 

husband to them,” declares the LORD. 33 “This is the covenant I will make with the 

people of Israel after that time,” declares the LORD. “I will put my law in their minds 

and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. 34 No 

longer will they teach their neighbour, or say to one another, ‘Know the LORD,’ 

because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the 

LORD. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” 
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Those days that Jeremiah looked forward to have come. 

God sent his son Jesus so that our sins could be wiped away. 

If we trust in him, he will write his law on our hearts so that we can follow him. 

Only then are we free to truly follow God, recognising what he’s done. 

 

Jeremiah 9 also gets quoted in the New Testament by the apostle Paul. 

The Corinthians thought that they should be following an impressive person. 

But Paul points out that not many of them were wise. 

Not many of them were influential. 

Not many came from rich, noble families. 

 

And God has used the cross – a symbol of shame, weakness and foolishness – to bring 

about the wisest victory. 

God’s great wisdom is actually shown through apparent weakness. 

When our vision is of what God has done, we see that our greatest wisdom isn’t enough. 

Our strength isn’t enough. 

Our riches aren’t enough. 

But his plan was. 

 

That’s worth bosting in. 

Jesus’ power was shown through weakness – dying on the cross. 

And he offers us something that’s richer than anything we could ever earn. 

 

Jesus is worth boasting about. 

Paul ends in verse 31 by saying if anyone’s going to boast, boast in the Lord. 

If we’re going to boast, we boast in the Lord. 

So, instead of boasting in our works, we boast in Jesus’ works. 

 

What are you boasting in? 

Are you relying on your own achievements? 

Are you looking for glory for yourself or are you giving glory to someone else who deserves 

it? 
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Being a Christian isn’t about being a “good person”. 

It’s about giving glory to the one who deserves it. 

Jesus invites you to come to him and receive the gift of eternal life at no cost to you. 

And boast in the fact that he’s made it possible. 

Conclusion 

Which brings us to the hymn, “Be Thou My Vision”. 

Everyone loves a good Irish tune. 

While it seems that Irish pubs haven’t stood the test of time and have gone out of fashion, 

hymn has lasted over 1,000 years. 

But why? 

And you might be thinking, “What could this passage from Jeremiah possibly have to do with 

Be Thou My Vision?” 

 

Long before St Patrick’s day was all about leprechauns and drinking Guinness, it celebrated 

St Patrick. 

In the sixth century there was a young man named Patrick. 

He was originally from Scotland but he was captured by slave traders and taken to Ireland. 

He managed to escape and get back to his homeland. 

But he heard the gospel and decided to return to Ireland with it. 

 

In AD 433, he apparently confronted the pagan king in his area. 

On the night of summer solstice – at Easter – no one was allowed to light fire. 

Only the king could light a fire on top of a hill and all other fires would be lit from it. 

That would show that he was supreme, that he was the greatest. 

 

Patrick said “No” you need a vision of a better light. 

You need to see the true God. 

So he lit a fire on an adjacent hill. 

The king was so impressed by his audacity that he didn’t kill him. 

Patrick began to evangelise the whole country. 

Apparently he also got rid of all the snakes in Ireland as well. 
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Sometime in the eighth century – that’s the 700s – a bloke named St Dallan Forchella wrote 

a poem. 

It’s considered to be a tribute to St. Patrick because it starts and ends by talking about God 

being the only true king. 

It wasn’t until about 1200 years later that it was translated into English. 

And then in 1912, it was divided into verses, made a bit more poetic and set to music. 

This’s what it sounds like in Old Irish against the music that it was set to.   

It’s the hymn we’re familiar with. 

 

We’re all familiar with the first verse. 

But have a look at the first line of the middle three verses. 

Many versions of the hymn – including the one that we usually use – leave out the middle 

verse. 

But I’m convinced that the middle verse should be in there because look at this: 

Be thou my wisdom, be thou my true word… That’s wisdom. 

Be thou my breastplate, my sword for the fight… That’s strength. 

Riches I heed not, nor man’s empty praise… That’s riches. 

Does that sound familiar now? 

 

When I first chose this hymn, I thought it was going to be a sermon all about vision. 

I had lots of ideas and you might get to hear them sometime later. 

But this is a prayer, asking that our vision would be the Lord. 

Without him being our vision, we’re going to boast in ourselves. 

We’re going to rely on our own wisdom, strength and riches. 

 

What’s our response to a passage like this? 

It’s that we desperately need Jesus to be our boast. 

That we wouldn’t be distracted be looking to ourselves and our achievements. 

That we would recognise him for who he is. 

 

That we would boast in the riches he gives us in Christ. 

That we would glory in the wisdom of Christ. 

And that we would trust in the power of Christ. 
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But having a different vision – boasting in God himself. 

That he would be our vision. 

 

Let’s sing together in response to what we’ve heard.

1 Jeremiah 36:4 
2 Jeremiah 9:1 
3 1 Corinthians 8:1 
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Big Idea:  When we see God rightly, we’ll boast in him rather than ourselves. 

Big Question:  What should we boast in? 

Discussion Questions 

1. Is boasting a good thing? 

2. Do you think you’re someone who boasts?  What do you boast in?  What would you like 

to boast in? 

3. What was wrong with the people of Judah boasting in their wisdom? 

4. What did boasting in their riches cause them to do? 

5. Was boasting in their strength effective? 

6. How would you describe the “successful life”? 

7. What is it about God that makes him worth boasting in? 

8. Is the Cross something worth boasting in? 

9. Unlike many other hymns, Be Thou My Vision is almost always sung to a variation of the 

same tune.  What “mood” do you think the tune should have?  eg. Bold, contemplative, 

triumphant, meditative. 

 

1. Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart 

Naught be all else to me save that thou art 

Thou my best thought in the day and the night 

Waking or sleeping, thy presence my light 

2. Be thou my wisdom, be thou my true word 

I ever with thee and thou with me, Lord 

Thou my great Father, and I thy true Son 

Thou in me dwelling and I with thee one 

3. Be thou my breastplate, my sword for the fight 

Be thou my armour and be thou my might 

Thou my soul’s shelter, and thou my high tow’r 

Raise thou me heavenward, O pow’r of my pow’r 

4. Riches I heed not, nor man’s empty praise 

Thou my inheritance through all my days 

Thou, and thou only, the first in my heart 

High King of heaven, my treasure thou art 

5. High King of heaven, when the battle is done 

Grant heaven’s joy to me, O bright heav’n’s sun 

Christ of my own heart, whatever befall 

Still be my vision, O ruler of all/ 


