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Digging Broken Cisterns

“My people have committed two sins:They have forsaken me, the spring

of living water,  and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that

cannot hold water.” (Jeremiah 2:13 NIV)

Two sins — forsaking God and digging their own cisterns. In the previous issue

of Diligence we discussed six things mentioned in Jeremiah chapter 2 that led

the people to forsaking God. Those six things were

1) they left the devotion of their youth

2) they stopped seeking God

3) they were rebellious

4) they didn’t think they had rebelled

5) they tried to blame God

6) they forgot God completely

We then noted that when God is completely absent from the lives of individuals,

the only thing left is to go out and look for other things — other things that

might fulfill the inner longings of humankind. The people in Jeremiah, chapter 2

dug cisterns for themselves — useless cisterns — useless, because they were

broken and would not hold water. That was the second sin of the two sins God’s

people had committed. The question asked at the end of that previous issue of

Diligence was — Do we dig useless cisterns and if so — what kind? Jeremiah 2

guides us to some possible answers for that question.

Once again, for your convenience, we have enclosed a copy of Jeremiah chapter

2 on an extra sheet. Since it is a long chapter, space will not allow the inclusion

of each verse we reference. Please refer to the enclosed sheet or get your own

Bible to read the Scriptures referenced in this issue.

To help set the tone for the rest of this article, let us picture for a moment a people

with unlimited access to a wonderful fountain of cool flowing fresh water — a

fountain right in their own yard so to speak. That’s what God provided for His people.

Those people however chose to leave that spring of living water — and then go

out and dig cisterns for themselves — “broken cisterns that cannot hold water.”

When God is forsaken, people are left with only the choice to go out and look

for other things — other things to fulfill their need. Those other things however

will never fill the need for the living water that only God can supply. This scene

has not changed to this very day. Many still forsake God and dig for themselves

useless cisterns. Let’s look at some of the things mentioned in Jeremiah chapter 2
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And that is the fourth result — receiving God’s judgement. Verse 35 states that

what we think doesn’t really matter — God is the judge of such things. The people

in Jeremiah 2 claimed they had not sinned but verse 35 states that God will pass

judgement on them because they said “I have not sinned.” Those who fail to

recognize sin — or — fail to admit to sin — should expect God’s wrath.

Because of their sins, God had withheld the rain (Jeremiah 3:3) but the people

defiantly busied themselves digging cisterns — cisterns that were not going to

hold water. As they proceeded down that road, their hope naturally shifted from

the God of heaven who sent the rain, to their own ability to dig and amass

reservoirs so they would not have to depend on God.

This chapter could be pretty depressing if it were not for the fact that there was

a remedy. All they had to do was turn back to the Fountain of Living Water and

the rain would come again — but they refused to do that and chose to forsake

God and dig their own useless cisterns. They thought they could overcome

God’s judgment through their own efforts when all they had to do was return to

God. But instead, they dug cistern after cistern after cistern — but they all leaked.

The people were tired and they were weary but they still insisted on digging

useless cisterns rather than turn back to the Spring of Living Water.

Many today engage in this same useless cistern digging even though the same

remedy is still there.

“He said to me: ‘It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the

Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without

cost from the spring of the water of life.’” (Revelation 21:6 NIV)

“Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give

you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and

lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is

easy, and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:28-30 KJV)

God is the Spring of Living Water yet so many forsake Him and choose to dig

their own useless and broken cisterns. Jeremiah chapter 2 gives us great insight as

to exactly how God views that kind of behavior.

Each of us must examine ourselves to be certain that we are not digging our own

useless cisterns that cannot hold water. We each make our own choice.

“Thus saith the Lord; ‘Behold, I set before you the way of life, and the

way of death.’” (Jeremiah 21:8 KJV)

Let us not be guilty of committing the same two sins that Judah committed — while

at the same time saying “I am innocent. He is not angry with me.” (verse 35)
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the parts of the Bible they like and ignore the parts they don’t like. They want

the freedom to roam — roam as far as they wish from His Word and still claim

they are not defiled and that they are innocent.

So what is the result of choosing to dig broken cisterns? There are four obvious

results and countless less obvious results. Let’s discuss the four obvious ones.

The end of verse 5 states the first result — individuals will become like that which

they worship. Worship at the feet of emptiness and become empty. Worship worthless

idols and become worthless. The following account in II Kings expands and

underscores this fact.

“The Lord warned Israel and Judah through all his prophets and seers:

‘Turn from your evil ways. Observe my commands and decrees, in

accordance with the entire Law that I commanded your fathers to obey

and that I delivered to you through my servants the prophets.’ But they

would not listen and were as stiff-necked as their fathers, who did not

trust in the Lord their God. They rejected his decrees and the covenant

he had made with their fathers and the warnings he had given them.

They followed worthless idols and themselves became worthless. They

imitated the nations around them although the Lord had ordered them,

‘Do not do as they do,’ and they did the things the Lord had forbidden

them to do. They forsook all the commands of the Lord their God and

made for themselves two idols cast in the shape of calves, and an

Asherah pole. They bowed down to all the starry hosts, and they

worshiped Baal. They sacrificed their sons and daughters in the fire.

They practiced divination and sorcery and sold themselves to do evil in

the eyes of the Lord, provoking him to anger. So the Lord was very

angry with Israel and removed them from his presence. Only the tribe

of Judah was left, and even Judah did not keep the commands of the

Lord their God. They followed the practices Israel had introduced.

Therefore the Lord rejected all the people of Israel; he afflicted them

and gave them into the hands of plunderers, until he thrust them from

his presence.” (II Kings 17:13-20 NIV)

The second result of digging useless cisterns — individuals will reap what they sow.

Verse 17 of Jeremiah 2 points out that sin will inevitably bring its own punishment.

Sin is enticing because it seems to carry the promise of happiness. In reality however,

it brings misery in the long run. The thought of a cistern full of fresh water calls

thirsty people to dig it — but the reality of an empty or stagnant one is not as fulfill-

ing as they thought it would be. God will lead individuals in His way if they allow

Him to do so but they will only bring misery on themselves if they forsake Him.

The third result — those who dig useless cisterns and still think they are innocent

are no longer connected with the source of life. Only the fountain of living water

offers life. Digging useless cisterns will bring God’s judgement on those who do so.

that are the same useless cisterns that we might start digging — or go looking for

—  if we start down the road of forsaking God?

By our very nature, mankind senses the need to worship something — that

something may or may not be God, but mankind will — by nature — worship

something. So the first useless cistern we might dig when forsaking God is searching

for new objects to worship. Verse 11 of Jeremiah 2 implies that those people violated

all common sense and exchanged their Glory (i.e. — the True God) for worthless

idols. That verse states that even nations that worshipped worthless, false gods,

didn’t just randomly change and worship something even more worthless. There

was no profit in doing that. But these people changed something of great value

for something completely worthless. Not only did it make no sense but verse 25

explains that even though the gods they worshipped became enslaving to them,

they still chased after them. They loved their sin. They had an attitude that said

“don’t preach to me about how wrong this is. I love these things and will not give

them up.” Don’t we know people today who love their idol and have no interest

in a discussion about exchanging it for the Glory of a relationship with God? They

need to realize that the cistern they are digging will not hold water. The water will

leak out and the cistern will be useless — yet they — like the people of Judah —

will just begin digging another cistern — thinking eventually, they will find

something that will fulfill their need for the spring of living water.

Another useless cistern we might dig is looking for new things to trust. We see

in verse 18 that Judah didn’t really need God. They had good drinking water in

Egypt from the Shihor. And if that didn’t work out, there was water in Assyria.

How many today place their trust in money or job security or their ability to do

for themselves. They just don’t think they have any need for God. They do quite

well on their own. And that may be true — at least in this life. It’s their eternal

security that should concern them because verse 37 states that the Lord has

rejected those thing and those people in whom we place our trust.

Another useless cistern is — seeking new things to love. Verse 20 might possibly

refer to immorality (or idolatry). In our current culture, immorality is a common

thing to love. Those who have no desire to worship God often find a “quick fix”

in immorality. They easily find comfort, companionship and gratification

through immorality. But that too, is just a broken cistern that will not hold water.

Another enticing cistern often pursued is that of new roads to travel. Verse 31 — 

“You of this generation, consider the word of the Lord: ‘Have I been a

desert to Israel or a land of great darkness? Why do my people say,

“We are free to roam; we will come to you no more”’?”

Why do people want independence from God? Why do they want freedom to

roam? Why do they in numerous ways say “leave me alone God. Don’t tell me

what to do and what not to do. I am free to do as I wish.” Today’s society wants

a “no rules and no restrictions” kind of religion. They want to pick and choose
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