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Lesson 11  Commentary  Jeremiah 1-20

Lesson 12  Questions       Jeremiah 21-52

Jeremiah, A Prophet Like Jesus

Jeremiah 1-20

INTRODUCTION


Isaiah described the sufferings of Jesus hundreds of years before Jesus came, but Jeremiah lived many of the sufferings of Jesus. When Jesus came, some of his followers thought he was Jeremiah (Matthew- 16:14).


Jeremiah’s great sensitivity to Yahweh’s love and care, and to the people’s attitude toward God, caused him such grief that he has been called “the weeping prophet.” Jeremiah is the only prophet who reveals his own interior crises as he tried to carry out God’s directions. He was a sensitive, loyal man, with a close relationship with his own people. All of this caused him to be torn, within himself, between Yahweh and his people.


At this time, the evil idolatrous King Manasseh had blended the worship of two false gods, “star” gods and fertility deities, and had introduced them into the kingdom. His son, Josiah, only a boy when his father died, grew into a good and God-fearing King, and began a true reform. But the people and leaders tinged this with a brand of nationalism that fostered pride and false hopes. Furthermore, a real reform depended upon the cooperation of the reigning king and the priests and princes. Josiah’s untimely death in a battle with Egyptian forces within his Southern border, left the kingdom to this son, Jehoiakim, who promptly restored idolatry. The brief fidelity to the Covenant of Moses was over. But it left faithful Jews with a desire to convert their nation.


From this time on, Jeremiah began his difficult struggles for Yahweh. There were two conflicting forces at work in the small kingdom, (1) royalty, priesthood, the princes of the tribes; and (2) God’s generous provision of prophets: four of them. Besides Jeremiah, Zephaniah, Habakkuk, and Nahum, sought to restore covenant loyalty in the people and rulers. Jeremiah had intense opposition, persecution and interior crises, and finally, exile and death in a foreign land. But Jeremiah also had Baruch, his scribe.


Scribes were educated men, knowledgeable in reading, writing, and history. They were greatly needed to keep the records of kingdom and village. Baruch wrote Jeremiah’s prophecies for us... but his scroll has not been found as has Isaiah’s. As we shall see, Baruch also had a devoted friendship for Jeremiah, and he included Jeremiah’s biography in the book of Jeremiah that we now have. (Chapters 37-44) A later book, named Baruch in our Bible, was written in captivity and records a welcome change in the exiled leaders and people. At last, Yahweh and Jeremiah were recognized, loved and followed.

I. THE CALL OF JEREMIAH (Jeremiah 1:10. Galatians 2:15, Psalms. 71:6)


A. Jeremiah’s Pre-birth Story. The prophet had no vision to tell us, but he hears amazing realities of his prebirth. God tells him of his call before he was born. Simply, Jeremiah opens his story with “The word of the Lord came to me, thus...” The word of the Lord came “to me”—how gentle, how strange for Jeremiah to hear from God himself, “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you.” That active verb —formed—tells us who is the real author and maker of a child in the womb. And this maker knew us, as he did Jeremiah.


Next, the young man learned that before his birth, God had dedicated him for Himself, and had appointed him to his life’s work to speak for God, to prophesy in His name, to teach, warn, caution, and foretell (Jeremiah 1:5, 6). “Before you were born, I dedicated you” (Jeremiah 1:5).


All of us (and those yet unformed in the womb) God, as a unique master of all, knows from our first moments of existence (Job 10:8-12, Judges 13:5, Isaiah 49:1-2, Luke 1:15). What a terrible thing it must be to interfere with God’s creative plans for an unborn child. To think of the possible saints, statesmen, artists, or scientists that were killed before God’s plan saw the light in this life. It is frightening.


B. The Call of Jeremiah (Galatians 2:15, Psalms 71:6). In confusion, at God’s first words, Jeremiah exclaimed, “ah! Lord God, I don’t know how to speak; I am too young.”


“Don’t say that,” replied God. “To whomever I send you, you shall go; whatever I command you, you shall speak.” Then came the helpful words: “Have no fear, I am with you to deliver you.” Unlike Isaiah to whom angels came to touch his lips, “the Lord himself took his hand and touched my mouth, saying, “see, I place my words in your mouth.”


Are God’s words in our mouths? ...Jeremiah was sent “to root up and tear down” within his society, his people. The words we are going to hear in Jeremiah’s book are God’s words and if we let them, they will root up and tear down what opposes God in us; then He can “build and plant” what can change us and our world.

II. INFIDELITY OF ISRAEL AND JUDAH (Jeremiah 1-6)


A. Two Visions. The first messages that Jeremiah received from God were two visions. He saw an almond tree, one of the first trees to bloom in the spring (a sight anxiously awaited by all). God said: “I am watching to fulfill my word.” Then a boiling cauldron came into view. “From the North,” said God, “will come kings to invade and conquer Jerusalem; this will happen because of their wickedness in forsaking me and burning incense (worshipping) to strange gods which they made themselves.” “But you, Jeremiah, I have made a fortified city, a pillar of iron, a wall of glass against the whole land.”


B. A People’s Failure. Then came the words that Jeremiah was to cry to Jerusalem. As any of us might, God sadly recalled the “devotion of their youth” when Moses led them from slavery in Egypt through the desert. They were then his “first fruits.” They entered the plentiful, scenic Promised Land and then defiled it by idolatry. God continued, “Two evils have my people done: They have forsaken... the source of living waters; they have dug for themselves cisterns, broken cisterns, that hold no water” (Jeremiah 2:13). “As many as the streets of Jerusalem, are the altars that you have set up for Baal” (the god of fertility, both in nature and in humans) (Jeremiah 2:28c).  


Again, God calls such worship adultery, for these people had entered into a sacred covenant with the Lord, as with two people in their married lives. “Eager to sin,” both Israel and Juda, “committed adultery: worshipping gods they themselves had made of stone, silver, gold, or wood” (Jeremiah 3:9-10), even though their fathers of old had passed down to them Yahweh, far above all creation. What caused this strange “adultery,” this infidelity to the God of their covenant? They were “eager to sin,” but Jeremiah will ask for much more than returning to their ancient faith; he calls for a new Israel created by God.


Their total corruption is described by Jeremiah: “Search through Jerusalem’s public places to find even one who lives uprightly and seeks to be faithful” (Jeremiah 5:1).  

APPLICATION

What are our “cisterns” that we trust for slaking our thirst? What do we thirst for? Is there too much dependence on our own work for “our living”? Why were we created and for whom?  


God’s New Call (Jeremiah 3:11-25)


1. Promises of God (Jeremiah 3:11-25). “I AM merciful; I will not continue my wrath forever... I will appoint over you shepherds after my own heart; they will call Jerusalem the Lord’s throne; all nations will be gathered together to honor the name of the Lord at Jerusalem... Juda and Israel will be re-united.”



2. Conditions for Forgiveness (Jeremiah 3:19-25, 4:1-4). The merciful God asks only that they return “to me; circumcise your hearts!” Here is a plea for interior dispositions. It is a primary condition for forgiveness of sin—acknowledging it. The promises of God here are given to us much more than to the early Israelites, for the great love of God for his image in the human race, had not yet been redeemed by the blood of His Son; the whole revelation of and gift of the Spirit, had not yet been done. We, in our Pentecost, receive that gift of the Spirit (John 16:3-15, Acts 2:1-4). 

III. THE AFTERMATH OF INFIDELITY (Jeremiah 4:5-31, Luke 19:41-44, Jeremiah 6:1-8) 


A. True and False Prophets. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the minor prophets were all called to spend their lives bringing Israel and Judah to repentance. But there were prophets of “peace” who soothed the kings, priests, and people with empty words. These were infuriated by the true prophets, bringing the truth about their people.


One of the lessons we can learn from this apostasy of the Chosen People is that, even in a time of great difficulty in travel and communication, nations influenced each other through their success, their power, their wealth. Society, even in an enlightened nation in regard to the true God and to the goodness expected of mankind, was still drawn to godlessness, as so many people and nations have been today. In what ways do we try to find real peace? Are we consumed by materialism, by keeping up with the Jones? Are your children?  


B. Invasion. What did change God’s people was a total loss of all that had drawn them away from God. Their hearts were circumcised by God’s “whistle” to Babylon (Isaiah. 6-26). The northern tribes had been conquered and deported by the then powerful nation of Assyria, now Judah is conquered by Babylonia, with all its “satellites.”


Jeremiah calls the great empire the “lion from his lair... like a storm cloud he advances, like a hurricane his chariots: Like watchmen of the fields they surround her” (Jeremiah 4:13).


“How I suffer!” exclaims Jeremiah. “My heart beats wildly, I cannot be still!” (Jeremiah 4:19). He describes for us extreme events: “the earth waste and void; no man there, the heavens above, all dark, all cities destroyed!” All is to be devoured “by this ancient nation whose language you know not” (Jeremiah 5:15b). The enemy is at the gate. “O lovely and delicate daughter Zion, you are ruined” (Jeremiah 6:2). “Small and great alike, all are greedy for gain; prophet and priest, all practice fraud... Peace! Peace! they say, though there is no peace’’ (Jeremiah 6:13-14).


To us God says, as he said to them: “Stand beside the earliest roads, ask the pathways of old which is the way to good and walk it; thus you will find rest for your souls” (Jeremiah 6:16).


But they said, “We will not walk it” (Jeremiah 6:17B). Without saying the words, are we turning aside from the way shown us?


C. The Temple Sermon (Jeremiah 7:1, 8:5, Romans 3:9-20). The priests, the prophets and the people carried out temple worship with all the externals, without their hearts in it. For they had the cults of Baal and “the queen from heaven”—the fertility goddess. There is some indication that they had some of these cult sacrifices done in the temple. Jeremiah was told to stand at the gate of the temple and preach. He begged earnestly: “Put not your trust in the words, “The temple of the Lord!”


“Why do these people rebel with obstinate resistance… refuse to turn back?” (Jeremiah 8:5). In 1 John 5:16-17, John speaks of “deadly sin,” which refuses to hear the Holy Spirit’s prompting. This is called “hardness of heart” in Scripture; the Holy Spirit is never heard. God doesn’t force our choices or they would not be worthy of the rewards of goodness.


The Lord and his prophet are trying to save these people who seem to be united in sins and abandonment of the God who brought their people out of slavery! God will “demand an account of all those circumcised in the flesh,” for like the “whole house of Israel, they are ‘uncircumcised in heart’“ (Jeremiah 9:24).


We noticed that God does not give up, even on the nations or persons who have not known him, nor on us who do. A number of the prophets had messages for the nations around them; Jeremiah will include these later. But evil must be repented of, must be thrust out of our lives, in a genuine effort that God can bless and reward. Their generation in Israel are soon to come to a terrible result of  their infidelity—the burning and utter destruction of the city and the temple, and they themselves brought to a foreign country in captivity for the end of their generation and their children’s also...


Jeremiah’s Prayer is another statement of loyalty, of love, for his people (Jeremiah 10:23-25). In the next chapter (Jeremiah 11:3-4) is a plea from God also to the people: “listen to my voice, and do all that I command you; then you shall be my people, and I will be your God.” This was God’s promise to Moses (Deuteronomy 4:20).

IV. THE GRIEF OF JEREMIAH CHAPTERS 15-20


This grief is expressed in various places in the prophecy; we shall look at some of these personal sharings of the prophet—the only prophet who does express his trials.


The burden of prophesying God’s words to the people and the failure of its intent is so great that Jeremiah voices regret for his birth: “A disaster for me, mother, that you bore me” (Jeremiah 15:10). And in the next lines he questions God, “Have I not genuinely done my best to serve you, Yahweh? When your words came, I devoured them: your word was my delight and the joy of my heart; remember me, take care of me… ; for me you are a deceptive stream with uncertain waters!” (Jeremiah  15:11-16, 18).


“My grief is incurable, my heart is faint... I am broken by the ruin of my people” (Jeremiah 8:18-21). He even wishes that he might leave his people and live in the desert; he calls them adulterers, a faithless band (Jeremiah 9:1). He sees the land scorched and still; bleak, a heap of ruins, “because they abandoned my law,” said God.


Finally, Jeremiah turns to a prayer for vengeance: “Heal me, Lord, and I shall be healed, save me and I shall be saved, for you are my praise. Look, they keep saying to me, ‘Where is the Lord’s word? Let it come true!’ But I have never asked you to send disaster;... Let my persecutors be frightened, let them, not me, be terrified. On them bring disaster, destroy them! Destroy them twice over!” (Jeremiah 17:14-16, 18). Jeremiah learns that his own relatives are plotting against him: “Must good be repaid with evil, that they should dig a pit to take my life? Forgive not their crime.” The faith of the Old Testament lacked many understandings that we have from Jesus for when Jesus is dying, he cries out, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do!” (Luke 23:34).


Next, Jeremiah accuses God of fooling him, of attacking a man weaker than He. But he hastens to admit that God’s word burns within him and he feels compelled to speak for God; and in a change of mood, he declares, “But the Lord is with me, like a mighty champion. Sing to the Lord” (one of our favorite Christmas hymns) “A child, a son, has been born to you!” (Jeremiah 20:15).


Jeremiah’s very human traits did not prevent God from calling him. By his words, now treasured and enlightening in the Bible, God speaks to generation after generation. So we too, though subject to our inner flaws, can take heart. God works through us, too.

V. SIN AND ITS RECOMPENSE (Jeremiah 17:1-18)


A. In the After Life. “The sin of Judah is written with an iron stylus engraved with a diamond point... upon the tablets of their hearts.” And in recompense, a “fire has been kindled by my wrath that will burn forever” (Jeremiah  17:1-4). This word from Jeremiah may have been one of the sources of the belief that there is a punishment in fire. A huge dump heap always burning outside Jerusalem—Gehenna—may have influenced this also. These ideas may be only figures of speech, but we remember that the New Testament and the Church quote these fire texts and others in the context of everlasting punishment in the after life.


St. John of the Cross treats of purgatory in a quite different way than material fire. He describes it as a process of continuing the development of a likeness to God, which is not reached on earth, a purifying of  the soul of  all deliberate sin and faults is done in the state we call purgatory. For nothing unworthy can enter into God’s presence. No one can rejoice fully in the vision of God until there is the perfect likeness to him, and he is a true image of God.


B. True Wisdom. “The sin... engraved... upon the heart” is described in the next poem on true wisdom: “Cursed is the man who trusts in human beings, who seeks his strength in flesh, whose heart turns away from the Lord. He stands in a lava waste.” The contrary to this is found in Psalm 146: 2ff, and Isaiah 58:11. “Blest is the man who trusts in the Lord... He is like a tree planted by the waters that stretches its roots to the stream. It fears not the heat when it comes... “ (Jeremiah 17:7-8).


C. The Day of the Lord (Jeremiah 17:21-23). One day out of seven given to us is “holy.” The Jews Sabbath (meaning day of rest) was the seventh day of the week, in keeping with God’s ending of his work in creating the world. For us Christians, it is the first day of a week, in keeping with Jesus’ new life and with the birthday of the Church through the Holy Spirit, both on the first day, for it is a beginning, not an ending.


God said to Jeremiah, say: “Do no work on the Sabbath—whatever. Preach this.” In those days, work was simple and the same for years, since in most cases, it could be done before or after the holy day.  With us, the reality of our work—highly organized and depending upon distribution to many, etc. it is harder.  It is more tempting to work. What does “Keep holy the Sabbath day” mean for us?


Jeremiah gives the consequences of not keeping the day holy: “If you do not obey me and keep holy the sabbath, I will set unquenchable fire to Jerusalem’s gates, which will consume the palaces of Jerusalem.”


Is God satisfied with our nation’s Sunday? With yours?

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 12

Jeremiah 21-52

Day 1

Read the notes. 


a.
What did you learn in the notes?  


b. 
Read some sentences that helped you.  

Day 2

Read Jeremiah 21:1-14, Deuteronomy 30:15. 


a. 
What is hypocritical in Zedekiah’s request to Jeremiah?  


b. 
What will be God’s judgment of the royal family of Judah if reform is not shown?  


c. 
How can this judgment help us?  

Day 3

Read Jeremiah 22:1-19, Deuteronomy 29:24, Jeremiah 19:4. 


a. 
In the message to Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 22:16-17) what does it mean “to know God”?  


b. 
Read Jeremiah 23: 1-8 and Isaiah 42. When was this prophecy fulfilled?  


c. 
Read Jeremiah 24:1-10, Baruch 2:31. What good news is in the account of the figs?  

Day 4

Read Jeremiah 26:1-19, Matthew 27:1-26. 


a. 
What is the difference between Jeremiah’s trial and Jesus’ trial?  


b. 
Why did Jesus’ trial end as it did and give God’s reason?


c. 
Read Jeremiah 27:1-15. What does this say to us about God?

Day 5

Read Jeremiah 30:1-3, 10-11, 22-24, 33:1-9. 


a. 
In our era, what is thought of Jerusalem?

b. Read Jeremiah 36:27-32. What do you think about the actions and attitudes of these people?

Day 6

Read Jeremiah 38:14-28. 


a. 
What tremendous result does God promise Zedekiah if he obeys the advice to surrender?  


b. 
What does this teach us about civil authority in a nation?  

c.
Read Jeremiah 43:1-7, 44:7-14. What happened to the Judeans in Egypt? What would have saved them?


d.
Read Jeremiah 52:4-19, 24-27. What lesson for us is in this event?
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