
 

E N D O R S E M E N T S

We’ve all dealt with tragedies in our lives. Dr. Lessing’s tour of the Book of Jeremiah 
shows us how to do this in the most constructive manner: by pointing us to 
Jeremiah’s reliance on God and the prophet’s words that point us to the real “man of 
sorrows”—Jesus. Lessing skillfully guides his readers through the longest of the Old 
Testament’s prophetic books while also demonstrating its continuing message for 
Christians who are seeking comfort in the midst of life’s griefs and heartbreaks. 

—Dr. Andrew E. Steinmann, Distinguished Professor  
of Theology and Hebrew, Concordia University Chicago

Reed Lessing delivers a meaningful, scholarly, authentic, and heart-penetrating 
message in Overcoming Life’s Sorrows: Learning from Jeremiah. For anyone who 
has struggled with anything, this is the book you need. Woven with relevant facts, 
refreshing humor, practical application, and keen insight, Lessing’s narrative pours 
the refreshing water of life into parched and thirsty souls. Timely words call us to a 
narrative beyond the moment, beyond the latest woes of the culture, and beyond fear 
of complete loss, always upward to a faithful Savior, who bestows eternal hope.

—Rev. Michael Newman, president, Texas District, LCMS, 
and author of Getting Through Grief: Eight Biblical Gifts for Living with Loss

When we are in pain, we see our world through a lens clouded with sorrow. We 
need a Savior who knows our name and draws us to Him. Pastor Lessing has given 
us a book that is both compelling and genuine. Each chapter walks us through the 
prophet Jeremiah’s life circumstances, leaving God’s comforting Word lingering in 
our hearts. In these chapters, we see that God’s Word is relevant to every aspect of 
our lives, especially our pain.

—Dr. Kim Marxhausen, speaker, instructor, consultant,  
and author of Weary Joy: The Caregiver’s Journey

Known as an exegete, pastor, speaker, and professor par excellence, Reed Lessing 
expands his significant theological portfolio as he combines textual mastery, deep 
theological insight, and edifying practical application of lived experiences to inspire 
readers. He uses the weeping prophet as a “God-given example [for us] of how to 
overcome massive setbacks” in an engaging and personally applicable manner. 
Lessing searches the life of a prophet “obsessed with God’s Word” in the hope that 
the reader will be similarly obsessed and, through the answer, Jesus Christ, overcome 
life’s traumas and know the One who gives “a future and a hope.”

—Rev. Dr. Brian L. Friedrich, president, Concordia University, St. Paul



Reed Lessing has composed a faithful and inviting way to overcome life’s 
sorrows. By drawing upon passages from the prophet Jeremiah in twenty areas, 
such as “Overcoming through God’s Word,” “Overcoming through Hope,” 
“Overcoming through Shalom,” and “Overcoming through the New David,” 
Lessing provides the reader with practical guidance that is theologically sound. 
Meaningful contemporary and historical examples enhance the book’s capacity 
to guide the reader to scriptural resources. Lessing illumines a great truth, 
namely, “Jeremiah presents himself as a God-given example of how to overcome 
massive setbacks.”

—Rev. Dr. Dean O. Wenthe, president, Concordia University System 

“No one is immune to chaos and confusion.” Reed Lessing’s theological 
and, as always, thought-provoking insights from the Book of Jeremiah make 
Overcoming Life’s Sorrows a uniquely personal text. Lessing offers the reader 
compassion, connection, and empathy while grounding the reader in the hope 
of God’s Word and the narrative of hope of God’s people through the storms 
and tumults of life. With fascinating biblical commentary and meaty scriptural 
application, interwoven with stories of both humor and sorrow, Overcoming 
Life’s Sorrows will meet any reader right where God’s Word needs to speak into 
both the heart and mind. 

—Heidi Goehmann, licensed clinical social worker and mental health provider, 
deaconess, writer, and speaker

As Kansas, Iowa, and Nebraska are sometimes called “flyover country,” Dr. 
Lessing laments that the Book of Jeremiah, with its jungle of judgment and 
sorrow, can sometimes become a “flyover book.” Instead of flying over life’s 
sorrows, Lessing leads us through life’s sorrows, learning from Jeremiah that 
“the worst parts of life are the gateways to the best parts of life,” conforming us 
to the character of Christ (Romans 8:28–29). For anyone who has experienced a 
major setback in life, Dr. Lessing is a blessing.

—Rev. Dr. David Coe, assistant professor of theology and philosophy,  
Concordia University, Nebraska

The Book of Jeremiah is “a survivor’s guide for exiles living in despair,” writes 
Dr. Reed Lessing. So is this book, with its masterful portrayal of how pain is 
not pointless when it points us to Christ. Striking a balance between personal 
and professorial, Lessing draws parallels between the experiences of the Old 
Testament prophet and our own, making this a remarkably relevant book for 
anyone seeking hope amid suffering. It is a beautiful book of shalom.

—Jane Wilke, author and communications strategist
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INTRODUCTION

I taught at Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, Missouri, from 1999 to 
2013. During those years, I went to annual meetings of the Society of Bib-
lical Literature, where I frequently attended presentations on Jeremiah. I 
learned to treasure the book from scholars such as Kathleen O’Connor, Wal-
ter Brueggemann, Louis Stulman, Terence Fretheim, and others. Their in-
sights, as well as my own personal sorrows, prompted me to write this book.

This isn’t a commentary; neither is it a book of devotional reflections 
on Jeremiah. Instead, it’s a combination of the two, based upon one of the 
prophet’s major themes—surviving life’s sorrows. I’d liken this contribu-
tion to an application commentary. I apply biblical truths, especially for 
people who have experienced a major setback in life.

If you’ve gone through a difficult time, you’re left with questions—
questions like these:

• Can I experience sorrow and not be destroyed?
• Can I keep my heart from turning to stone when it’s been wound-

ed and broken?
• Is there a road map that takes me from death to life so I can live 

again?

Jeremiah answers yes, yes, and yes. There is hope! The prophet com-
posed his book for Judeans who endured Babylonian invasions in the late 
seventh and early sixth centuries BC. These people lived through warfare, 
death, and starvation. Then the Babylonians deported them to a foreign 
land. Almost every passage in Jeremiah foresees these times of sorrow, 
defines them, or looks for ways to cope with their painful realities.
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Anyone who serves as a pastor, counselor, chaplain, or missionary; 
anyone who works as a doctor or nurse, or on a fire or police department; 
anyone who has dealt with homelessness or victims of domestic violence—
you have all encountered horrific trauma. Within the rough-and-tumble 
of family life, parents and spouses also witness their fair share of sorrows. 
No one is immune to chaos and confusion.

What should we say to someone whose life has just been crushed? 
What can we do? How can we avoid glossing over the depth of their pain? 
How can we not be traumatized ourselves when reaching out to help? And 
how do sorrows—personal and public—fit into our Christian beliefs that 
God is merciful, kind, and just?

This book provides concrete answers to these urgent questions. I’ve 
written it for a broad audience—caregivers and counselors, as well as any-
one who has been broken by life’s cruel events. It’s for those who have 
buried their head in tears and wept into the night. It’s for people who have 
seen a sunny, cloudless day suddenly change into a storm, lightning, and 
tempest. A granddaughter was born with cystic fibrosis. A mother died of 
dementia. A childhood was filled with the anguish of alcoholic parents. 
The fear of failure refuses to lessen its death grip. A sister once decided to 
break all ties with you.

Often authors share these kinds of lists in an attempt to relate to 
people’s sorrows. That isn’t this list. This list is personal. From the cystic 
fibrosis to the spurning sister. Yes, this list is all me.

With lists like this, it’s easy to get lost in despair. Trust me. I know. I 
really know. I haven’t written this book from the perspective of an expert 
who has it all together. I’m looking to overcome my own sorrows and set-
backs—just like you.

I invite you to take a journey through Jeremiah with me. I promise 
not to offer hollow hope or simplistic bumper-sticker quotes. And rest 
assured, I will repeatedly point you to Jesus.

When all seemed lost, King Zedekiah asked the prophet, “Is there any 
word from the Lord?” (Jeremiah 37:17). What is God’s answer? He gives 
us the Book of Jeremiah.
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The Assyrians deported people from Gali-
lee and Transjordan as early as 733 BC. They 
crushed Syria in 732 BC. God permitted As-
syria finally to destroy idolatrous Israel in 
722 BC. Much of the Israelite population was 
deported and assimilated into upper Meso-
potamia (2Ki 15:8–17:23). Assyria resettled 
other peoples in Israel (2Ki 17:24–41).

Nebuchadnezzar became king of Baby-
lon in 605 BC. He deported Jehoiachin of 
Judah and others in 597 BC after Jerusalem 
was destroyed (2Ki 25:1–25; 2Ch 36:11–21). 
Other Judeans escaped to Egypt after fur-
ther unrest (2Ki 25:22–26, which resulted 
in a further deportation ca. 582 BC. The 
Judeans lived in refugee colonies in the 
vicinity of Babylon.
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1
M E E T  J E R E M I A H

“The words of Jeremiah, the son of Hilkiah,  
one of the priests who were in Anathoth in the land of Benjamin.”

(Jeremiah 1:1)

On January 17, 2004, a sixty-ton whale died and was beached on the 
southwestern coast of Taiwan. Two weeks later, authorities decided to haul 
the dead whale to a laboratory where they could do an autopsy. It took 
fifty men and three lifting cranes thirteen hours to hoist the whale onto a 
flatbed trailer truck. People poured into the streets of a local city to watch 
the spectacle of a whale carcass pass through their town.

And then it happened! As the truck crawled through the city, with 
crowds looking on, the whale exploded. That’s right, the whale exploded. The 
insides of the whale splattered cars, people, and local shops. Traffic stopped 
for hours. The smell was unbearable. Betcha no one saw that coming!

Isn’t that just like life? We’re going about our business and a whale 
explodes. We’re left stunned with lots of questions that begin with this 
word: Why? Why did she leave me? Why did he have to die so young? Why 
did we lose so much money? Why does our daughter continue to cause us 
so much pain? Why? Why? Why?
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Exploding whales come in all shapes and sizes. Hurricanes, earth-
quakes, floods, forest fires, and tornadoes. There are also financial, 
relational, emotional, marital, and spiritual disasters. And we can’t forget 
military disasters, public health disasters, political disasters, and, increas-
ingly, environmental disasters. Disasters come in all shapes and sizes. They 
turn our lives upside down and inside out.

What do we do when a whale explodes? The great temptation is to fake 
it; to say that everything is “just fine”; to put on a face and put on a smile 
and say, “Ignore the torpedoes, full speed ahead!” Exploding whales are 
unpleasant, messy, and ugly, and they smell to high holy heaven! It’s better 
to ignore them and pretend they don’t exist.

Denial, however, only lasts so long. Eventually we come to the real-
ization that there is something incredibly wrong and painful going on. 
We don’t know what to do next. Everything seems so fuzzy. Some people 
can’t work. Others can’t get out of bed. Still others don’t feel like eating. 
Sorrows bring with them more sorrows. The ripple effect might mean our 
finances will never be the same—nor will our health, our job, or our fam-
ily. This snowballing effect devastates us. We self-medicate through too 
much food, work, exercise—you name it and we can overdo it. This, in 
turn, creates deeper and more painful sorrows.

Perhaps there comes a day—shortly after the sorrow—when we feel 
like we’ve turned the corner, moved through it, and come out on the other 
side. This is an illusion. The smallest sight, smell, sound, or touch trig-
gers the memories and we’re back where we started. Recollections of the 
catastrophe hit us right between the eyes. We’re retraumatized. We feel 
lifeless. We have no language to describe our pain. To survive, we shut 
down. To keep going, we turn off our emotions. Questions plague us. 
When will I stop being possessed by my past? When will I stop recycling 
my brokenness and passing it on to others?

There are things that happened to us as children. There are things that 
happened to us as teenagers. There are things that happened to us as adults. 
What happens if we don’t address these things? We develop anxieties, 
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anger, and fear. We become negative, cynical, and sarcastic. Increasingly, 
we isolate ourselves from everyone and everything.

Disaster specialists encourage us to stock up on axes and flashlights, 
along with a “grab-and-run kit” that includes enough food and water for 
seventy-two hours. We also should have a portable shelter and plenty of 
first-aid supplies. Add to our list of survival “must-haves” a book called 
Jeremiah.

Jeremiah describes life as it is, not life as he hoped it would be, not 
life as it should be. Jeremiah begins with life as it is—exploding whales, 
experiences that exceed our ability to cope and carry on. Every poem, nar-
rative, or sermon in his book relates to Babylonian-inflicted sorrows of the 
late seventh and early sixth centuries BC. The prophet either announces 
them, explains them, or offers hope for living through them.

More Than a Bullfrog
You may remember a group called Three Dog Night. In one of their 

songs, “Joy to the World,” they sing, “Jeremiah was a bullfrog.” The Jere-
miah of the Bible was a mighty prophet in word and deed. He was hardly 
a bullfrog!

The biblical Jeremiah is the most complex and developed character 
in the Old Testament. In fact, the book gives us one of the best portraits 
of any person in the ancient world. Jeremiah was a poet of grace and a 
preacher par excellence who knew the bittersweet experience of loving 
God and loving people. Jeremiah stays hard as a rock while being torn 
apart on the inside. He is anything but shy and reserved. The prophet fre-
quently wears his heart on his sleeve.

Jeremiah was born in Anathoth (modern ‘Anata), a town three miles 
north of Jerusalem. His father, Hilkiah, was a priest after the order of Abi-
athar whom Solomon expelled to the small village of Anathoth (1 Kings 
2:26–27). Jeremiah’s historical references (e.g., Jeremiah 1:1–3; 25:1–3; 
36:1–2) indicate that his public influence lasted over forty years.
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God calls Jeremiah in 627 BC, a time of national grandeur and power. 
However, things quickly begin spinning out of control. Jeremiah lives 
through Judah’s rapid decline and the country’s end in August of 587 BC, 
which brought death, broken families, and massive deportations. The 
prophet’s ministry ends several years later with his deportation to Egypt 
(Jeremiah 42–44). He probably died in the land of the Nile.

That’s a broad outline of Jeremiah’s life and times. Let’s look at some 
details.

Judah’s political landscape began to change with the fall of Assyria and 
the destruction of its capital city, Nineveh (612 BC). Assyria was down, 
but not out. In a fight of heavyweights—Assyria and Babylon—the Judean 
king Josiah sided with the Babylonians. This was a fatal mistake. Josiah 
was killed at the Battle of Megiddo (609 BC). It was the beginning of the 
end for Judah. Jeremiah sensed that, so he uttered a lament for the slain 
king (2 Chronicles 35:25).

Next up? The Battle of Carchemish in 605 BC, where Babylon defeated 
an Egyptian-Assyrian coalition. Jeremiah was witnessing changes of his-
toric proportions, led by the meteoric rise of Babylon under its founding 
king, Nabopolassar, and his famous son Nebuchadnezzar. Babylonian suc-
cess led to Judah’s downfall, the burning of God’s holy city, the destruction 
of the temple, the loss of the land, and multiple deportations.

Jeremiah lived through the halcyon days of Josiah through Judah’s 
last gasp and eventual death under Babylon’s vacillating vassal Zedekiah. 
Through it all, the prophet is bold, authentic, unintimidated, and direct. 
Jeremiah is an overcomer.

An Overcomer
Most of the time, Old Testament prophets are eclipsed by their oracles. 

Isaiah is mentioned by name 17 times in his book and Ezekiel just twice. 
What about Jeremiah? He’s mentioned a whopping 125 times. Jeremiah 
participates fully in the events he describes. Judah suffers and Jeremiah 
suffers. Judah loses hope and, at times, so does Jeremiah. Judah is exiled 
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and, in the end, so is Jeremiah—to Egypt. By combining his life with his 
message, Jeremiah is unique among prophets. He doesn’t merely tell us 
about what happens. He shows us what happens through his own expe-
riences. Jeremiah doesn’t want us only to understand the events of the 
Babylonian captivity. He wants us to live and feel them.

To say, therefore, that we know more about Jeremiah than any oth-
er prophet vastly understates the evidence. Amos was a successful cattle 
rancher. Hosea was married to Gomer and had a painful family life. Isaiah, 
for his part, was also married and had at least two sons that we know of. 
Ezekiel was married and one day his wife died suddenly.

On the other hand, Jeremiah presents his book in a completely differ-
ent way. He paints a full portrait of his life, from times before he was born 
to his ignominious exile to Egypt. Jeremiah gives us vivid accounts of his 
spiritual life, including his ongoing wrestling with God.

Why does the prophet give so much information about himself? We 
all instinctively know that when we read about someone else’s life, it leads 
us to reflect on our own life. By giving us what is close to an autobiogra-
phy, Jeremiah invites us to consider our losses in light of his—and to see 
that God’s promises for him are for us as well.

What did Jeremiah do that caused him to suffer so much? We can 
answer that question with two words: radical threat. The prophet rejects 
an accommodated, tamed, safe approach to the issues of his day. In short 
order, Jeremiah’s enemies become legion. They include his fellow towns-
people from Anathoth (Jeremiah 11:23), members of his own family 
(Jeremiah 12:6), the monarchy (Jeremiah 22:13–30; 36:1–32), and his pro-
phetic counterparts (Jeremiah 27–28). In fact, Jeremiah 8:8–13 depicts 
the prophet in conflict with every element of Judean society. Even the 
public taunts him, saying, “Where is the word of the Lord? Let it come!” 
(Jeremiah 17:15). People call Jeremiah names like “Terror on Every Side” 
(Jeremiah 20:10). Jerusalem’s leaders go so far as to label him a Babylonian 
sympathizer, a spy aiding and abetting the enemy. The prophet was con-
sidered a traitor—an ancient Benedict Arnold.

Jeremiah’s enemies threaten to kill him (Jeremiah 11:18–23). They 
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plot against him (Jeremiah 18:18–23) and dig holes to trap him (Jeremiah 
18:22). Officials bar him from the temple (Jeremiah 36:5) and arrest and 
imprison him—not once but twice (Jeremiah 20:1–6; 37:11–16). King 
Zedekiah finally consigns Jeremiah to death in a mud pit (Jeremiah 38:4–
6). It comes as little surprise that the prophet would rather die than keep 
facing such hostile opposition (Jeremiah 20:14–18).

Miraculously, though, Jeremiah lives to tell us about it. Like the pro-
verbial cat, he has nine lives! Like a Hollywood movie hero who repeatedly 
dodges death, Jeremiah does so over and over. He has numerous narrow 
escapes, often though threats appear seemingly out of nowhere.

Let me count the ways.
Jeremiah’s first imprisonment occurs in Jerusalem’s temple, a place 

we would think he would be welcome. Instead, a priest named Pashhur 
strikes the prophet and puts him in stocks (Jeremiah 20:1–6). The next 
morning, for no stated reason, Pashhur releases the prophet.

Then, after a sermon, a mob attacks Jeremiah and self-righteously tells 
him, “You shall die!” (Jeremiah 26:8). That’s a pretty tough congregation to 
preach to! Then, without explanation, Ahikam son of Shaphan rescues the 
prophet, “so that he was not given over to the people to be put to death” 
(Jeremiah 26:24).

When Jeremiah and his scribe, Baruch, create a scroll containing the 
prophet’s words, Jeremiah almost gets killed again. Banned from the tem-
ple by the government, Jeremiah sends Baruch to read the scroll there in 
his stead. Following the public reading, allies tell Jeremiah and Baruch to 
hide from the king’s wrath: “Let no one know where you are” (Jeremiah 
36:19). Both the prophet and scribe escape unscathed.

Years later, during the Babylonian siege against Jerusalem, the enemy 
army withdraws. Jeremiah takes the opportunity to visit the area of Ben-
jamin, when suddenly a guard accuses him of desertion (Jeremiah 37:11–
21). Despite his denial of treason, officials arrest, beat, and imprison the 
prophet. King Zedekiah intervenes and orders the captors to free Jeremiah 
and even give him a daily ration of food. He survives still another near-
death experience.
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Soon afterward, Judean officials seize Jeremiah again. King Zedekiah, 
who had so recently saved Jeremiah from prison and starvation, gives the 
order that Jeremiah should die (Jeremiah 38:1–6). State officials lower the 
prophet into a muddy cistern. Surely, this time the prophet’s luck has run 
out. Yet unexpectedly, an Ethiopian named Ebed-melech saves Jeremiah 
from the pit. Against all expectations, he survives once more (Jeremiah 
39:11–18).

At the book’s beginning, God promises Jeremiah that he will over-
come every enemy: “I make you this day a fortified city, an iron pillar, and 
bronze walls, against the whole land. . . . They will fight against you, but 
they shall not prevail against you” (Jeremiah 1:18–19). Jeremiah suffers 
greatly, but he survives. No one is able to silence him. He keeps on preach-
ing into Judah’s darkness.

JULY 587 BC

Put yourself in the shoes of someone living in Jerusalem in July 587 
BC. The noise of military operations is enough to raise your anxiety level 
off the charts. But that has been going on now for two years. What’s new 
is that Babylonian army engineers are building siegeworks right outside 
your window. You have no idea what to do. Your spouse and children look 
dumbstruck. You’re all trapped; there’s no way out. Your neighbors know 
this. That’s why they’ve entered panic mode and have started screaming.

The battering rams are enough to give you a splitting headache. Bam! 
Bam! Bam! If only your father were here. He would be such a source of 
strength right now—but alas, the Babylonians killed him when they at-
tacked Jerusalem ten years ago. He was bludgeoned to death with a sword.

That was then. This is now. 
As the city walls are shattered, you hear women and children crying. 

Animals are going berserk. Everyone and everything is shouting at the 
top of their lungs. Once the enemy soldiers breach the wall, you begin to 
hear foreign words. It must be Akkadian, you reason—the language of 
the invaders. Once inside the city, the captors begin barking out orders. 
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Thousands of your fellow citizens fall in line. Babylonians drag those who 
resist to the middle of the city square and execute them on the spot.

Within the next few days, the conquerors surround the temple, con-
fiscate its liturgical vessels, and set the building on fire. You can’t believe 
your eyes. The temple. Solomon’s temple. Up in smoke! Those barbaric 
Babylonians begin splattering the blood of dead priests on sacred places! 
Where is God in all of this?

After a month, Jerusalem, the city of David, is unrecognizable. Houses, 
streets, markets—the entire infrastructure is ruined. Surveying the dam-
age, you see the unspeakable: unburied corpses of people and animals. 
You cover your eyes, then your nose. The stench is unbearable.

You’re hungry. So is your family. That’s why you keep walking through 
the city—or what’s left of it. With each passing day, hunger turns into an 
obsession. If you don’t eat soon, you’ll die. On top of everything, you start 
hearing rumors of young girls being raped while others are rounded up 
and deported to Babylon.

Babylon! That’s a seven-hundred-mile journey. You’ve heard how 
prisoners are treated—like cattle, threatened with insults and whips. You 
know if your fellow Judeans survive the death march around the Fertile 
Crescent they’ll be forced to work in the fields—the killing fields along the 
Euphrates River.

What you see next brings you back in the moment. It’s beyond descrip-
tion. The occupiers mutilate Judean officials with swords and clubs. Enemy 
soldiers treat it all like a game.

You knew all along that the ragtag Judean army would succumb to 
Babylon, but it’s so much worse than you ever imagined. You can barely 
talk about it, much less describe your pain. None of it makes sense. You 
begin to feel as though you’re going crazy, caught in a vortex of forces 
beyond your control. Deep from within your heart you cry out, “How in 
the world did I get here?”



O v e r c o m i n g  L i f e ’ s  S o r r o w s

20 

ISRAEL’S SLOW DEATH

Israel’s history was like a downhill train ride in the Rocky Mountains—
alternating between mountains of faithfulness and valleys of apostasy. It 
was a steady decline from faith to idolatry to finally exile. Faith at the Red 
Sea with Moses. Idolatry in the Promised Land with its seducing Canaan-
ite gods and goddesses. Exile to Babylon.

After leaving Egypt and inheriting the Promised Land, Israel got off to 
a rocky start. Even though many of the judges, like Deborah and Gideon, 
were heroic figures, the nation needed a king (Judges 17:6; 21:25). Israel 
finally arrived when the monarchy began to take shape. With David and 
Solomon, the nation had everything going for it—the promises to the pa-
triarchs and matriarchs, the gift of the land, and the temple in Jerusalem.

Then everything began to fall apart. The liberated slaves from Egypt 
began to enslave one another (1 Kings 4:6; 5:13; 9:15). The oppressed in 
Egypt became the oppressors in the Promised Land. God’s people neglect-
ed orphans, widows, and foreigners. Jerusalem became the new Egypt, 
and everything was undone.

Psalm 106 reviews this slow death. God’s people mixed with the na-
tions and served their idols. They sacrificed their sons and their daughters 
to demons, shedding innocent blood. They were rebellious, stubborn, and 
unbelieving. The result? A monstrous reality showed up like a fire-breath-
ing dragon, ripping apart everything.

Jeremiah frequently describes the horror with the words “sword,” 
“famine,” and “pestilence” (e.g., Jeremiah 14:12, 16; 15:2). “Sword” appears 
over seventy times in the book; “famine,” more than thirty times; and 
“pestilence,” over twenty times. On several occasions, the prophet even 
says the dead were dishonored by not being given proper burial (Jeremiah 
7:33; 8:1–3; 9:22; 16:4; 19:7; 34:20). Who was responsible for all the gory 
and ghastly suffering? Babylon.

THE BABYLONIAN EMPIRE

The Babylonian Empire—centered in present-day Iraq—was an 
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alliance of two people groups, the Medes in the Zagros Mountains to the 
east and the Chaldeans in southern Mesopotamia. The kingdom began 
with Nabopolassar’s ascension to the throne in 626 BC and became a su-
perpower when its army overthrew the Assyrians at the Battle of Nineveh 
in 612 BC. Babylon’s moment in the sun, however, was fleeting. The em-
pire barely outlasted its greatest king, Nebuchadnezzar II, and came crash-
ing down when the Persian king Cyrus the Great conquered the city in 
October of 539 BC.

While Babylon and Assyria controlled roughly the same region, their 
military strategies were vastly different. Assyrians repopulated lands they 
defeated. The goal was to establish economically productive provinces. On 
the other hand, Babylon’s policy was “slash and burn.” Marauding armies 
destroyed buildings, vineyards, crops, and vegetation. Once a nation was 
subdued, the demographic movement was one way—to Babylon. Babylo-
nians didn’t invest time and effort to create productive provinces. Instead, 
they engaged in military campaigns to secure wealth that supported life in 
their urban centers along the Euphrates River.

It’s not surprising, therefore, that after the Babylonians defeated Jeru-
salem, the city’s population declined by 90 percent, while that in the land 
of Judah fell by 70 percent. During the Persian era (539–333 BC), Jerusa-
lem’s population was about three thousand, or 12 percent of the popula-
tion of the city and its suburbs on the eve of the destruction in 587 BC.

The Napoleon Bonaparte of his day, Nebuchadnezzar, Babylon’s king 
from 605 to 562 BC, was a military genius. In his native language of 
Akkadian, his name means “May Nabu [a Babylonian god] protect the 
boundary.” Babylonian boundaries were not only protected, they expand-
ed greatly—especially after Nebuchadnezzar’s defeat of Pharaoh Necho at 
the Battle of Carchemish in 605 BC. The victory catapulted him to sole 
control over the ancient Near East. Jeremiah describes Nebuchadnezzar’s 
powerful military machine:

• “He comes up like clouds; his chariots like the whirlwind; his 
horses are swifter than eagles.” (Jeremiah 4:13)
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• “At the noise of horseman and archer every city takes to flight; 
they enter thickets; they climb among rocks; all the cities are 
forsaken, and no man dwells in them.” (Jeremiah 4:29)

• “Their quiver is like an open tomb; they are all mighty warriors.” 
(Jeremiah 5:16)

• “They shall eat up your harvest and your food; they shall eat up 
your sons and your daughters; they shall eat up your flocks and 
your herds; they shall eat up your vines and your fig trees; your 
fortified cities in which you trust they shall beat down with the 
sword.” (Jeremiah 5:17)

• “They lay hold on bow and javelin; they are cruel and have no 
mercy.” (Jeremiah 6:23)

The prophet tells us that this fierce enemy is from the north (e.g., Jer-
emiah 1:13; 4:6; 6:1). In Jeremiah 20:4, however, the prophet states the 
adversary’s name—Babylon. Then, from Jeremiah 20:4 to the end of his 
book, Jeremiah mentions Babylon over 180 times. The nation is God’s 
agent to judge His people Judah.

• “I will give all Judah into the hand of the king of Babylon.” 
(Jeremiah 20:4)

• “To Babylon you shall go.” (Jeremiah 20:6)
• “I will give Zedekiah king of Judah and his servants and the peo-

ple in this city who survive the pestilence, sword, and famine into 
the hand of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon.” (Jeremiah 21:7)

• “I am giving this city into the hands of the Chaldeans and into 
the hand of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon.” (Jeremiah 32:28)

• “Thus says the Lord: This city shall surely be given into the hand 
of the army of the king of Babylon.” (Jeremiah 38:3)

BABYLON ATTACKS

While King Josiah (640–609 BC) sat on Judah’s throne, everything 
came up roses. Freedom was in the air. A weakened Assyrian Empire 
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allowed Josiah to reverse the pro-Assyrian policies of his father, Manasseh. 
In 622 BC, Josiah even led one of the greatest reformations in the Bible 
(2 Kings 22–23 = 2 Chronicles 34–35). While carpenters and masons were 
repairing the temple, Hilkiah the high priest found “the Book of the Law” 
(2 Kings 22:8). This led to sweeping religious renewal throughout the land. 
It was a time of optimism and national autonomy. 

It was also the calm before the storm.
Josiah died in 609 BC while fighting Egyptians at the Battle of Megid-

do. The king was trying to prevent Egyptians from siding with Assyrians 
who were contending with Babylonians for supremacy in the ancient Near 
East (2 Kings 23:29–30 = 2 Chronicles 35:20–24). King Josiah’s death led 
to a four-year Egyptian occupation of Judah (609–605 BC). The land of the 
Nile also captured Jehoahaz, Josiah’s successor, and placed Eliakim upon 
the throne, renaming him Jehoiakim.

It was then Babylon’s turn to set up a puppet government in Judah. 
Nebuchadnezzar shackled Jehoiakim in chains and deported him. Judah’s 
third-to-last king died in Babylon. His son, Jehoiachin (also known as 
Jechoniah), became king in 597 BC—but not for long. After three months, 
Jehoiachin, the queen mother, government leaders, and many skilled 
workers were exiled to Babylon (2 Kings 24:6–15). This deportation in-
cluded the prophet Ezekiel.

With the newly minted Judean king Jehoiachin locked away in prison, 
Nebuchadnezzar installed Mattaniah, Jehoiachin’s uncle, upon the throne, 
changing his name to Zedekiah—the last king of the Davidic dynasty. Still 
another a puppet king. What an insult! Ezekiel refused to acknowledge 
Zedekiah, dating his oracles according to the years of the exiled King 
Jehoiachin (Ezekiel 1:2).

Most Judeans believed this was all a temporary setback. Egypt would 
rise again, defeat Babylon, and free Judah from Nebuchadnezzar’s rule. 
The spiritually astute, however, saw things differently. For them, the yet-
to-come dismantling in 587 BC was appearing on the horizon. Example 
A? The ever-vacillating King Zedekiah continued to withhold tribute from 
Babylon. He was playing a game of Russian roulette.
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Things completely fell apart in Zedekiah’s eleventh year (2 Kings 
24:17–20). Nebuchadnezzar moved to blockade Jerusalem. The city stood 
its ground for almost two years. Food and water became scarce. Diseas-
es ran rampant. Egypt played to type. Promising everything. Delivering 
nothing. Hoped-for help from the pharaoh never arrived. Zedekiah expe-
rienced Babylon’s iron fist. The empire struck back in all its fury (2 Kings 
25:1–21).

THE END

The coup de grâce came on August 28, 587 BC—the darkest day in 
Judah’s history. Babylon finally decided to destroy the “rebellious city, 
hurtful to kings and provinces” (Ezra 4:15). This is “why this city was laid 
waste” (Ezra 4:15). Nebuchadnezzar toppled the city’s walls and torched 
Jerusalem’s temple. Soon everything—the monarchy, the priesthood, the 
storied history in the Promised Land—all went up in smoke. The city of 
David was reduced to ruins (Jeremiah 39:1–10; 52:4–30). Babylon’s army 
also incinerated a number of Judean cities—including Lachish, Azekah, 
Beth-Shemesh, Bethel, and Ein Gedi.

Judah’s collapse brought unspeakable suffering. Many died in battle. 
Some resorted to cannibalism (Jeremiah 19:9). Women were violated and 
raped. The empire deported the nation’s brightest and best and occupied 
Judah for almost fifty years. Nebuzaradan, the commander of the Baby-
lonian imperial guard, put it this way: “The Lord your God pronounced 
this disaster against this place. The Lord has brought it about, and has 
done as He said. Because you sinned against the Lord and did not listen 
His voice” (Jeremiah 40:2–3). It was a catastrophe of historic proportions.

 As for Zedekiah? He witnessed his sons’ execution and then the Baby-
lonians blinded him, leading him into exile (2 Kings 25:7). Nebuchadnez-
zar then appointed Gedaliah as governor; he ruled from Mizpah, as Jeru-
salem had been reduced to rubble. The peace didn’t last long. A small band 
of freedom fighters, led by a certain Ishmael, assassinated Gedaliah at the 
provincial capital (Jeremiah 41:1–3). Under the leadership of Johanan, a 
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remnant of Judeans, fearing Babylonian reprisal, fled to Egypt—forcing 
Jeremiah to go with them (2 Kings 25:22–26; Jeremiah 43).

If all this sounds confusing, imagine living through it!
In all, Babylon inflicted four deportations upon Judah: (1) 605 BC, 

the third year of Jehoiakim (Daniel 1:1–7); (2) 597 BC, during the reign 
of Jehoiachin (2 Kings 24:10–17); (3) 587 BC, during the rule of Zedekiah 
(2 Kings 25:1–21); and (4) 582 BC (Jeremiah 52:30). These forced popula-
tion movements inflicted a mammoth rupture in Judah’s life, unleashing 
untold misery and mayhem.

According to Jeremiah 52:30, the total number of Babylonian deport-
ees was 4,600. This probably denotes only men. Adding women and chil-
dren brings the aggregate number to around 15,000. Others estimate the 
total number to be between 20,000 and 100,000. Whatever the exact figure 
was, Babylon left Jerusalem like a ghost town (2 Chronicles 36:21). Judah 
was ravaged in four significant ways.

The monarchy. Had not God promised an everlasting kingdom to 
David and his descendants? Zedekiah is now blinded, captured, and 
exiled. And Jehoiachin? Where is he now? Sitting in a Babylonian prison.

The land. Had not God given the land to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
and their descendants forever? Had not Israel lived in Canaan since 1401 
BC? Now Babylon controls the land. And the empire had the audacity to 
slash and burn, pillage and destroy trees, crops, and farms.

The covenant. The relationship God established with Israel at Sinai was 
now broken (Jeremiah 31:32). God unleashed the covenant curses Moses 
spelled out in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28—full bore.

The priesthood. The Babylonian butcher Nebuzaradan executed Seriah, 
the high priest. And the temple? The domain of Judah’s priests? Trashed. 
Burned. Dust in the wind.

What does the future hold? Nothing. Less than nothing. “Nebuchad-
nezzar the king of Babylon has devoured me; he has crushed me; he has 
made me an empty vessel; he has swallowed me like a monster” (Jeremiah 
51:34).
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Exile
Jeremiah 1:3 concludes with the expression “until the captivity of Jeru-

salem.” The book ends describing this disaster (Jeremiah 52:27–34). This 
literary envelope signals Jeremiah’s singular focus—exile.

The word denotes forced population movements, refugee camps, pris-
oners of war, uncertainty, brutalization, displacement, and post-traumatic 
stress disorder. Exile implies a total loss. Judeans in Babylon had no recog-
nizable landscape and no familiar tastes, smells, or sounds. Nothing gave 
them a sense of belonging. They were captive to the grip of despair. “We 
looked for peace, but no good came; for a time of healing, but behold, 
terror” (Jeremiah 14:19).

A myriad of emotions assault us when we feel like we’ve lost every-
thing. We become angry. We protest and blame. We want revenge. The 
next day, we conclude that we’re beyond repair, that things are irreversible, 
that nothing will ever make sense again.

Exile. Much of what we loved and worked for is now gone. We doubt 
both God’s compassion and His power to deliver. We’re tempted to believe 
in nothing and hope for nothing. That’s what exile does.

Judeans, for their part, were paralyzed, unable to move forward. Bab-
ylon had fractured their world beyond recognition. Cultural givens and 
cherished institutions had vanished into thin air. Everything near and dear 
was shattered into a million pieces. “Judah has gone into exile because of 
affliction and hard servitude; she dwells now among the nations, but finds 
no resting place; her pursuers have all overtaken her in the midst of her 
distress” (Lamentations 1:3).

Judean deportees to Babylon wondered, “Does God care about us? 
How can we believe in Him anymore? Why not instead worship Babylo-
nian gods? After all, their armies are more powerful than ours. What does 
our future hold?” The loss appeared unending.

Life wasn’t what it used to be. The “new normal” wasn’t close to nor-
mal at all. The past was over. Done. Finished. The temptation was to disap-
pear into the woodwork. To live counter to the Babylonian culture was too 
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demanding and costly. It was so much easier to go along. After all, when in 
Rome, do as the Romans do. In this case, the Babylonians.

Jeremiah pushes back against this defeatist mind-set. He offers exiles a 
counter-identity located in God’s mercy. The prophet refuses to serve as a 
chaplain for the establishment or as a guardian on behalf of the status quo. 
Instead, he gives exiles spine and courage so they trust God’s unlimited 
power and unending compassion. The prophet imparts a holy defiance 
that refuses to accommodate to Babylonian truth claims. Exile doesn’t ne-
gate God’s promises.

Jeremiah comes to the aid of all who despair—of all times and all plac-
es. The prophet empowers us to become unintimidated by pain and loss. 
No, he doesn’t promise a return to the past. Instead, he offers a new real-
ity fulfilled in Jesus. God’s grace in Jesus is the only solution for the twin 
demons that accompany times of sorrow: conformity and hopelessness. 
Christ’s love raises us to new life. Jesus leads us on a journey to “a watered 
garden” where we will “languish no more” (Jeremiah 31:12). To get there, 
though, we must go through barren deserts, godless wastelands, and plac-
es of terror, grief, and shattered trust. Is the journey worth it? It was for 
Judean exiles. It is for us.

Longing for Home
For most people, the word home evokes feelings of love and laughter, 

security and serenity, warmth and welcome. Home means Mom and Dad, 
fun and games, good food and deep sleep. “Home, home on the range.” 
“When Johnny comes marching home again.” A little girl from Kansas 
says it best: “There’s no place like home.”

For Judean exiles, Zion is a distant, fading memory. They’re stuck in 
a land of canals and ziggurats, the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, the Ishtar 
Gate, and the detestable statue of Marduk, the empire’s chief god. Babylon 
has replaced Judah, Jerusalem, and the Jordan with the building projects 
of Nabopolassar (the empire’s founder) and his famous son Nebuchad-
nezzar. The new arrivals from Judah have no Davidic king, no temple, no 
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royal city, no land, no liturgy, no sacrifice, no hope, and no future. They 
have no song to sing.

By the rivers of Babylon, they sit and weep, reminiscing about the 
good old days when they worshiped in the splendor of Solomon’s temple, 
worked and shopped in the city of David, and saw the Mount of Olives 
from a distance. But now? They’re exiled in a foreign land. “There’s no 
place like home!”

Judeans lament in Psalm 137: “On the willows there we hung up our 
lyres” (Psalm 137:2). They cry out, “For there our captors required of us 
songs, and our tormentors, mirth, saying, ‘Sing us one of the songs of 
Zion!’ ” (Psalm 137:3). Babylonians mock the exiles.

Jeremiah writes his book for these people living through the angst 
expressed in Psalm 137. Their lives were split in two: before Babylon and 
after Babylon. The past was gone and the future lacked clarity. Well-known 
support systems had vanished. Families were scattered all over the Fertile 
Crescent. Everyone felt like leftovers.

Who Loves Leftovers?
Who loves leftovers? Not me. After our last child, Lori Beth, left for 

college, it became difficult to fix a meal that didn’t leave us with leftovers. 
For almost twenty years, we enjoyed meals that included our three chil-
dren. After they abandoned ship, our refrigerator became filled with loads 
of leftovers!

One time we fixed chicken. I love chicken. Then I had chicken sand-
wiches, chicken soup, and chicken casserole. Soon our chicken was in 
soufflés, sauces, snacks, and salads. I began having nightmares where a 
six-hundred-pound chicken was after me!

Judean exiles in Babylon felt like leftovers. Has-beens. Marginalized. 
Left out. Rejected. Forgotten in the back of the refrigerator. At the bottom 
of the barrel.

Whether our sorrow was caused by a catastrophic hurricane, a massive 
earthquake, or something much more personal and private, now we feel 
like a leftover. Part of us has become dead to the world. We’ve turned off 
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our emotions just so we can keep going. Warfare, violence, rejection, rape, 
and abuse exact a tremendous toll. After the initial shock, these experi-
ences linger like unwanted guests, often impacting future generations in 
our family.

There’s a word for this. Traumatized.
“Trauma”—originally a Greek word—appears in the New Testament. 

It’s often translated “wound.” The Good Samaritan binds up the wounds of 
the man who fell among robbers (Luke 10:34). One of the messengers sent 
by the master is wounded by the vineyard’s workers and then cast aside 
(Luke 20:12). The seven sons of Sceva are wounded by a man with an evil 
spirit to the point that they run away naked (Acts 19:16). Put these three 
texts together, and what do we have? Trauma refers to sudden and unex-
pected assaults—physical or emotional. Try as we might, we can’t erase 
traumatic memories. We can’t forget them or run from them. Our ghosts 
from the past return repeatedly. That’s what makes us feel like leftovers. 
We’ve been traumatized.

Sometimes trauma is so painful that we cry out, “There are no words!” 
What happened was so catastrophic that language fails us. We become 
mute. Disconnected. Unable to talk about our wounds. Life continues, but 
only robotically. We do the right things. Show up at the right time. But in-
side? Something is terribly wrong. It feels like we’ve eaten glass. The glass 
won’t go away no matter how often we try to spit it out.

Life has become increasingly less interesting. What used to thrill us 
thrills us no more, be it sports, hobbies, or our work. We’re just trying to 
keep a semblance of life going. Most of the time, a deadening hopelessness 
hovers over us.

There is something worse.
Trauma can sabotage our trust in Christ. We can feel alone and aban-

doned by the Savior. We say to ourselves, “God promised to protect me. 
God said He would answer my prayers. But nothing. Nothing!” Everything 
in the Bible that used to give us joy can look joyless. Without a process that 
walks us through the pain of trauma, we live a kind of half-life in a barren, 
affectless landscape—feeling like one huge unwanted leftover.
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ANOTHER LEFTOVER

The Judean exiles in Babylon lost more than their land, life, and liberty. 
They also lost their will to live. “Death shall be preferred to life” (Jeremiah 
8:3). The Babylonian army left an indelible memory and a shameful reali-
ty. Refugees didn’t know how to work through their trauma. They needed 
a map, a compass, and a trusty guide. They needed the Book of Jeremiah.

At the heart of the prophet’s book lies another leftover—make that 
the Leftover. His name is Jesus. On Good Friday, Jesus was paraded out-
side Jerusalem and taken to a place called Golgotha where criminals were 
intentionally bent and broken, maimed and mauled, shoved down the gar-
bage disposal, ground up, and thrown away. Jesus was betrayed, denied, 
mocked, accused, scourged, pierced, cursed, and forsaken as He hung on 
a cross, lifeless and limp. Jesus endured it all. Why? He deeply loves left-
overs.

Jesus delights to baptize us, teach us, counsel us, instruct us, heal us, 
hold us, and forgive us. Jesus gives His true body and blood in His Holy 
Supper. Jesus also gives us the Book of Jeremiah—a survivor’s manual for 
anyone who has ever felt like a leftover.

Jeremiah’s Book
It happened when I was seven years old. I was with my family at a 

place called Elitches, an amusement park in Denver, Colorado. My dad 
talked me into going on a roller coaster. We began slowly, making our way 
up a steep incline. Off to one side, we could see Denver’s skyline. On the 
other side, we could see Pike’s Peak. Soon we could see downtown Kansas 
City! Then we got to the top. Suddenly everything changed. Within a few 
seconds, we went from a ride that was calm and enjoyable to one that was 
frantic, unsettling, and very loud.

Life is a lot like a roller coaster ride. How many times have we been on 
easy street? “I just got a raise!” “Look at the inheritance Uncle Ralph gave 
us!” “Wow, Carson made the honor roll!” It’s smooth sailing. Then a car 
bill shows up. An illness appears out nowhere. A child has a major melt-
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down. Within minutes, we go from a ride that was calm and enjoyable to 
one that is frantic, unsettling, and very, very loud.

Jeremiah’s book is a lot like a roller coaster ride. It’s not a smooth 
journey. The book is not coherent literature—at least not according to 
what we’re used to. Jeremiah reads like it was written by a committee that 
couldn’t make up its mind. So much appears to be random. Jeremiah taxes 
our interpretive skills at every turn, whether the issues are literary, histor-
ical, or theological.

Poems and narratives stand by each other, and often they aren’t the-
matically connected. Images of destruction and hope compete with each 
other for prominence. Most notably, the book has three endings—chap-
ters 45, 51, and 52.

Twenty-eight times Jeremiah lists specific dates connected to his min-
istry. This doesn’t mean, however, that he organizes his book in chrono-
logical order. Nor does he make points in a linear fashion. If you’ve ever 
seen what happens when first graders are given scissors, colored paper, 
crayons, paint, and glue, and are told to make something, then you’re on 
the right track with Jeremiah.

Why is Jeremiah’s book in such disarray? Why didn’t he give it more 
of an even flow? What are we to make of this mishmash of metaphors and 
poems, laments and symbolic actions? Why do we have to wait until chap-
ters 39 and 52 for the actual historical account of 587 BC and Jerusalem’s 
demise?

What was the prophet thinking?
Jeremiah presents a fragmented, disassembled book because that’s 

what life looks like during deep sorrow. It’s anything but neat and tidy; 
that’s why Jeremiah gives us a helter-skelter book that matches our helter-
skelter lives. The prophet leaves us with a hodgepodge of a book because 
that’s the nature of life after loss. The literary shapelessness of Jeremiah 
mirrors the fragmentary nature of our sorrow. The book is messy because 
it wants to reflect the messiness of a life beset by deep sadness.

To insist on straightforward recovery is to insist that the world is flat, 
that pigs fly, that chocolate is the new health food. Restoration occurs in 
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fits and starts. We re-enter the pain, grieve deeply, and relive the night-
mare. Then we do it again the next day. Normally, God extracts pain’s poi-
son very slowly.

NAVIGATING OUR WAY THROUGH JEREMIAH

Jeremiah is more of a musical composer than an orderly architect. He 
states his main theme of Law and Gospel in Jeremiah 1:10, then repeats 
and develops it throughout the book. These twin doctrines hold the book 
together. Along the way, he includes a number of subthemes. They also 
appear and disappear, then, unexpectedly, reappear in dramatic fashion. 
Jeremiah explores each motif through poems, narratives, and laments. 
The book meanders, shifts, turns, and changes.

While the Book of Jeremiah is notoriously complex, all is not lost. The 
prophet leaves several important literary markers. For instance, Jeremiah 
presents the death of one world (chapters 1–25) in order to prepare for the 
resurrection of another (chapters 26–52). Put another way, chapters 1–25 
uproot, tear down, destroy, and overthrow, while chapters 26–52 build 
and plant. Moreover, Jeremiah’s inner life is on display in the first half of 
the book and his public life is in full view in the second half.

There are additional signposts. Chapters 2–20 are almost entirely lack-
ing in historical specificity, as are chapters 30–31. Conversely, the prophet 
adds considerably more dates beginning in chapter 24 (e.g., Jeremiah 24:1; 
25:1–3; 26:1; 27:1), while narrating the cataclysmic event of 587 BC in Jer-
emiah 39:1–10 and 52:1–30. Several words and phrases connect chapters 
1 and 25—for example, “the thirteenth year of Josiah” (Jeremiah 1:2; 25:3) 
and “the tribes of the north” (Jeremiah 1:15; 25:9). Jeremiah 25 serves as 
the book’s hinge, holding together its two major sections.

The prophet employs framing devices in other places as well. For 
instance, the question “What do you see?” (Jeremiah 1:11; 24:3) links 
together the first twenty-four chapters. A subsection comes in Jeremiah 
11:1–17:27. The unit begins with a prose sermon and ends with one. Both 
begin with similar words: “Hear the words of this covenant, and speak 
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to the men of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (Jeremiah 11:2). 
“Hear the word of the Lord, you kings of Judah, and all Judah, and all the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, who enter by these gates” (Jeremiah 17:20). The 
prophet signals still another subsection with the phrase “In the fourth year 
of Jehoiakim” (Jeremiah 36:1; 45:1). This is the so-called “Baruch Narra-
tive,” where Baruch, Jeremiah’s secretary, plays a key role.

JEREMIAH AND WORDS

The world is a perilous place to live. We can suffer indescribable pain 
and heart-stopping adversity. These experiences sometimes steal our 
speech. We lose the capacity to talk about what happened. We’re reduced 
to groaning, crying, and weeping. Words? They aren’t there. What we’ve 
been through is beyond words. Clichés make us nauseous. Even when we 
find the right words, once spoken, they seem grossly inadequate.

The Book of Lamentations—likely composed by Jeremiah after 587 
BC—describes this utter despair. The book’s cries are visceral. The expres-
sions are raw. Are there any words to describe these dark moments?

• “My eyes are spent with weeping; my stomach churns.” (Lamen-
tations 2:11)

• “Panic and pitfall have come upon us.” (Lamentations 3:47)
• “We are weary; we are given no rest.” (Lamentations 5:5)
• “The joy of our hearts has ceased; our dancing has been turned to 

mourning.” (Lamentations 5:15)

We need words like these when we’re caught in the clutches of sorrow. 
We need language that helps us express how we feel. We need images and 
symbols that help us describe our deep brokenness. What Jeremiah does 
in Lamentations he does throughout the book that bears his name. He 
presents a mosaic, a collage, a kaleidoscope of words that parallel what 
we’re going through.

Most people are unable to confront trauma directly, head-on. That’s 
why Jeremiah mostly takes an indirect approach. If we looked straight at 
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our sorrow, most of us would be blinded by the horror of it all. With trau-
matized people, delicate is the order of the day. Life’s painful events need 
to be reframed, told in less “in-your-face” ways. 

Jeremiah is skilled and savvy with slant. Although he’s from Anathoth 
and therefore outside of Jerusalem’s elite class, the prophet learned the 
power of language and the capacity of words to evoke comfort and cour-
age. While Jeremiah was at home in the Israelite tradition, he reshapes and 
recasts it to give us words—words to describe our loss, our hopelessness, 
our pain. Jeremiah is divinely ordained to bring words, God’s Word. He 
does it with authority, power, freshness, creativity, boldness, persistence, 
and deep compassion.

The Babylonian exile was so dire that Jeremiah couldn’t use conven-
tional language. Stock phrases wouldn’t get a hearing. People would ignore 
safe and predictable expressions. Faced with exiles who had been trau-
matized by deportation, the death of loved ones, destruction, and utter 
chaos, Jeremiah had to break from the routine. His book has all of the 
characteristics of a person doing whatever it takes to give his audience 
words—words to describe their sorrow. Jeremiah’s words cut through hol-
low euphemisms. In doing so, they give us speech to talk about our night-
mare, and about our pain, rage, anger, indignation, bewilderment, and 
shame that come with it.

Jeremiah is living as an exile in Egypt when he completes his book. 
Babylon has taken everything away from him—everything, that is, but 
words, God’s words. Words that point forward to the Word made flesh—
Jesus Christ, our Lord. Jeremiah’s inspired and inerrant words restore to us 
the joy of our salvation. We don’t have to see our world only through the 
eyes of anxiety, brutality, and dead ends. Jeremiah sets forth a different, 
counterintuitive, and countercultural way to order life after a season of 
painful disappointment. The prophet invites us into a different ending—
one that is true and lasting, one that reverberates and overflows because of 
God’s Word made sure and certain in Jesus Christ.
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LEARNING FROM JEREMIAH

Is your heart broken? Perhaps the wound is old. A father abused you. 
A coach ignored you. A spouse disowned you. A business partner turned 
on you. Maybe the wound is fresh. The boss who hired you with promise of 
promotion has forgotten how to pronounce your last name. Your friends 
escaped on a weekend getaway, and you weren’t invited. Your adult son 
forgot your birthday—again. You’re hurt, deeply. It feels like “game over.”

Why read the Book of Jeremiah only to watch the prophet go through 
unthinkable tragedies? Cities are torched. The temple is destroyed. Peo-
ple’s lives are dismantled. Babylon is behind it all. How can an Old Testa-
ment prophet heal my heart and bind up my wounds?

Jeremiah presents himself as a God-given example of how to over-
come massive setbacks. The prophet survives rejection, public humilia-
tion, mockery, conspiracies, death threats, captivities, depression, times 
of doubt, imprisonments, and forced exile. He speaks about this darkness, 
writes a book, and provides hope.

You still have questions. Does Jeremiah speak to me? Can the prophet, 
rooted in ancient events and culture, address my pain? Can he generate 
hope and reignite my faith? Is it worth my while to invest time and energy 
in an Old Testament spokesman?

No doubt, Jeremiah stands at a distance from us. My! He lived over 
2,500 years ago! I still invite you to take the plunge. Roll up your sleeves. 
Dig in. I promise Jeremiah will become a trusted companion. His book 
will become a lantern, lighting the way through your darkest valleys. Jere-
miah will help you make sense out of life’s nonsense.

What makes the prophet so relevant? He repeatedly points us to Jesus. 
Jeremiah directs us to Christ’s suffering, but also to the empty tomb. That’s 
where we see a new day dawning—for Jesus and for us. Sure, the path to 
recovery is uneven. It’s often one step forward and two steps back. Yet as 
we study Jeremiah, by God’s grace, we will make progress. Through the 
prophet’s alarming poetry, jarring narratives, and multiple near-misses 
with death, our hope will be born anew. Let’s get started!


