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Bible 101   
Lamentations 
June 1, 2022 

 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Important sections to read 
 Lam. 1:1-6, 12-14 = the loss of Jerusalem 
 Lam. 3:21-33 = the goodness of God 
 Lam. 3:40-42 = the people repent 
 Lam. 5:19-22 = rejection but hint of restoration 
 
Time period/Authorship 
 
These poetic laments are generally in chronological order, with the first one probably written 
after 597 BCE when the Babylonians first invaded Judah and the last one after some people 
returned to Jerusalem beginning in 538 BCE. The laments were likely compiled between 586 
BCE (when the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed and many of the people there were taken 
into exile in Babylon) and the end of the 6th century BCE when the Temple had been rebuilt. 
 
Tradition said that Jeremiah was the author because 2 Chronicles 35:25 recorded that the 
prophet Jeremiah had written a lament when King Josiah died and because some laments are 
included in the book of Jeremiah. This understanding is the explanation for the book’s position 
in the Christian Old Testament after the book of Jeremiah in the midst of the prophetic books. 
(In the Hebrew Bible, the book is in the last section with the other Writings.) 
 
Scholars now say that Jeremiah didn’t write the laments but there isn’t agreement whether 
there was only one anonymous author or there were multiple authors. 
 
Laments in general 
 
A “lament” is defined as “a passionate expression of grief or sorrow.” It is one of the oldest 
genres, found in all cultures and dating back at least 4000 years. A lament of mourning or grief 
is also called a dirge.  
 
In oral traditions, laments were/are usually sung by women. The change of voice within a 
lament also is a signal for alternating the individual or group singing the parts.  
 
In the Old Testament, especially in the Psalms, the laments often have a common set of 
elements although not all are included in each:  an address to God, description of the suffering 
(usually with striking images), a request for help, a protest of innocence/confession of guilt, 
sometimes a call for God’s action against the person’s enemies, and a song of thanksgiving. 
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Laments in the book of Lamentations 
 
What isn’t evident in a translation is the form of the chapters. 

• Chapters 1-4 are written as a type of acrostic. An acrostic is usually “a poem, word 
puzzle, or other composition in which certain letters in each line form a word or words." 

• Chapters 1, 2, and 4 have 22 verses, with the first letter of each verse beginning in 
succession with the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet, rather than spelling a word. 

• Chapter 3 has 66 verses, with each letter beginning three lines. 

• Chapter 5 isn’t an acrostic but it does have 22 verses. 

• The use of the alphabet in order could signal “completeness” as in the English phrase 
“from A to Z.” 

 
Chapter 1 is a funeral dirge for the loss of Jerusalem. The first 11 verses describe the deplorable 
state of the city; it is pictured as a widow who has lost everything. Beginning with verse 12, it is 
the city who speaks and weeps at all that has happened due to God’s anger about what the city 
has done and not done. (“Zion” is another name for Jerusalem.) 
 
Chapter 2 is another funeral dirge. Its focus is on the actions of God as punishment for the 
actions of His people, for their disobedience. The image of the suffering infants and children (v. 
11-12) is striking. 
 
Chapter 3 is an individual lament as if one man has experienced the sufferings of all the people 
of Judah. The descriptions of those sufferings are vivid (e.g., attacks by a bear and then a lion, 
being the target of an arrow). But there is a pivot to hope in v. 21-24: 

But this I call to mind, 
    and therefore I have hope: 
The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases,  
    his mercies never come to an end; 
they are new every morning; 
    great is your faithfulness. 
“The Lord is my portion,” says my soul, 
    “therefore I will hope in him.” 

 
Subsequent verses in ch. 3 describe how God will bring salvation (v. 26) and will again show 
compassion based on His steadfast love (v. 32). There is also repentance in v. 40-42: 

Let us test and examine our ways 
    and return to the Lord. 
Let us lift up our hearts as well as our hands 
    to God in heaven. 
We have transgressed and rebelled, 
    and you have not forgiven. 
 

The remainder of the chapter alternates between God’s judgment/punishment and his care for 
His people (the latter in v. 55-57): 



Bible 101:  Lamentations (JAK) -- 1june22 3 

I called on your name, O Lord, 
    from the depths of the pit; 
you heard my plea, “Do not close your ear 
    to my cry for help, but give me relief!” 
You came near when I called on you; 
    you said, “Do not fear!” 

 
Chapter 4 is another funeral dirge. The past and the present state of Jerusalem are compared. 
 
Chapter 5 is a communal lament. What has been lost is enumerated; the people feel that 
they’ve lost their relationship with God. There is a hint of restoration (echoes of God’s promises 
in Isaiah and Jeremiah) in verse 21 before the feeling of rejection due to God’s anger returns in 
the last verse of the chapter and of the book. 

20 Why have you forgotten us completely? 
    Why have you forsaken us these many days? 
21 Restore us to yourself, O Lord, that we may be restored; 
    renew our days as of old— 
22 unless you have utterly rejected us 
    and are angry with us beyond measure. 

 
It is clear from these laments that the authors generally are not hopeful about the future. They 
may have wondered if God will keep all the promises He has made to His people. One 
commentary suggested that these laments can be read not just about the loss of Jerusalem in 
the 6th century BCE but also in the context of all the losses the Jews have faced in history. 
 
When do we hear Lamentations now 
 
Lamentations is recited annually by Jews on the Ninth of Av (in July or August depending upon 
the calendar) when they remember the destruction of the original Temple in 586 BCE by the 
Babylonians and the destruction of the second Temple in 70 CE by the Romans. 
 
Lamentations is part of the three-day Tenebrae (“darkness”) liturgy of the Catholic Church 
during Holy Week. Some verses may appear in the readings after Pentecost in other churches. 
 
Message of reassurance 
 
“To us, lament often sounds like despair, the opposite of faith. Yet Martin Luther taught that it 
is precisely in places where we would least expect to find God, in suffering, pain, disaster, 
catastrophe -- and in the cross -- that God is clearly present. Lamentations, then, does more 
than simply express despair. It shows us that in the most difficult of times and places, God is 
present and hears our desperate cries for help.” (From the Lutheran Study Bible, p. 1321) 


