
Theme. Jeremiah’s theme is exile. The exile that the prophet Jeremiah
prophesied and experienced, and that marks the theme of his book, was Judah’s
national exile. Yet readers should identify the book not only with its theme of
national exile but also with individual exile, personal banishment from the presence
of God. The nation Israel’s course reflects the course and character not only of its
leaders, its kings, but also the character and commitment of its people. A nation
does not move, does not set or change course, without its people. Judah’s exile was
not due simply to the failure of its kings but also to the idolatrous pursuits of its
people. And then, Judah’s exile was not simply something with which the nation
had to deal but also something intensely personal. Imagine banishment from your
home to a foreign location. Worse, imagine banishment from God’s presence, his
favor, his approval. Jeremiah is largely, although not entirely, a book of judgment
and despair, the cause and character of which is exile.

Author. Jeremiah began prophesying in 627 B.C. at about age twenty and
continued doing so for forty years. During that remarkable span, Judah suffered
frequent attack and finally, in 586 B.C., exile to Babylon, after a group of
Jerusalem’s Jews had already fled to Egypt. Jeremiah wrote his book during an
extraordinarily difficult time. Jeremiah’s father was a priest from the small town
Anathoth in Judah. Jeremiah, too, would have been a priest except that history,
including his own lengthy book, makes no record of his service. Jeremiah may
instead have pursued his prophesy ministry outside of priestly service. Prophets
may always be outsiders of a sort, but Jeremiah’s small-town upbringing, youth
when starting his ministry, and lack of priestly position may all have contributed to
the openly emotional and deeply personal nature of Jeremiah’s accounts. These
factors may also have aided Jeremiah’s survival even while he prophesied against
the Jewish leaders’ actions. Judah’s kings, priests, administrators, and military
leaders certainly came to know of Jeremiah’s prophesies, with which at times they
felt compelled to directly deal. Yet somehow, Jeremiah managed to escape
execution to prophesy again. Jewish leaders seemed to regard him as more of an
irritant than threat, while Jeremiah also found sympathies among lesser officials.

Context. Judah’s course may have been set well before Jeremiah began to
prophesy against it. Assyria had already taken Israel into exile and would besiege
Jerusalem, though unsuccessfully after the Lord’s extraordinary rescue. But Judah’s
national mood remained a fatal mix of spiritual corruption, leadership arrogance,
and military ignorance. Jeremiah prophesied in the worst possible of political
contexts, to a once-glorious nation about to suffer its deserved defeat through a
series of awful twists, turns, and fatal stumbles. As to the book’s canonical context,
Jeremiah is the second prophetical book after the spectacular Isaiah, which fills with



prophecies of the coming Messiah, giving Jeremiah a difficult role to fill. The book
must somehow lead the reader on in the biblical narrative, when the narrative seems
just to have reached its greatest height. And so indeed, Jeremiah supplies the great
prophetic letdown, a long book of prophesy weeping over Judah’s unnecessary but,
in its obstinacy, nonetheless-sure demise. Jeremiah more than fulfills its difficult
role. Read Jeremiah as representing the depths to which a nation and its people can
fall.

Structure. Jeremiah has a two-part structure, the first thirty-eight chapters before
Jerusalem’s fall and the rest of the book after its fall. Certain verses serve as
signposts within each of the two parts. Jeremiah 1:5 begins with God’s declaration,
“Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you; before you were born, I set you
apart,” references surely to Jeremiah, who answers that he is too young to speak,
but perhaps also to Judah and to us. God then sends Jeremiah to say exactly what
God directs. In Jeremiah 18, another signpost, God describes Israel as clay in God
the potter’s hand. God does with Israel and with us as he wants. In Jeremiah 29:11,
God declares that he indeed has plans for Israel, as for us, not to harm but to
prosper, in hope and for a future. God is not a destroyer but a creator, not an enemy
but an ally and friend. Jeremiah 23:29 serves as another signpost, God declaring
that his word is like fire, like a hammer that breaks rock. Neither Israel nor the
individual stands against God’s design. Jeremiah’s second part, beginning at chapter
thirty-nine, first describes Jerusalem’s fall, then prophecies against surrounding
gloating nations, and finally describes Jerusalem’s ruins. Jeremiah fulfills its
promise as a thorough description of life without God, which is life headed for
exile.

Key Events. Jeremiah brims with interesting events, some personal to the prophet
and others of national concern, many involving symbolic items that the Lord directs
Jeremiah to use to illustrate his prophesies. The book begins with Jeremiah’s call
and first vision, Jeremiah quickly seeing that God has forsaken Israel including
Judah, which Jeremiah’s prophecy calls treacherous. The Lord is bringing
judgment, in siege form, to a people who practice a useless false religion, sin
begetting punishment. Chapter eleven describes how Judah has broken covenant
with God. Chapter thirteen has Jeremiah hide a new linen belt in a rock crevice,
ruined and useless like Judah, facing drought, famine, and sword as its day of
disaster approaches. Chapter nineteen has God directing Jeremiah to break a clay jar
to show how God will smash Judah. The temple’s priest in charge had Jeremiah
beaten and put in stocks for these prophecies. Yet Jeremiah continued, in chapter
twenty-four using a basket of rotten figs to represent Judah’s heedless king
Zedekiah, from whom Judah would suffer seventy years of captivity in Babylon.



Zedekiah imprisoned Jeremiah, who nonetheless bought a field to prove God’s
promise of the exiles’ return. Chapter thirty-six shows king Jehoiakim burning
Jeremiah’s prophetic scrolls. Officials also threw Jeremiah into a muddy cistern to
silence his prophesies. Jeremiah was in prison when Babylonian troops conquered
Jerusalem, but the Babylonian commander freed Jeremiah. Against his desire,
Jeremiah accompanied Jews fleeing to Egypt, where he prophesied their
destruction. Jeremiah likely died there, some believe at the hands of the Jews whom
his prophesies had so exasperated.

Key Locations. As the prior paragraph shows, events of the book Jeremiah swirl
in and around Jerusalem, where Jeremiah made many of his prophesies. As Judah’s
capitol, administrative center, and military command post, and the location of both
the temple and king’s palace, Jerusalem was emblematic of the heart and condition
of the nation Israel and its chosen Israelites. Jeremiah’s prophesies against
Jerusalem were not prophesies against the place as much against its occupant
leaders and represented people. Jerusalem generally and its temple specifically were
to be God’s home on earth among his chosen people. Yet the priests who served at
the temple and the people who occupied Jerusalem and its environs were so corrupt
that God had to cleanse the place, in effect, to start over. Jeremiah is a book about
the spiritual condition, not the physical structures, of Jerusalem, but God had to
allow destruction of Jerusalem society, including its physical walls and temple, to
accomplish his goal of renewing the people on their return from exile. Jeremiah
documents Jerusalem’s spiritual condition through its repeatedly foolish, arrogant,
and fatal political moves.

Revelation of Christ. In the middle of its declarations and records of national
misery, Jeremiah 23 makes a sharp about-turn to record a most-remarkable
prophesy of Christ. Israel’s shepherds have destroyed and scattered their sheep, the
chapter begins, but the Lord will raise up David’s righteous Branch, a wise King
whom Israel will call the Lord our Righteous Savior. God himself, the chapter
further foresees, will gather his flock from all countries to which they have
dispersed, to bring them back to their pasture, to bear fruit under shepherds who
will tend them. Jeremiah thus supplies salvific hope during times of great despair,
even while the people weep and wail in misery. The prophet Jeremiah, though, is
himself a type of Christ, weeping over Jerusalem’s demise that Jeremiah
prophesied, just as Christ so lamented and prophesied. The pattern of Jeremiah’s
prophesy and lament, and Jerusalem’s destruction, is the pattern that Christ fulfilled.
Indeed, Jeremiah’s call, suffering, prophesy of demise, and yet good-news
declaration prefigured the pattern for Christ’s own ultimate ministry. In these
declarations and patterns, Jeremiah reveals Christ as surely as any other Bible book.



Application. Jeremiah may look to be a despairing book, but in fact it proves
both God’s enormous patience with us and his extraordinary grace for us, both
qualities of God on which we should rely from the evidence of this extraordinary
book. God let Jerusalem stand for nearly a millennium before allowing its demise,
showing his unprecedented patience. How many times did Jerusalem’s leaders fail,
and its people fail with them, but God persisted? How corrupt was Jerusalem at
times, and its people with it, but God persisted? God is patient with us, too, though
we fail repeatedly and sordidly, like Jerusalem. Trust him, Jeremiah tells us. Listen
to him, Jeremiah repeats, so that we avoid Jerusalem’s disaster. Yet we, like
Jerusalem, have also fallen to temptation, forsaken God, turning our backs rather
than our faces to him, and fallen further into desperate exile. To inform our personal
exile, though, Jeremiah prophesied Israel’s return from exile and its full hope in the
coming Lord and Savior. We are in a far better position than were Jerusalem’s exiles
because we have seen Jeremiah’s savior prophesy fulfilled in the Lord Jesus. We
have more reason to hope than did the falling Jerusalem. We have only to hold fast
to the risen Lord Jesus.

Memory Verses. 1:5: “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you
were born I set you apart….” 6:16: “Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the
ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and walk in it, and you will find rest for
your souls.” 10:8: They are all senseless and foolish; they are taught by worthless
wooden idols. 12:5: “If you have raced with men on foot and they have worn you
out, how can you compete with horses? 17:5: “Cursed are those who trust in
mortals, who depend on flesh for their strength and whose hearts turn away from
the Lord.” 17:9: The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can
understand it? 29:11: “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord,
“plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”
29:13: “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.” 31:3:
“I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with unfailing
kindness.” 31:33: “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I
will be their God, and they will be my people.” 33:3: “Call to me and I will answer
you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know.”


