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Jeremiah

For the pastor, Christian leader, or lay believer who wants to know how to minister to contemporary culture with relevance, the prophecy of Jeremiah is of more value than a modern “church-growth” manual, or “emergent church” manifesto.

“The sixth-century B.C. books of Jeremiah are important for the twentieth-century world [and twenty-first as well] because the similarities between Jeremiah’s day and today could hardly be stronger: today is a time of deep sin, as then; apostasy and hypocrisy abound today, as then; the balance of power among nations totters precariously and alliances change with apparent recklessness from decade to decade; God’s heralds are in a lonely minority; and the rumblings of doomsday, like an approaching avalanche, get louder by the minute.”

-Irving Jensen

The second of the Major Prophets, Jeremiah has fewer chapters than Isaiah, but the text is actually the longer of the two. Jeremiah ministered during a dark and dismal time in Israel’s history, and labored against opposition, unpopularity, and persecution.

Though unappreciated in his own day, the writings and ministry of Jeremiah are inspiring and endearing to those who read them today. He is champion of the plodder, and the hero of those who minister in situations that display no evidence of success and blessing.

“Jeremiah is one of the bravest, tenderest, and most pathetic figures in history; and his book of prophecies is one which everybody should read. Indeed, there is good reason why we should read the prophecies of Jeremiah with much thoughtfulness just now, for there is no little correspondence between the fateful days of this noble prophet and our own.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The prophecies of Jeremiah are not compiled in chronological order. Rather, the chapters follow the progression of the prophet’s theme – the sure and coming judgment of God.

In surveying the book, there are three things we note about it. First of all, consider:

I. THE PERIOD IN WHICH JEREMIAH SERVED

When the prophecies of Jeremiah are connected with their historical context, their somber and ominous tone immediately makes sense. By the time Jeremiah was called to prophesy to God’s chosen people, the triumphs of David’s kingdom, and the glories of Solomon’s rule were long gone.

Jeremiah’s ministry spanned the last five decades of the Israelite monarchy, and corresponds with much of what is recorded in II Kings. With that understood, notice a couple of things about the period in which the Prophet Jeremiah served. Notice first of all:


A. The political climate

At the time when Jeremiah’s ministry began, the Israelite monarchy had divided, with the northern kingdom conquered, and Judah but a shell of her former glory.

Jeremiah ministered under the rules of Josiah, Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin, and Zedekiah, who all, with the exception of Josiah, hastened the demise of their nation through their wickedness and idolatry.

Along with the internal problems, Judah was surrounded by competing national powers. A crumbling Assyria lie to the north, a burgeoning Babylon was to the east, and a resurgent Egypt was in the south.

To this volatile, unstable political climate, God called, “…Jeremiah, the son of Hilkiah (1:1)...” 
Notice not only the political climate of the period in which Jeremiah served, but notice also:


B. The spiritual condition

Anyone familiar with the book of II Kings will immediately recognize that the ministry of Jeremiah occurred during some of the most spiritually decayed days in Israel’s history.

Though there was an outward form of religion maintained in Jerusalem and Judah, it was superficial and hypocritical. The leadership and the people claimed to know and worship Jehovah, while at the same time engaging in the grossest of idolatry and personal practices.

It was against this sort of religious anarchy that Jeremiah so faithfully railed. Chapter 7 gives a vivid picture of the spiritual condition and behavior of the people. God speaks through Jeremiah and says:

“Will ye steal, murder, and commit adultery, and swear falsely, and burn incense unto Baal, and walk after other gods whom ye know not; And come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my name, and say, We are delivered to do all these abominations? Is this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your eyes? Behold, even I have seen it, saith the LORD.”

It does not require a discerning spiritual eye to see the parallels that exist between our day and that of period in which Jeremiah labored and served the Lord.

Notice not only the period in which Jeremiah served, but notice also secondly:

II. THE PASSION WITH WHICH JEREMIAH SERVED

The personality of Jeremiah is as interesting and inspiring as the prophecies of Jeremiah. His book includes a lot of biographical information, and we therefore are able to construct of fairly clear picture of the prophet himself.

“The man himself is a rich subject for study. He blends in his character, to a degree of striking fineness, feminine tenderness with masculine strength, nervous sensitivities with transparent simplicity…I know of no man who reveals a truer heart-likeness to Jesus Himself than does Jeremiah…”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

When considering the person of Jeremiah, and the passion with which he served, we note three characteristics. First of all:


A. He was courageous

Jeremiah is often known as the softer of the prophets, but that does not indicate that he lacked the backbone to do his task. In fact, considering what Jeremiah faced, he is an immensely courageous figure.

In chapter 26, the leaders in Jerusalem are so outraged by Jeremiah’s solemn pronouncements that they plan to execute him. At his trial, Jeremiah stands up and says:

“The LORD sent me to prophesy against this house and against this city all the words that ye have heard. Therefore now amend your ways and your doings, and obey the voice of the LORD your God; and the LORD will repent him of the evil that he hath pronounced against you. As for me, behold, I am in your hand: do with me as seemeth good and meet unto you (26:12-14).”

“This Jeremiah is no man-pleaser. He has God’s message, and he has come to give it to God’s people…Jeremiah was the employee of no person or state. He was not the mouthpiece of any political party…Instead, he was God’s spokesman who spoke God’s truth in judgment and love to God’s creation. He was a prophet of God.”
 –Mark Dever

In considering the person and passion of Jeremiah, we see not only that he was courageous, but also that:


B. He was compassionate

In counterbalance to his boldness is a sincere brokenness. Jeremiah is not happy about the message he has to proclaim. Though he forewarns with confidence the coming judgment of God, he always speaks with a lump in his throat, and sees his work through misty eyes.

His compassion is evident as he says in 9:1, “Oh that my head were waters, and mine eyes a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of my people!”

Again we hear his broken heart when he says in 13:17, “But if ye will not hear it, my soul shall weep in secret places for your pride; and mine eye shall weep sore, and run down with tears, because the LORD'S flock is carried away captive.”

“He did not merely speak for God; he felt with Him: and he did not merely speak to the people; he felt with them.”
 Jeremiah reminds all his prophetic successors that speaking boldly on behalf of God and grieving brokenly on behalf of the people are two parts of the same work.

Jeremiah’s passion is seen not only in the fact that he was courageous, and he was compassionate, but also in the fact that:


B. He was consistent

G. Campbell Morgan says of Jeremiah, “No prophet of the long and illustrious line had a more thankless task than he, and none was more magnificently and heroically true to his sacred ministry.”

Jeremiah is rejected, persecuted, threatened with death, impugned as a traitor, imprisoned, and largely ignored by the people to whom he preached. Yet through all of the resistance, Jeremiah remained faithful to God.

Though Jeremiah was understandably discouraged by his treatment, and contemplated quitting, the call of God upon his life was too great to let resistance and rejection deter him for proclaiming what, “thus saith the Lord.”

“Then I said, I will not make mention of him, nor speak any more in his name. But his word was in mine heart as a burning fire shut up in my bones, and I was weary with forbearing, and I could not stay (20:9).”

Every weary and worn laborer of the King can take courage from the life and ministry of Jeremiah. 

Though opposition grows,

And the evil wind blows,

Though no one gives you heed,

And you feel you can’t succeed,

Preach on! Preach on!

To be faithful is your call,

To stand when others fall,

It is for Him you speak,

Let not your faith be weak,

Preach on! Preach on!

-T.T.

Notice a final truth in our survey of Jeremiah. Notice not only the period in which Jeremiah served, and the passion with which Jeremiah served, but notice also finally:

III. THE PURPOSE FOR WHICH JEREMIAH SERVED

Jeremiah ministered to a nation who was rapidly sliding toward exile. His prophecies clearly predicted the future failure of the nation. It seems, to some degree, a futile ministry.

Of course, that is not so, and there is a purpose behind the difficult and often depressing ministry of Jeremiah. Note a couple of things with regards to the purpose of his ministry. First of all that:


A. He was a messenger of God’s condemnation

It is not difficult to see the overall theme of Jeremiah’s prophecies. It is the judgment of God. While the book is not arranged chronologically, it is arranged in such a way as to shed light upon this theme of punishment and chastening from God.

Chapters 2-45 seem to focus upon the judgment of God upon His own people within Judah. Then chapters 46-51 are prophecies regarding God’s judgment upon the Gentile nations that surrounded Judah.

“If you start in chapter 46 and then glance through the headings of the next few chapters, you will see that Jeremiah begins with the promises of judgment upon Egypt and then sweeps eastward, speaking out judgment on nation after nation.”

The endless pronouncements of judgment are dark and solemn. Yet, even in the continual warnings there is a bright truth regarding God. G. Campbell Morgan points this out. “The fact that having spoken, and been disobeyed, God should continue to speak; the fact that He should persistently speak, when there was no immediate response…when He knew there would be no response…these are among the most interesting and remarkable things in our Old Testament Scriptures.”

Jeremiah was a messenger of the judgment of God, and though there was little response, his preaching was not in vain. Notice not only that his purpose was as the messenger of God’s condemnation, but notice also further that:


B. He was a manifestation of God’s character

The Prophet Jeremiah, with his determination, passion, courage, love, righteous zeal, and honest confrontation is a human example of the God for whom he spoke.

The prophet and his God were never more closely related than in the character and work of Jeremiah. Though we are nowhere told that Jeremiah is a type of Christ, we see so much of the Savior in him.

Jeremiah wept for Jerusalem, as did Jesus. Jeremiah confronted the crooked religious establishment, as did Jesus. Jeremiah predicted the wrath of God, as did Jesus. Jeremiah loved his own people, though they rejected him. Our Lord came unto His own, but His own received him not.

Jeremiah speaks to all of God’s servants and reminds us that we are to both represent our Lord in proclaiming His Word, and at the same time we are to represent our Lord by portraying His character.

The prophecy of Jeremiah is not all gloom and doom. In fact, in the center of the book, at its heart, is a message of hope. In Jeremiah 30, we read, “For, lo, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will bring again the captivity of my people Israel and Judah, saith the LORD: and I will cause them to return to the land that I gave to their fathers, and they shall possess it…But they shall serve the LORD their God, and David their king, whom I will raise up unto them (30:3,9).”

Jeremiah not only typifies Jesus, but he predicts Him as well. Though the Lord will chasten and judge, He also provides hope through His Son, King Jesus.
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