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Lamentations

Were Edgar Allen Poe a fan of biblical literature, Lamentations would probably be his favorite book. It is a dark, mournful, sad, depressing assessment of the state of Jerusalem and Israel following its fall in 586 B.C.

The author appears to be Jeremiah, though his name is not given. Both the perspective and the literary style point to Jeremiah. In many older versions of the Old Testament, Lamentations is included with the prophecy of Jeremiah.

Though it falls amid the prophetic literature, it is altogether poetic. It is unique in its arrangement, and emotional in its language. Its title was originally Ekhah, the opening word of the book in Hebrew, meaning “Ah, how”, or “Alas”. As our English title indicates, the book is a lament over the condition of God’s people and their land.

“Lamentations served the survivors of the catastrophe in the first place as an expression of the almost inexpressible horror and grief they felt. Men live on best, after calamity, not by utterly repressing their grief and shock, but by facing it, by measuring its dimensions, by finding some form of words to order and articulate their experience.”

-Delbert Hillers

The Bible is a real and true book, and therefore the presence of pain in the world, and even in the lives of God’s own people is never ignored, or glossed over as if it is minimal.

The presence of a book in the Word of God so shot through with heartache, reminds us of the reality of suffering, and that very often, suffering is directly connected to sin and judgment.

In surveying the book of Lamentations, notice first of all:

I. THE PAIN LAMENTATIONS EXPRESSES

In chapter 1, the writer, who often speaks as a personification of the city, says:

“The Lord hath trodden under foot all my mighty men in the midst of me: he hath called an assembly against me to crush my young men: the Lord hath trodden the virgin, the daughter of Judah, as in a winepress. For these things I weep; mine eye, mine eye runneth down with water, because the comforter that should relieve my soul is far from me: my children are desolate, because the enemy prevailed. Zion spreadeth forth her hands, and there is none to comfort her: the LORD hath commanded concerning Jacob, that his adversaries should be round about him: Jerusalem is as a menstruous woman among them.”

This expression of a broken, desolate, chastened people is the tone that continues throughout most of the book. It is an expression of pain and mourning. With regard to this expression, notice a couple of things. First of all, consider:


A. The subject of the expression

All of Lamentations deals with the fallen, conquered, ruined city of Jerusalem following the Babylonian siege and invasion in 586 B.C. (II Kings 25).

Much of the Prophet Jeremiah’s ministry had been devoted to predicted and warning about this particular event. Though he was ignored by the people, the event came to pass as God had said.

In Lamentations, we do not find a gloating prophet, celebrating his vindication. Instead, Jeremiah surveys the destroyed and desolate city, and pens a funeral poem.

“The long foretold fall of Jerusalem had become a reality. Warnings were now of little avail, so Jeremiah sat and wept and uttered grievous lamentations for the desolation of both city and its citizens, and also for the glorious Temple, which was a shameful heap of ruins.”

-C.W. Slemming

Note not only the subject of this painful expression, but notice also:


B. The style of the expression

Though Lamentations is an expression of grief and pain, it is no loose, emotional outburst. The lament is thoughtfully, orderly, and purposefully composed. Each chapter in the book is an “elegy”, a melancholy, mournful poem. These poems have also been described as “funeral dirges”.

It is noted that the first four of these poems are in acrostic form. In 1, 2, and 4, each verse begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. In the third and central poem, there are three verses dedicated to each letter of the alphabet, resulting in 66 verses, rather than 22.

The fifth poem is not an acrostic, but rather a prayer. Though not an acrostic, it too has the set length of 22 verses.

In the first elegy, the subject is the condition and desolation of Jerusalem. In the second, the anger and wrath of Jehovah is in view. In the third, the prophet’s own heart is exposed, and there are strains of hope and optimism. In the fourth elegy, the subject again is the anger of Jehovah. In the fifth, the format shifts, and a prayer is uttered by the personified Jerusalem.

So much for the pain Lamentations expresses, notice also secondly:

II. THE PRINCIPLE LAMENTATIONS EXPOUNDS

Aside from the literary beauty and poignant expression of Lamentations, what is its theological and practical value? The tears of the prophet and the cries of the people convey a message to those who read them.

What is the principle that is expounded in Lamentations? First of all, this mournful book speaks to us of:


A. The consequences of sin

In the opening poem, there is a verse of confession. The writer says, “The LORD is righteous; for I have rebelled against his commandment: hear, I pray you, all people, and behold my sorrow: my virgins and my young men are gone into captivity (1:18).”

The wrath of God upon Jerusalem and its inhabitants was justified because of their sins. Continually they had rebelled, consistently they had been warned, and corporately they were guilty.

The message of Lamentations for those who hear its tearful strains is this: Sin brings the punishment of God, and that punishment causes immeasurable pain.

“[Lamentations] is a mute reminder that sin, in spite of all its allurement and excitement, carries with it heavy weights of sorrow, grief, misery, barrenness, and pain. It is the other side of the ‘eat, drink, and be merry’ coin.”

-Charles Swindoll

Let all those who doubt the consequences of sin listen intently to the cries of those being dragged away captive, and the moans of those suffering the destruction of their land.

The principle that is expounded in Lamentations is not only the consequences of sin, but also:


B. The cure of sin

In the midst of the dark dirge, the prophet’s grief is eased by a single thought. He writes in the verses most recognized from the book, 3:22-24, “It is of the LORD'S mercies that we are not consumed, because his compassions fail not. They are new every morning: great is thy faithfulness. The LORD is my portion, saith my soul; therefore will I hope in him.”

Though the wrath of Jehovah is hot and hard, and though His rod crushes, His anger is mitigated by mercy. His mercy prevents Him from utterly destroying His people. 

Throughout the lament, there are strains of confession and cries for help. These always reach the ears of God. Within 100 years of these cries, a remnant would return to Jerusalem, and set about rebuilding and restoring their home and their identity as the people of God.

Lamentations loudly displays the consequences of sin, even as it softly points the reader to hope in the same God whose wrath is poured out.

In a day where people crave positive words and optimistic messages, Lamentations reminds us that weeping is appropriate when the situation is desperate. Had the people wept over their sin before the fall of Jerusalem, perhaps the chastening hand of God could have been stopped.

This is speculation, but it leaves us with a desire to weep tears of repentance rather than tears of regret.
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