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The Expositor's Bible: The Prophecies of
Jeremiah With a Sketch of His Life and Times

 
PRELIMINARY SKETCH OF THE
LIFE AND TIMES OF JEREMIAH

 
A priest by birth, Jeremiah became a prophet by the special call of God. His priestly origin

implies a good literary training, in times when literature was largely in the hands of the priests. The
priesthood, indeed, constituted a principal section of the Israelitish nobility, as appears both from the
history of those times, and from the references in our prophet's writings, where kings and princes
and priests are often named together as the aristocracy of the land (i. 18, ii. 26, iv. 9); and this fact
would ensure for the young prophet a share in all the best learning of his age. The name of Jeremiah,
like other prophetic proper names, seems to have special significance in connexion with the most
illustrious of the persons recorded to have borne it. It means Iahvah foundeth, and, as a proper name,
The Man that Iahvah foundeth; a designation which finds vivid illustration in the words of Jeremiah's
call: "Before I moulded thee in the belly, I knew thee; and before thou camest forth from the womb,
I consecrated thee: a spokesman to the nations did I make thee" (i. 5). The not uncommon name of
Jeremiah – six other persons of the name are numbered in the Old Testament – must have appeared
to the prophet as invested with new force and meaning, in the light of this revelation. Even before his
birth he had been "founded"1 and predestined by God for the work of his life.

The Hilkiah named as his father was not the high priest of that name,2 so famous in connexion
with the reformation of king Josiah. Interesting as such a relationship would be if established, the
following facts seem decisive against it. The prophet himself has omitted to mention it, and no hint of
it is to be found elsewhere. The priestly family to which Jeremiah belonged was settled at Anathoth (i.
1, xi. 21, xxix. 27). But Anathoth in Benjamin (xxxvii. 12), the present ̀ Anâtâ, between two and three
miles NNE. of Jerusalem, belonged to the deposed line of Ithamar (1 Chron. xxiv. 3; comp. with 1
Kings ii. 26, 35). After this it is needless to insist that the prophet, and presumably his father, resided
at Anathoth, whereas Jerusalem was the usual residence of the high priest. Nor is the identification
of Jeremiah's family with that of the ruling high priest helped by the observation that the father of
the high priest was named Shallum (1 Chron. v. 39), and that the prophet had an uncle of this name
(Jer. xxxii. 7). The names Hilkiah3 and Shallum are too common to justify any conclusions from such
data. If the prophet's father was head of one of the twenty-four classes or guilds of the priests, that
might explain the influence which Jeremiah could exercise with some of the grandees of the court.
But we are not told more than that Jeremiah ben Hilkiah was a member of the priestly community
settled at Anathoth. It is, however, a gratuitous disparagement of one of the greatest names in Israel's
history, to suggest that, had Jeremiah belonged to the highest ranks of his caste, he would not have
been equal to the self-renunciation involved in the assumption of the unhonoured and thankless office
of a prophet.4 Such a suggestion is certainly not warranted by the portraiture of the man as delineated
by himself, with all the distinctive marks of truth and nature. From the moment that he became
decisively convinced of his mission, Jeremiah's career is marked by struggles and vicissitudes of the

1 The same root is used in the Targ. on i. 15 for setting or fixing thrones, cf. Dan. vii. 9: (ויִמְר)
2 Clem. Alex., Strom., I., § 120.
3 At least seven times.
4 Hitzig.
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most painful and perilous kind; his perseverance in his allotted path was met by an ever increasing
hardness on the part of the people; opposition and ridicule became persecution, and the messenger
of Divine truth persisted in proclaiming his message at the risk of his own life. That life may, in fact,
be called a prolonged martyrdom; and, if we may judge of the unknown by the known, the tradition
that the prophet was stoned to death by the Jewish refugees in Egypt is only too probable an account
of its final scene. If "the natural shrinking of a somewhat feminine character" is traceable in his own
report of his conduct at particular junctures, does not the fact shed an intenser glory upon the man,
who overcame this instinctive timidity, and persisted, in face of the most appalling dangers, in the
path of duty? Is not the victory of a constitutionally timid and shrinking character a nobler moral
triumph than that of the man who never knew fear – who marches to the conflict with others, with a
light heart, simply because it is his nature to do so – because he has had no experience of the agony
of a previous conflict with self? It is easy to sit in one's library and criticize the heroes of old; but the
modern censures of Jeremiah betray at once a want of historic imagination, and a defect of sympathy
with the sublime fortitude of one who struggled on in a battle which he knew to be lost. In a protracted
contest such as that which Jeremiah was called upon to maintain, what wonder if courage sometimes
flags, and hopelessness utters its forsaken cry? The moods of the saints are not always the same; they
vary, like those of common men, with the stress of the hour. Even our Saviour could cry from the
cross, "My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?" It is not by passing expressions, wrung from
their torn hearts by the agony of the hour, that men are to be judged. It is the issue of the crisis that
is all-important; not the cries of pain, which indicate its overwhelming pressure.

"It is sad," says a well known writer, with reference to the noble passage, xxxi. 31-34, which he
justly characterizes as "one of those which best deserve to be called the Gospel before Christ," "It is
sad that Jeremiah could not always keep his spirit under the calming influence of these high thoughts.
No book of the Old Testament, except the book of Job and the Psalms, contains so much which
is difficult to reconcile with the character of a self-denying servant of Jehovah. Such expressions
as those in xi. 20, xv. 15, and especially xviii. 21-23, contrast powerfully with Luke xxiii. 34, and
show that the typical character of Jeremiah is not absolutely complete." Probably not. The writer in
question is honourably distinguished from a crowd of French and German critics, whose attainments
are not superior to his own, by his deep sense of the inestimable value to mankind of those beliefs
which animated the prophet, and by the sincerity of his manifest endeavours to judge fairly between
Jeremiah and his detractors. He has already remarked truly enough that "the baptism of complicated
suffering," which the prophet was called upon to pass through in the reign of Jehoiakim, "has made
him, in a very high and true sense, a type of One greater than he." It is impossible to avoid such an
impression, if we study the records of his life with any insight or sympathy. And the impression thus
created is deepened, when we turn to that prophetic page which may be called the most appealing in
the entire range of the Old Testament. In the 53rd of Isaiah the martyrdom of Jeremiah becomes the
living image of that other martyrdom, which in the fulness of time was to redeem the world. After
this, to say that "the typical character of Jeremiah is not absolutely complete," is no more than the
assertion of a truism; for what Old Testament character, what character in the annals of collective
humanity, can be brought forward as a perfect type of the Christ, the Man whom, in His sinlessness
and His power, unbiassed human reason and conscience instinctively suspect to have been also God?
To deplore the fact that this illustrious prophet "could not always keep his spirit under the calming
influence of his highest thoughts," is simply to deplore the infirmity that besets all human nature,
to regret that natural imperfection which clings to a finite and fallen creature, even when endowed
with the most splendid gifts of the spirit. For the rest, a certain degree of exaggeration is noticeable
in founding upon three brief passages of so large a work as the collected prophecies of Jeremiah the
serious charge that "no book of the Old Testament, except the book of Job and the Psalms, contains
so much which is difficult to reconcile with the character of a self-denying servant of Jehovah." The
charge appears to me both ill-grounded and misleading. But I reserve the further consideration of
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these obnoxious passages for the time when I come to discuss their context, as I wish now to complete
my sketch of the prophet's life. He has himself recorded the date of his call to the prophetic office.
It was in the thirteenth year of the good king Josiah, that the young5 priest was summoned to a
higher vocation by an inward Voice whose urgency he could not resist.6 The year has been variously
identified with 629, 627, and 626 b. c. The place has been supposed to have been Jerusalem, the
capital, which was so near the prophet's home, and which, as Hitzig observes, offered the amplest
scope and numberless occasions for the exercise of prophetic activity. But there appears no good
reason why Jeremiah should not have become known locally as one whom God had specially chosen,
before he abandoned his native place for the wider sphere of the capital. This, in truth, seems to be the
likelier supposition, considering that his reluctance to take the first decisive step in his career excused
itself on the ground of youthful inexperience: "Alas, my Lord Iahvah! behold, I know not (how) to
speak; for I am but a youth."7 The Hebrew term may imply that he was about eighteen or twenty: an
age when it is hardly probable that he would permanently leave his father's house. Moreover, he has
mentioned a conspiracy of his fellow-townsmen against himself, in terms which have been taken to
imply that he had exercised his ministry among them, before his removal to Jerusalem. In chap. xi.
21, we read: "Therefore thus said Iahvah Sabaoth upon the men of `Anathoth that were seeking thy
life, saying, Prophesy not in the name of Iahvah, that thou die not by our hand! Therefore thus said
Iahvah Sabaoth: Behold I am about to visit it upon them: the young men shall die by the sword; their
sons and their daughters shall die by the famine. And a remnant they shall have none; for I will bring
evil unto the men of ̀ Anathoth, (in) the year of their visitation." It is natural to see in this wicked plot
against his life the reason for the prophet's departure from his native place (but cf. p. 265). We are
reminded of the violence done to our Lord by the men of "His own country" (ἡ πάτρις αὐτοῦ), and
of His final and, as it would seem, compulsory departure from Nazareth to Capernaum (St. Luke iv.
16-29; St. Matt. iv. 13). In this, as in other respects, Jeremiah was a true type of the Messias.

The prophetic discourses, with which the book of Jeremiah opens (ii. 1-iv. 2), have a general
application to all Israel, as is evident not only from the ideas expressed in them, but also from the
explicit address, ii. 4: "Hear ye the word of Iahvah, O house of Jacob, and all the clans of the house
of Israel!" It is clear enough, that although Jeremiah belongs to the southern kingdom, his reflexions
here concern the northern tribes as well, who must be included in the comprehensive phrases "house
of Jacob," and "all the clans of the house of Israel." The fact is accounted for by the circumstance that
these two discourses are summaries of the prophet's teaching on many distinct occasions, and as such
might have been composed anywhere. There can be no doubt, however, that the principal contents of
his book have their scene in Jerusalem. In chap. ii. 1, 2, indeed, we have what looks like the prophet's
introduction to the scene of his future activity. "And there fell a word of Iahvah unto me, saying,
Go and cry in the ears of Jerusalem." But the words are not found in the LXX., which begins chap.
ii. thus: "And he said, These things saith the Lord, I remembered the lovingkindness (ἔλεος) of thy
youth, and the love of thine espousals (τελείωσις)." But whether these words of the received Hebrew
text be genuine or not, it is plain that if, as the terms of the prophet's commission affirm, he was
to be "an embattled city, and a pillar of iron, and walls of bronze … to the kings of Judah, to her
princes, to her priests," as well as "to the country folk" (i. 18), Jerusalem, the residence of kings and
princes and chief priests, and the centre of the land, would be the natural sphere of his operations.
The same thing is implied in the Divine statement: "A nabî' to the nations have I made thee" (i. 5).
The prophet of Judea could only reach the gôyîm– the surrounding foreign peoples – through the
government of his own country, and through his influence upon Judean policy. The leaving of his

5 i. 6.
6 i. 2, xxv. 3.
puer; (1) Ex. ii. 6, of a three months' babe; (2) of a young man up to about the twentieth year, Gen. xxxiv. 19, of Shechem רענ 7

ben Hamor; 1 Kings iii. 7, of Solomon, as here.
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native place, sooner or later, seems to be involved in the words (i. 7, 8): "And Iahvah said unto me,
Say not, I am a youth: for upon whatsoever (journey) I send thee, thou shalt go (Gen. xxiv. 42); and
with whomsoever I charge thee, thou shalt speak (Gen. xxiii. 8). Be not afraid of them!" The Hebrew
is to some extent ambiguous. We might also render: "Unto whomsoever I send thee, thou shalt go;
and whatsoever I charge thee, thou shalt speak." But the difference will not affect my point, which is
that the words seem to imply the contingency of Jeremiah's leaving Anathoth. And this implication is
certainly strengthened by the twice-given warning: "Be not afraid of them!" (i. 8), "Be not dismayed
at them, lest I dismay thee (indeed) before them!" (17). The young prophet might dread the effect
of an unpopular message upon his brethren and his father's house. But his fear would reach a far
higher pitch of intensity, if he were called upon to confront with the same message of unwelcome
truth the king in his palace, or the high priest in the courts of the sanctuary, or the fanatical and
easily excited populace of the capital. Accordingly, when after his general prologue or exordium,
the prophet plunges at once "into the agitated life of the present,"8 it is to "the men of Judah and
Jerusalem" (iv. 3), to "the great men" (v. 5), and to the throng of worshippers in the temple (vii. 2),
that he addresses his burning words. When, however (v. 4), he exclaims: "And for me, I said, They
are but poor folk; they do foolishly (Num. xii. 11), for they know not the way of Iahvah, the rule
(i. e., religion) of their God (Isa. xlii. 1): I will get me unto the great men, and will speak with them;
for they know the way of Iahvah, the rule of their God: " he again seems to suggest a prior ministry,
of however brief duration, upon the smaller stage of Anathoth. At all events, there is nothing against
the conjecture that the prophet may have passed to and fro between his birthplace and Jerusalem,
making occasional sojourn in the capital, until at last the machinations of his neighbours (xi. 19 sqq.),
and as appears from xii. 6, his own kinsmen, drove him to quit Anathoth for ever. If Hitzig be right
in referring Psalms xxiii., xxvi. – xxviii. to the prophet's pen, we may find in them evidence of the
fact that the temple became his favourite haunt, and indeed his usual abode. As a priest by birth, he
would have a claim to live in some one of the cells that surrounded the temple on three sides of it.
The 23rd Psalm, though written at a later period in the prophet's career – I shall refer to it again by-
and-by – closes with the words, "And I will return unto (Ps. vii. 17; Hos. xii. 7) the house of Iahvah
as long as I live," or perhaps, "And I will return (and dwell) in" etc., as though the temple were at
once his sanctuary and his home. In like manner, Ps. xxvi. speaks of one who "washed his hands,
in innocency" (i. e. in a state of innocency; the symbolical action corresponding to the real state of
his heart and conscience), and so "compassed the altar of Iahvah"; "to proclaim with the sound of a
psalm of thanksgiving, and to rehearse all His wondrous works." The language here seems even to
imply (Ex. xxx. 19-21), that the prophet took part, as a priest, in the ritual of the altar. He continues:
"Iahvah, I love the abode of thine house, And the place of the dwelling of Thy glory!" and concludes,
"My foot, it standeth on a plain; In the congregations I bless Iahvah," speaking as one continually
present at the temple services. His prayers "Judge me," i. e., Do me justice, "Iahvah!" and "Take
not away my soul among sinners, Nor my life among men of bloodshed!" may point either to the
conspiracies of the Anathothites, or to subsequent persecutions at Jerusalem. The former seem to be
intended both here, and in Ps. xxvii., which is certainly most appropriate as an Ode of Thanksgiving
for the prophet's escape from the murderous attempts of the men of Anathoth. Nothing could be
more apposite than the allusions to "evil-doers drawing near against him to eat up his flesh" (i. e.,
according to the common Aramaic metaphor, to slander him, and destroy him with false accusations);
to the "lying witnesses, and the man (or men) breathing out (or panting after) violence" (ver. 12); and
to having been forsaken even by his father and mother (ver. 10). With the former, we may compare
the prophet's words, chap. ix. 2 sqq., "O that I were in the wilderness, in a lodge of wayfaring men;
that I might forsake my people, and depart from among them! For all of them are adulterous, an
assembly of traitors. And they have bent their tongue, (as it were) their bow for lying; and it is not

8 Hitzig, Vorbemerkungen.
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by sincerity that they have grown strong in the land. Beware ye, every one of his friend, and have no
confidence in any brother: for every brother will assuredly supplant" (עקוב יעקב a reference to Jacob
and Esau), "and every friend will gad about for slander. And each will deceive his friend, and the truth
they will not speak: they have taught their tongue to speak lies; with perverseness they have wearied
themselves. Thy dwelling is in the midst of deceit… A murderous arrow is their tongue; deceit hath
it spoken; with his mouth one speaketh peace with his neighbour, and inwardly he layeth an ambush
for him." Such language, whether in the psalm or in the prophetic oration, could only be the fruit of
bitter personal experience. (Cf. also xi. 19 sqq., xx. 2 sqq., xxvi. 8, xxxvi. 26, xxxvii. 15, xxxviii. 6).
The allusion of the psalmist to being forsaken by father and mother (Ps. xxvii. 10) may be illustrated
by the prophet's words, chap. xii. 6.

Jeremiah came prominently forward at a serious crisis in the history of his people. The Scythian
invasion of Asia, described by Herodotus (i. 103-106), but not mentioned in the biblical histories of
the time, was threatening Palestine and Judea. According to the old Greek writer, Cyaxares the Mede,
while engaged in besieging Nineveh, was attacked by a great horde of Scythians, under their king
Madyes, who had entered Asia in pushing their pursuit of the Cimmerians, whom they had expelled
from Europe.9 The Medes lost the battle, and the barbarous victors found themselves masters of Asia.
Thereupon they marched for Egypt, and had made their way past Ascalon, when they were met by the
envoys of Psammitichus I. the king of Egypt, whose "gifts and prayers," induced them to return. On
the way back, some few of them lagged behind the main body, and plundered the famous temple of
Atergatis-Derceto, or as Herodotus calls the great Syrian goddess, Ourania Afrodite, at Ascalon (the
goddess avenged herself by smiting them and their descendants with impotence – θήλειαν νοῦσον,
cf. 1 Sam. v. 6 sqq.). For eight and twenty years the Scythians remained the tyrants of Asia, and by
their exactions and plundering raids brought ruin everywhere, until at last Cyaxares and his Medes, by
help of treachery, recovered their former sway. After this, the Medes took Nineveh, and reduced the
Assyrians to complete subjection; but Babylonia remained independent. Such is the story as related by
Herodotus, our sole authority in the matter. It has been supposed10 that the 59th Psalm was written by
king Josiah, while the Scythians were threatening Jerusalem. Their wild hordes, ravenous for plunder,
like the Gauls who at a later time struck Rome with panic, are at any rate well described in the verse

"They return at eventide,
They howl like the dogs,

the famished pariah dogs of an eastern town —
And surround the city."

But the Old Testament furnishes other indications of the terror which preceded the Scythian
invasion, and of the merciless havoc which accompanied it. The short prophecy of Zephaniah, who
prophesied "in the days of Josiah ben Amon king of Judah," and was therefore a contemporary of
Jeremiah, is best explained by reference to this crisis in the affairs of Western Asia. Zephaniah's very
first word is a startling menace. "I will utterly away with everything from off the face of the ground,
saith Iahvah." "I will away with man and beast, I will away with the birds of the air, and the fishes of
the sea, and the stumblingblocks along with the wicked (i. e. the idols with their worshippers); and I
will exterminate man from off the face of the ground, saith Iahvah." The imminence of a sweeping
destruction is announced. Ruin is to overtake every existing thing; not only the besotted people and
their dumb idols, but beasts and birds and even the fish of the sea are to perish in the universal
catastrophe. It is exactly what might be expected from the sudden appearance of a horde of barbarians
of unknown numbers, sweeping over a civilised country from north to south, like some devastating
flood; slaying whatever crossed their path, burning towns and temples, and devouring the flocks and

9 The Cimmerians are the Gomer of Scripture, the Gimirrâ'a of the cuneiform inscriptions.
10 Ewald, Die Psalmen, 165.
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herds. The reference to the fishes of the sea is explained by the fact that the Scythians marched
southward by the road which ran along the coast through Philistia. "Gaza," cries the prophet, "shall
be forsaken," – there is an inimitable paronomasia in his words11– "And Ascalon a desolation: as for
Ashdod, at noonday they shall drive her into exile; and Ekron shall be rooted up. Alas for the dwellers
by the shore line, the race of the Cherethites! The word of Iahvah is against you, O Canaan, land of
the Philistines! And I will destroy thee, that there shall be no inhabitant." It is true that Herodotus
relates that the Scythians, in their retreat, for the most part marched past Ascalon without doing any
harm, and that the plunder of the temple was the work of a few stragglers. But neither is this very
probable in itself, nor does it harmonize with what he tells us afterwards about the plunder and rapine
that marked the period of Scythian domination. We need not suppose that the information of the
old historian as to the doings of these barbarians was as exact as that of a modern state paper. Nor,
on the other hand, would it be very judicious to press every detail in a highly wrought prophetic
discourse, which vividly sets forth the fears of the time, and gives imaginative form to the feelings
and anticipations of the hour; as if it were intended by the writer, not for the moral and spiritual good
of his contemporaries, but to furnish posterity with a minutely accurate record of the actual course
of events in the distant past.

The public danger, which stimulated the reflexion and lent force to the invective of the lesser
prophet, intensified the impression produced by the earlier preaching of Jeremiah. The tide of
invasion, indeed, rolled past Judea, without working much permanent harm to the little kingdom,
with whose destinies were involved the highest interests of mankind at large. But this respite from
destruction would be understood by the prophet's hearers as proof of the relentings of Iahvah towards
His penitent people; and may, for the time at least, have confirmed the impression wrought upon the
popular mind by Jeremiah's passionate censures and entreaties. The time was otherwise favourable;
for the year of his call was the year immediately subsequent to that in which the young king Josiah
"began to purify Judah and Jerusalem from the high places and the Asherim, and the carven images
and the molten images," which he did in the twelfth year of his reign, i. e. in the twentieth year of
his age, according to the testimony of the Chronicler (2 Chron. xxxiv. 3), which there is no good
reason for disallowing. Jeremiah was probably about the same age as the king, as he calls himself
a mere youth (na`ar). After the Scythians had retired – if we are right in fixing their invasion so
early in the reign – the official reformation of public worship was taken up again, and completed by
the eighteenth year of Josiah, when the prophet might be about twenty-five. The finding of what is
called "the book of the Law," and "the book of the Covenant,"12 by Hilkiah the high priest, while the
temple was being restored by the king's order, is represented by the histories as having determined
the further course of the royal reforms. What this book of the Law was, it is not necessary now to
discuss. It is clear from the language of the book of Kings, and from the references of Jeremiah,
that the substance of it, at any rate, closely corresponded with portions of Deuteronomy. It appears
from his own words (chap. xi. 1-8) that at first, at all events, Jeremiah was an earnest preacher of the
positive precepts of this book of the Covenant. It is true that his name does not occur in the narrative
of Josiah's reformation, as related in Kings. There the king and his counsellors inquire of Iahvah
through the prophetess Huldah (2 Kings xxii. 14). Supposing the account to be both complete and
correct, this only shows that five years after his call, Jeremiah was still unknown or little considered
at court. But he was doubtless included among the "prophets," who, with "the king and all the men
of Judah and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem," "and the priests … and all the people, both small and
great," after the words of the newfound book of the Covenant had been read in their ears, bound
themselves by a solemn league and covenant, "to walk after Iahweh, and to keep His commandments,
and His laws, and His statutes, with all the heart, and with all the soul" (2 Kings xxiii. 3). It is evident

11 Zeph. ii. 4 sqq., היהת הבוזע הזע … רקעת ןורקע
.Kings xxiii. 2 2 ,תירבה רפס ;Kings xxii. 8 2 ,הרותה רפס 12
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that at first the young prophet hoped great things of this national league and the associated reforms
in the public worship. In his eleventh chapter, he writes thus: "The word that fell to Jeremiah from
Iahvah, saying: Hear ye the words of this covenant" – presumably the words of the newfound book
of the Torah – "And speak ye to the men of Judah, and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. And thou
shalt say unto them" – the change from the second plural "hear ye," "speak ye," is noticeable. In the
first instance, no doubt, the message contemplates the leaders of the reforming movement generally;
the prophet is specially addressed in the words, "And thou shalt say unto them, Thus said Iahvah, the
God of Israel, Cursed is the man that will not hear the words of this covenant, which I commanded
your fathers, in the day when I brought them forth from the land of Egypt, from the iron furnace,
saying, Hearken to My voice, and do them, according to all that I command you; and ye shall become
to Me a people, and I – I will become to you Elohim: in order to make good the oath that I sware to
your fathers, to give them a land flowing with milk and honey, as at this day.

"And I answered and said, So be it, Iahvah!
"And Iahvah said unto me, Proclaim all these words in the cities of Judah and in the streets

of Jerusalem, saying, Hear ye the words of this covenant, and do them. For I solemnly adjured your
fathers, at the time when I brought them up out of the land of Egypt, (and) unto this day, with all
earnestness [earnestly and incessantly], saying, Hearken ye to My voice. And they hearkened not, nor
inclined their ear, and they walked individually in the stubbornness of their evil heart. So I brought
upon them all the words of this covenant" —i. e., the curses, which constituted the sanction of it: see
Deut. iv. 25 sqq., xxviii. 15 sqq.– "(this covenant) which I commanded them to do, and they did it
not." [Or perhaps, "Because I bade them do, and they did not;" implying a general prescription of
conduct, which was not observed. Or, "I who had bidden them do, and they did not" – justifying,
as it were, God's assumption of the function of punishment. His law had been set at nought; the
national reverses, therefore, were His infliction, and not another's.] This, then, was the first preaching
of Jeremiah. "Hear ye the words of this covenant!" – the covenant drawn out with such precision
and legal formality in the newfound book of the Torah. Up and down the country, "in the cities of
Judah" and "in the streets of Jerusalem," everywhere within the bounds of the little kingdom that
acknowledged the house of David, he published this panacea for the actual and imminent evils of
the time, insisting, we may be sure, with all the eloquence of a youthful patriot, upon the impressive
warnings embodied in the past history of Israel, as set forth in the book of the Law. But his best
efforts were fruitless. Eloquence and patriotism and enlightened spiritual beliefs and lofty purity of
purpose were wasted upon a generation blinded by its own vices and reserved for a swiftly approaching
retribution. Perhaps the plots which drove the prophet finally from his native place were due to
the hostility evoked against him by his preaching of the Law. At all events, the account of them
immediately follows, in this eleventh chapter (vers. 18 sqq.). But it must be borne in mind that the
Law-book was not found until five years after his call to the office of prophet. In any case, it is not
difficult to understand the popular irritation at what must have seemed the unreasonable attitude of a
prophet, who, in spite of the wholesale destruction of the outward symbols of idolatry effected by the
king's orders, still declared that the claims of Iahweh were unsatisfied, and that something more was
needed than the purging of Judah and Jerusalem from the high places and the Asherim, if the Divine
favour were to be conciliated, and the country restored to permanent prosperity. The people probably
supposed that they had sufficiently fulfilled the law of their God, when they had not only demolished
all sanctuaries but His, but had done away with all those local holy places where Iahvah was indeed
worshipped, but with a deplorable admixture of heathenish rites. The law of the one legal sanctuary,
so much insisted upon in Deuteronomy, was formally established by Josiah, and the national worship
was henceforth centralized in Jerusalem, which from this time onward remained in the eyes of all
faithful Israelites "the place where men ought to worship." It is entirely in accordance with what we
know of human nature in general, and not merely of Jewish nature, that the popular mind failed
to rise to the level of the prophetic teaching, and that the reforming zeal of the time should have
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exhausted itself in efforts which effected no more than these external changes. The truth is that the
reforming movement began from above, not from below; and however earnest the young king may
have been, it is probable that the mass of his subjects viewed the abolition of the high-places, and the
other sweeping measures, initiated in obedience to the precepts of the book of the Covenant, either
with apathy and indifference, or with feelings of sullen hostility. The priesthood of Jerusalem were,
of course, benefited by the abolition of all sanctuaries, except the one wherein they ministered and
received their dues. The writings of our prophet amply demonstrate that, whatever zeal for Iahvah, and
whatever degree of compunction for the past may have animated the prime movers in the reformation
of the eighteenth of Josiah, no radical improvement was effected in the ordinary life of the nation.
For some twelve years, indeed, the well-meaning king continued to occupy the throne; years, it may
be presumed, of comparative peace and prosperity for Judah, although neither the narrative of Kings
and Chronicles nor that of Jeremiah gives us any information about them. Doubtless it was generally
supposed that the nation was reaping the reward of its obedience to the law of Iahvah. But at the end
of that period, circ. b. c. 608, an event occurred which must have shaken this faith to its foundations.
In the thirty-first year of his reign, Josiah fell in the battle of Megiddo, while vainly opposing the
small forces at his command to the hosts of Egypt. Great indeed must have been the "searchings of
heart" occasioned by this unlooked-for and overwhelming stroke. Strange that it should have fallen
at a time when, as the people deemed, the God of Israel was receiving His due at their hands; when
the injunctions of the book of the Covenant had been minutely carried out, the false and irregular
worships abolished, and Jerusalem made the centre of the cultus; a time when it seemed as if the
Lord had become reconciled to His people Israel, when years of peace and plenty seemed to give
demonstration of the fact; and when, as may perhaps be inferred from Josiah's expedition against
Necho, the extension of the border, contemplated in the book of the Law, was considered as likely
to be realised in the near future. The height to which the national aspirations had soared only made
the fall more disastrous, complete, ruinous.

The hopes of Judah rested upon a worldly foundation; and it was necessary that a people whose
blindness was only intensified by prosperity, should be undeceived by the discipline of overthrow.
No hint is given in the meagre narrative of the reign as to whether the prophets had lent their
countenance or not to the fatal expedition. Probably they did; probably they too had to learn by bitter
experience, that no man, not even a zealous and godfearing monarch, is necessary to the fulfilment of
the Divine counsels. And the agony of this irretrievable disaster, this sudden and complete extinction
of his country's fairest hopes, may have been the means by which the Holy Spirit led Jeremiah to
an intenser conviction that illicit modes of worship and coarse idolatries were not the only things
in Judah offensive to Iahvah; that something more was needed to win back His favour than formal
obedience, however rigid and exacting, to the letter of a written code of sacred law; that the covenant
of Iahvah with His people had an inward and eternal, not an outward and transitory significance; and
that not the letter but the spirit of the law was the thing of essential moment. Thoughts like these must
have been present to the prophet's mind when he wrote (xxxi. 31 sqq.): "Behold, a time is coming,
saith Iahvah, when I will conclude with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah a fresh treaty,
unlike the treaty that I concluded with their forefathers, at the time when I took hold of their hand,
to bring them out of the land of Egypt; when they, on their part, disannulled my treaty, and I – I
disdained13 them, saith Iahvah. For this is the treaty that I will conclude with the house of Israel after
those days [i. e. in due time], saith Iahvah: I will put my Torah within them and upon their heart will
I grave it; and I will become to them a God, and they – they shall become to me a people."

It is but a dull eye which cannot see beyond the metaphor of the covenant or treaty between
Iahvah and Israel; and it is a strangely dark understanding that fails to perceive here and elsewhere

13 Comparing the Hebrew verb with the Arabic timuit, fastidivit. LXX., κἀγὼ ἠμέλησα αὐτῶν, Cf. Jer. iii. 14. Gesenius rendered
fastidivit, rejecit.
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a translucent figure of the eternal relations subsisting between God and man. The error is precisely
that against which the prophets, at the high watermark of their inspiration, are always protesting –
the universal and inveterate error of narrowing down the requirements of the Infinitely Holy, Just
and Good, to the scrupulous observance of some accepted body of canons, enshrined in a book and
duly interpreted by the laborious application of recognised legal authorities. It is so comfortable to be
sure of possessing an infallible guide in so small a compass; to be spared all further consideration, so
long as we have paid the priestly dues, and kept the annual feasts, and carefully observed the laws of
ceremonial purity! From the first, the attention of priests and people, including the official prophets,
would be attracted by the ritual and ceremonial precepts, rather than by the earnest moral teaching of
Deuteronomy. As soon as first impressions had had time to subside, the moral and spiritual element
in that noble book would begin to be ignored, or confounded with the purely external and mundane
prescriptions affecting public worship and social propriety; and the interests of true religion would
hardly be subserved by the formal acceptance of this code as the law of the state. The unregenerate
heart of man would fancy that it had at last gotten that for which it is always craving – something final
– something to which it could triumphantly point, when urged by the religious enthusiast, as tangible
evidence that it was fulfilling the Divine law, that it was at one with Iahvah, and therefore had a right
to expect the continuance of His favour and blessing. Spiritual development would be arrested; men
would become satisfied with having effected certain definite changes bringing them into external
conformity with the written law, and would incline to rest in things as they were. Meanwhile, the
truth held good that to make a fetish of a code, a system, a holy book, is not necessarily identical with
the service of God. It is, in fact, the surest way to forget God; for it is to invest something that is not
He, but, at best, a far-off echo of His voice, with His sole attributes of finality and sufficiency.

The effect of the downfall of the good king was electrical. The nation discovered that the
displeasure of Iahvah had not passed away like a morning cloud. Out of the shock and the dismay of
that terrible disillusion sprang the conviction that the past was not atoned for, that the evil of it was
irreparable. The idea is reflected in the words of Jeremiah (xv. 1): "And Iahvah said unto me, If Moses
were to stand before Me (as an intercessor), and Samuel, I should not incline towards this people:
dismiss them from My presence, and let them go forth! And when they say unto thee, Whither are we
to go forth? thou shalt say unto them, Thus said Iahvah, They that are Death's to death; and they that
are the Sword's to the sword; and they that are Famine's to famine; and they that are Captivity's to
captivity. And I will set over them four families, saith Iahvah; the sword to slay, and the dogs to draw
(2 Sam. xvii. 13), and the birds of the air, and the beasts of the earth, to devour and to destroy. And
I will give them for worry (Deut. xxviii. 25) to all the realms of earth; because of (Deut. xv. 10, xviii.
Manasseh ben Hezekiah king of Judah; for what he did in Jerusalem." In the next verses we (בנלל ;12
have what seems to be a reference to the death of Josiah (ver. 7). "I fanned them with a fan" – the fan
by which the husbandman separates wheat from chaff in the threshing floor – "I fanned them with a
fan, in the gates of the land" – at Megiddo, the point where an enemy marching along the maritime
route might enter the land of Israel; "I bereaved, I ruined my people (ver. 9). She that had borne
seven, pined away; she breathed out her soul; her sun went down while it was yet day." The national
mourning over this dire event became proverbial, as we see from Zech. xii. 11: "In that day, great
shall be the mourning in Jerusalem; like the mourning of Hadadrimmon in the valley of Megiddo."

The political relations of the period are certainly obscure, if we confine our attention to the
biblical data. Happily, we are now able to supplement these, by comparison with the newly recovered
monuments of Assyria. Under Manasseh, the kingdom of Judah became tributary to Esarhaddon;
and this relation of dependence, we may be sure, was not interrupted during the vigorous reign of the
mighty Ashurbanipal, b. c. 668-626. But the first symptoms of declining power on the side of their
oppressors would undoubtedly be the signal for conspiracy and rebellion in the distant parts of the
loosely amalgamated empire. Until the death of Ashurbanipal, the last great sovereign who reigned
at Nineveh, it may be assumed that Josiah stood true to his fealty. It appears from certain notices in
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Kings and Chronicles (2 Kings xxiii. 19; 2 Chron. xxxiv. 6) that he was able to exercise authority
even in the territories of the ruined kingdom of Israel. This may have been due to the fact that he was
allowed to do pretty much as he liked, so long as he proved an obedient vassal; or, as is more likely,
the attention of the Assyrians was diverted from the West by troubles nearer home in connection
with the Scythians or the Medes and Babylonians. At all events, it is not to be supposed that when
Josiah went out to oppose the Pharaoh at Megiddo, he was facing the forces of Egypt alone. The
thing is intrinsically improbable. The king of Judah must have headed a coalition of the petty Syrian
states against the common enemy. It is not necessary to suppose that the Palestinian principalities
resisted Necho's advance, in the interests of their nominal suzerain Assyria. From all we can gather,
that empire was now tottering to its irretrievable fall, under the feeble successors of Ashurbanipal.
The ambition of Egypt was doubtless a terror to the combined peoples. The further results of Necho's
campaign are unknown. For the moment, Judah experienced a change of masters; but the Egyptian
tyranny was not destined to last. Some four years after the battle of Megiddo, Pharaoh Necho made a
second expedition to the North, this time against the Babylonians, who had succeeded to the empire
of Assyria. The Egyptians were utterly defeated in the battle of Carchemish, circ. b. c. 606-5, which
left Nebuchadrezzar in virtual possession of the countries west of the Euphrates (Jer. xlvi. 2). It was
the fourth year of Jehoiakim, son of Josiah, king of Judah, when this crisis arose in the affairs of the
Eastern world. The prophet Jeremiah did not miss the meaning of events. From the first he recognised
in Nebuchadrezzar, or Nabucodrossor, an instrument in the Divine hand for the chastisement of the
peoples; from the first, he predicted a judgment of God, not only upon the Jews, but upon all nations,
far and near. The substance of his oracles is preserved to us in chapters xxv. and xlvi. – xlix. of his
book. In the former passage, which is expressly dated from the fourth year of Jehoiakim, and the
first of Nebuchadrezzar, the prophet gives a kind of retrospect of his ministry of three-and-twenty
years, affirms that it has failed of its end, and that Divine retribution is therefore certain. The "tribes
of the north" will come and desolate the whole country (ver. 9), and "these nations" – the peoples of
Palestine – "shall serve the king of Babel seventy years" (ver. 11). The judgment on the nations is
depicted by an impressive symbolism (ver. 15). "Thus said Iahvah, the God of Israel, unto me, Take
this cup of wine, the (Divine) wrath, from My hand, and cause all the nations, unto whom I send
thee, to drink it. And let them drink, and reel, and show themselves frenzied, because of the sword
that I am sending amongst them!" The strange metaphor recalls our own proverb: Quem Deus vult
perdere, prius dementat. "So I took the cup from the hand of Iahvah, and made all the nations drink,
unto whom Iahvah had sent me." Then, as in some list of the proscribed, the prophet writes down,
one after another, the names of the doomed cities and peoples. The judgment was set for that age,
and the eternal books were opened, and the names found in them were these (ver. 18): "Jerusalem,
and the cities of Judah, and her kings, and her princes. Pharaoh king of Egypt, and his servants, and
his princes, and all his people. And all the hired soldiery, and all the kings of the land of Uz, and
all the kings of the land of the Philistines, and Ashkelon, and Gaza, and Ekron, and the remnant of
Ashdod. Edom, and Moab, and the benê Ammon. And all the kings of Tyre, and all the kings of
Sidon, and the kings of the island (i. e. Cyprus) that is beyond the sea. Dedan and Tema and Buz and
all the tonsured folk. And all the kings of Arabia, and all the kings of the hired soldiery, that dwell
in the wilderness. And all the kings of Zimri, and all the kings of Elam, and all the kings of Media.
And all the kings of the north, the near and the far, one with another; and all the kingdoms of the
earth that are upon the surface of the ground."

When the mourning for Josiah was ended (2 Chron. xxxv. 24 sqq.), the people put Jehoahaz
on his father's throne. But this arrangement was not suffered to continue, for Necho, having defeated
and slain Josiah, naturally asserted his right to dispose of the crown of Judah as he thought fit.
Accordingly, he put Jehoahaz in bonds at Riblah in the land of Hamath, whither he had probably
summoned him to swear allegiance to Egypt, or whither, perhaps, Jehoahaz had dared to go with
an armed force to resist the Egyptian pretensions, which, however, is an unlikely supposition, as the



C.  Ball.  «The Expositor's Bible: The Prophecies of Jeremiah»

15

battle in which Josiah had fallen must have been a severe blow to the military resources of Judah.
Necho carried the unfortunate but also unworthy king (2 Kings xxiii. 32) a prisoner to Egypt, where
he died (ibid. 34). These events are thus alluded to by Jeremiah (xxii. 10-12): "Weep ye not for one
dead (i. e. Josiah), nor make your moan for him: weep ever for him that is going away; for he will
not come back again, and see his native land! For thus hath Iahvah said of Shallum (i. e. Jehoahaz, 1
Chron. iii. 15) ben Josiah, king of Judah, that reigned in the place of Josiah his father, who is gone
forth out of this place (i. e. Jerusalem, or the palace, ver. 1), He will not come back thither again. For
in the place whither they have led him into exile, there he will die; and this land he will not see again."
The pathos of this lament for one whose dream of greatness was broken for ever within three short
months, does not conceal the prophet's condemnation of Necho's prisoner. Jeremiah does not condole
with the captive king as the victim of mere misfortune. In this, as in all the gathering calamities of his
country, he sees a retributive meaning. The nine preceding verses of the chapter demonstrate the fact.

In the place of Jehoahaz, Necho had set up his elder brother Eliakim, with the title of Jehoiakim
(2 Kings xxiii. 34). This prince also is condemned in the narrative of Kings (ver. 37), as having done
"the evil thing in the eyes of Iahvah, according to all that his forefathers had done;" an estimate which
is thoroughly confirmed by what Jeremiah has added to his lament for the deposed king his brother.
The pride, the grasping covetousness, the high-handed violence and cruelty of Jehoiakim, and the
doom that will overtake him, in the righteousness of God, are thus declared: "Woe to him that buildeth
his house by injustice, and his chambers by iniquity! that layeth on his neighbour work without wages,
and giveth him not his hire! That saith, I will build me a lofty house, with airy chambers; and he
cutteth him out the windows thereof, panelling it with cedar, and painting it with vermilion. Shalt
thou reign, that thou art hotly intent upon cedar?" (Or, according to the LXX. Vat., thou viest with
Ahaz – LXX. Alex., with Ahab; perhaps a reference to "the ivory house" mentioned in 1 Kings xxii.
39). "Thy father, did he not eat and drink and do judgment and justice? Then it was well with him.
He judged the cause of the oppressed and the needy: then it was well. Was not this to know Me?
saith Iahvah. For thine eyes and thine heart are set upon nought but thine own lucre [thy plunder],
and upon the blood of the innocent, to shed it, and upon extortion and oppression to do it. Therefore,
thus hath Iahvah said of Jehoiakim ben Josiah, king of Judah: They shall not lament for him with Ah,
my brother! or Ah, sister! They shall not lament for him with Ah, lord! or Ah, his majesty! With the
burial of an ass shall he be buried; with dragging and casting forth beyond the gates of Jerusalem!"

In the beginning of the reign of this worthless tyrant, the prophet was impelled to address a
very definite warning to the throng of worshippers in the court of the temple (xxvi. 4 sqq.). It was
to the effect that if they did not amend their ways, their temple should become like Shiloh, and
their city a curse to all the nations of the earth. There could be no doubt of the meaning of this
reference to the ruined sanctuary, long since forsaken of God (Ps. lxxviii. 60). It so wrought upon that
fanatical audience, that priests and prophets and people rose as one man against the daring speaker;
and Jeremiah was barely rescued from immediate death by the timely intervention of the princes. The
account closes with the relation of the cruel murder of another prophet of the school of Jeremiah, by
command of Jehoiakim the king; and it is very evident from these narratives that, screened as he was
by powerful friends, Jeremiah narrowly escaped a similar fate.

We have reached the point in our prophet's career when, taking a broad survey of the entire
world of his time, he forecasts the character of the future that awaits its various political divisions.
He has left the substance of his reflexions in the 25th chapter, and in those prophecies concerning
the foreign peoples, which the Hebrew text of his works relegates to the very end of the book, as
chapters xlvi. – li., but which the Greek recension of the Septuagint inserts immediately after chap.
xxv. 13. In the decisive battle at Carchemish, which crippled the power of Egypt, the only other
existing state which could make any pretensions to the supremacy of Western Asia, and contend with
the trans-Euphratean empires for the possession of Syria-Palestine, Jeremiah had recognised a signal
indication of the Divine Will, which he was not slow to proclaim to all within reach of his inspired
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eloquence. In common with all the great prophets who had preceded him, he entertained a profound
conviction that the race was not necessarily to the swift, nor the battle to the strong; that the fortune of
war was not determined simply and solely by chariots and horsemen and big battalions; that behind all
material forces lay the spiritual, from whose absolute will they derived their being and potency, and
upon whose sovereign pleasure depended the issues of victory and defeat, of life and death. As his
successor, the second Isaiah, saw in the polytheist Cyrus, king of Anzan, a chosen servant of Iahvah,
whose whole triumphant career was foreordained in the counsels of heaven; so Jeremiah saw in the
rise of the Babylonian domination, and the rapid development of the new empire upon the ruins of
the old, a manifest token of the Divine purpose, a revelation of a Divine secret. His point of view
is strikingly illustrated by the warning which he was directed to send a few years later to the kings
who were seeking to draw Judah into the common alliance against Babylon (chap. xxvii. 1 sqq.). "In
the beginning of the reign of Zedekiah14 ben Josiah, king of Judah, fell this word to Jeremiah from
Iahvah. Thus said Iahvah unto me, Make thee thongs and poles, and put them upon thy neck; and
send them to the king of Edom, and to the king of Moab, and to the king of the benê Ammon, and to
the king of Tyre, and to the king of Zidon, by the hand of the messengers that are come to Jerusalem,
unto Zedekiah the king of Judah. And give them a charge unto their masters, saying, Thus said Iahvah
Sabaoth, the God of Israel, Thus shall ye say to your masters: I it was that made the earth, mankind,
and the cattle that are on the face of the earth, by My great strength, and by Mine outstretched arm;
and I give it to whom it seemeth good in My sight. And now, I will verily give all these countries
into the hand of Nebuchadrezzar king of Babel, My servant; and even the wild creatures of the field
will I give unto him to serve him."

Nebuchadrezzar was invincible, and the Jewish prophet clearly perceived the fact. But it must
not be imagined that the Jewish people generally, or the neighbouring peoples, enjoyed a similar
degree of insight. Had that been so, the battle of Jeremiah's life would never have been fought out
under such cruel, such hopeless conditions. The prophet saw the truth, and proclaimed it without
ceasing in reluctant ears, and was met with derision, and incredulity, and intrigue, and slander, and
pitiless persecution. By-and-by, when his word had come to pass, and all the principalities of Canaan
were crouching abjectly at the feet of the conqueror, and Jerusalem was a heap of ruins, the scattered
communities of banished Israelites could remember that Jeremiah had foreseen and foretold it all.
In the light of accomplished facts, the significance of his prevision began to be realised; and when
the first dreary hours of dumb and desperate suffering were over, the exiles gradually learned to find
consolation in the few but precious promises that had accompanied the menaces which were now so
visibly fulfilled. While they were yet in their own land, two things had been predicted by this prophet
in the name of their God. The first was now accomplished; no cavil could throw doubt upon actual
experience. Was there not here some warrant, at least for reasonable men, some sufficient ground
for trusting the prophet at last, for believing in his Divine mission, for striving to follow his counsels,
and for looking forward with steadfast hope out of present affliction, to the gladness of the future
which the same seer had foretold, even with the unwonted precision of naming a limit of time? So
the exiles were persuaded, and their belief was fully justified by the event. Never had they realised
the absolute sovereignty of their God, the universality of Iahvah Sabaoth, the shadowy nature, the
blank nothingness of all supposed rivals of His dominion, as now they did, when at length years of
painful experience had brought home to their minds the truth that Nebuchadrezzar had demolished
the temple and laid Jerusalem in the dust, not, as he himself believed, by the favour of Bel-Merodach
and Nebo, but by the sentence of the God of Israel; and that the catastrophe, which had swept them
out of political existence, occurred not because Iahvah was weaker than the gods of Babylon, but
because He was irresistibly strong; stronger than all powers of all worlds; stronger therefore than
Israel, stronger than Babylon; stronger than the pride and ambition of the earthly conqueror, stronger

14 So rightly the Syriac, for Jehoiakim.
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than the self-will, and the stubbornness, and the wayward rebellion, and the fanatical blindness, and
the frivolous unbelief, of his own people. The conception is an easy one for us, who have inherited
the treasures both of Jewish and of Gentile thought; but the long struggle of the prophets, and the
fierce antagonism of their fellow-countrymen, and the political extinction of the Davidic monarchy,
and the agonies of the Babylonian exile, were necessary to the genesis and germination of this master-
conception in the heart of Israel, and so of humanity.

To return from this hasty glance at the remoter consequences of the prophet's ministry, it was in
the fourth year of Jehoiakim, and the first of Nebuchadrezzar (xxv. 1) that, in obedience to a Divine
intimation, he collected the various discourses which he had so far delivered in the name of God.
Some doubt has been raised as to the precise meaning of the record of this matter (xxxvi.). On the
one hand, it is urged that "An historically accurate reproduction of the prophecies would not have
suited Jeremiah's object, which was not historical but practical: he desired to give a salutary shock to
the people, by bringing before them the fatal consequences of their evil deeds: " and that "the purport
of the roll (ver. 29) which the king burned was [only] that the king of Babylon should 'come and
destroy this land,' whereas it is clear that Jeremiah had uttered many other important declarations in
the course of his already long ministry." And on the other hand, it is suggested that the roll, of which
the prophet speaks in chap. xxxvi., contained no more than the prophecy concerning the Babylonian
invasion and its consequences, which is preserved in chap. xxv., and dated from the fourth year of
Jehoiakim.

Considering the unsatisfactory state of the text of Jeremiah, it is perhaps admissible to suppose,
for the sake of this hypothesis, that the second verse of chap. xxv., which expressly declares that this
prophecy was spoken by its author "to all the people of Judah, and to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem,"
is "a loose inaccurate statement due to a later editor;" although this inconvenient statement is found
in the Greek of the LXX. as well as in the Massoretic Hebrew text. But let us examine the alleged
objections in the light of the positive statements of chap. xxxvi. It is there written thus: "In the fourth
year of Jehoiakim ben Josiah king of Judah, this word fell to Jeremiah from Iahvah. Take thee a
book-roll, and write on it all the words that I have spoken unto thee, concerning Israel and Judah and
all the nations, from the day when I (first) spake unto thee, – from the days of Josiah, – unto this
day." This certainly seems plain enough. The only possible question is whether the command was
to collect within the compass of a single volume, a sort of author's edition, an indefinite number of
discourses preserved hitherto in separate MSS. and perhaps to a great extent in the prophet's memory;
or whether we are to understand by "all the words" the substance of the various prophecies to which
reference is made. If the object was merely to impress the people on a particular occasion by placing
before them a sort of historical review of the prophet's warnings in the past, it is evident that a formal
edition of his utterances, so far as he was able to prepare such a work, would not be the most natural or
ready method of attaining that purpose. Such a review for practical purposes might well be comprised
within the limits of a single continuous composition, such as we find in chap. xxv., which opens with
a brief retrospect of the prophet's ministry during twenty-three years (vers. 3-7), and then denounces
the neglect with which his warnings have been received, and declares the approaching subjugation of
all the states of Phenicia-Palestine by the king of Babylon. But the narrative itself gives not a single
hint that such was the sole object in view. Much rather does it appear from the entire context that,
the crisis having at length arrived, which Jeremiah had so long foreseen, he was now impelled to
gather together, with a view to their preservation, all those discourses by which he had laboured in
vain to overcome the indifference, the callousness, and the bitter antagonism of his people. These
utterances of the past, collected and revised in the light of successive events, and illustrated by their
substantial agreement with what had actually taken place, and especially by the new danger which
seemed to threaten the whole West, the rising power of Babylon, might certainly be expected to
produce a powerful impression by their coincidence with the national apprehensions; and the prophet
might even hope that warnings, hitherto disregarded, but now visibly justified by events in course of
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development, would at last bring "the house of Judah" to consider seriously the evil that, in God's
Providence, was evidently impending, and "return every man from his evil way," that even so late
the consequences of their guilt might be turned aside. This doubtless was the immediate aim, but
it does not exclude others, such as the vindication of the prophet's own claims, in startling contrast
with those of the false prophets, who had opposed him at every step, and misled his countrymen
so grievously and fatally. Against these and their delusive promises, the volume of Jeremiah's past
discourses would constitute an effective protest, and a complete justification of his own endeavours.
We must also remember that, if the repentance and salvation of his own contemporaries was naturally
the first object of the prophet in all his undertakings, in the Divine counsels prophecy has more than
a temporary value, and that the writings of this very prophet were destined to become instrumental
in the conversion of a succeeding generation.

Those twenty-three years of patient thought and earnest labour, of high converse with God, and
of agonised pleading with a reprobate people, were not to be without their fruit, though the prophet
himself was not to see it. It is matter of history that the words of Jeremiah wrought with such power
upon the hearts of the exiles in Babylonia, as to become, in the hands of God, a principal means in
the regeneration of Israel, and of that restoration which was its promised and its actual consequence;
and from that day to this, not one of all the goodly fellowship of the prophets has enjoyed such credit
in the Jewish Church as he who in his lifetime had to encounter neglect and ridicule, hatred and
persecution, beyond what is recorded of any other.

"So Jeremiah called Baruch ben Neriah; and Baruch wrote, from the mouth of Jeremiah, all
the words of Iahvah, that He had spoken unto him, upon a book-roll" (ver. 4). Nothing is said about
time; and there is nothing to indicate that what the scribe wrote at the prophet's dictation was a single
brief discourse. The work probably occupied a not inconsiderable time, as may be inferred from the
datum of the ninth verse (vid. infr.). Jeremiah would know that haste was incompatible with literary
finish; he would probably feel that it was equally incompatible with the proper execution of what he
had recognised as a Divine command. The prophet hardly had all his past utterances lying before him
in the form of finished compositions. "And Jeremiah commanded Baruch, saying: I am detained (or
confined); I cannot enter the house of Iahvah; so enter thou, and read in the roll, that thou wrotest
from my mouth, the words of Iahvah, in the ears of the people, in the house of Iahvah, upon a day of
fasting: and also in the ears of all Judah (the Jews), that come in (to the temple) from their (several)
cities, thou shalt read them. Perchance their supplication will fall before Iahvah, and they will return,
every one from his evil way; for great is the anger and the hot displeasure that Iahvah hath spoken
(threatened) unto this people. And Baruch ben Neriah did according to all that Jeremiah the prophet
commanded him, reading in the book the words of Iahvah in Iahvah's house." This last sentence
might be regarded as a general statement, anticipative of the detailed account that follows, as is often
the case in Old Testament narratives. But I doubt the application of this well-known exegetical device
in the present instance. The verse is more likely an interpolation; unless we suppose that it refers to
divers readings of which no particulars are given, but which preceded the memorable one described
in the following verses. The injunction, "And also in the ears of all Judah that come out of their
cities thou shalt read them!" might imply successive readings, as the people flocked into Jerusalem
from time to time. But the grand occasion, if not the only one, was without doubt that which stands
recorded in the text. "And it came to pass in the fifth year of Jehoiakim ben Josiah king of Judah, in
the ninth month, they proclaimed a fast before Iahvah, – all the people in Jerusalem and all the people
that were come out of the cities of Judah into Jerusalem. And Baruch read in the book the words of
Jeremiah, in the house of Iahvah, in the cell of Gemariah ben Shaphan the scribe, in the upper (inner)
court, at the entry of the new gate of Iahvah's house, in the ears of all the people." The dates have an
important bearing upon the points we are considering. It was in the fourth year of Jehoiakim that the
prophet was bidden to commit his oracles to writing. If, then, the task was not accomplished before
the ninth month of the fifth year, it is plain that it involved a good deal more than penning such a
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discourse as the twenty-fifth chapter. This datum, in fact, strongly favours the supposition that it was
a record of his principal utterances hitherto, that Jeremiah thus undertook and accomplished. It is not
at all necessary to assume that on this or any other occasion Baruch read the entire contents of the
roll to his audience in the temple. We are told that he "read in the book the words of Jeremiah," that
is, no doubt, some portion of the whole. And so, in the famous scene before the king, it is not said
that the entire work was read, but the contrary is expressly related (ver. 23): "And when Jehudi had
read three columns or four, he (the king) began to cut it with the scribe's knife, and to cast it into the
fire." Three or four columns of an ordinary roll might have contained the whole of the twenty-fifth
chapter; and it must have been an unusually diminutive document, if the first three or four columns
of it contained no more than the seven verses of chap. xxv. (3-6), which declare the sin of Judah, and
announce the coming of the king of Babylon. And, apart from these objections, there is no ground
for the presumption that "the purport of the roll which the king burnt was [only] that the king of
Babylon should 'come and destroy this land.'" As the learned critic, from whom I have quoted these
words, further remarks, with perfect truth, "Jeremiah had uttered many other important declarations
in the course of his already long ministry."

That, I grant, is true; but then there is absolutely nothing to prove that this roll did not contain
them all. Chap. xxxvi. 29, cited by the objector, is certainly not such proof. That verse simply gives
the angry exclamation with which the king interrupted the reading of the roll, "Why hast thou written
upon it, The king of Babylon shall surely come and destroy this land, and cause to cease from it man
and beast?"

This may have been no more than Jehoiakim's very natural inference from some one of the
many allusions to the enemy "from the north," which occur in the earlier part of the book of Jeremiah.
At all events, it is evident that, whether the king of Babylon was directly mentioned or not in the
portion of the roll read in his presence, the verse in question assigns, not the sole import of the entire
work, but only the particular point in it, which, at the existing crisis, especially roused the indignation
of Jehoiakim. The 25th chapter may of course have been contained in the roll read before the king.

And this may suffice to show how precarious are the assertions of the learned critic in the
Encyclop. Brit. upon the subject of Jeremiah's roll. The plain truth seems to be that, perceiving the
imminence of the peril that threatened his country, the prophet was impressed with the conviction
that now was the time to commit his past utterances to writing; and that towards the end of the
year, after he had formed and carried out this project, he found occasion to have his discourses read
in the temple, to the crowds of rural folk who sought refuge in Jerusalem, before the advance of
Nebuchadrezzar. So Josephus understood the matter (Ant., x. 6, 2).

On the approach of the Babylonians, Jehoiakim made his submission; but only to rebel again,
after three years of tribute and vassalage (2 Kings xxiv. 1). Drought and failure of the crops aggravated
the political troubles of the country; evils in which Jeremiah was not slow to discern the hand of an
offended and alienated God. "How long," he asks (xii. 4), "shall the country mourn, and the herbage
of the whole field wither? From the wickedness of them that dwell therein the beasts and the birds
perish." And in chap. xiv. we have a highly poetical description of the sufferings of the time.

"Judah mourneth, and her gates languish;
They sit in black on the ground;
And the outcry of Jerusalem hath gone up.
And their nobles, they sent their menial folk for water;
They came to the pits, they found no water;
They returned with their vessels empty;
They were ashamed and confounded and covered their head.
On account of ye ground that is chapt,
For rain hath not fallen in the land,
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The plowmen are ashamed – they cover their head.
For even the hind in the field —
She calveth and forsaketh her young;
For there is no grass.
And the wild asses, they stand on the scaurs;
They snuff the wind15 like jackals;
Their eyes fail, for there is no herbage."

And then, after this graphic and almost dramatic portrayal of the sufferings of man and beast,
in the blinding glare of the towns, and in the hot waterless plains, and on the bare hills, under that
burning sky, whose cloudless splendours seemed to mock their misery, the prophet prays to the God
of Israel.

"If our misdeeds answer against us,
O Iahvah, work for Thy name sake!
Verily, our fallings away are many;
Towards thee we are in fault.
Hope of Israel, that savest him in time of trouble!
Why shouldst thou be as a sojourner in the land,
And as a traveller, that turneth aside to pass the night?
Why shouldst thou be as a man stricken dumb,
As a champion that cannot save?
Yet Thou art in our midst, O Iahvah,
And Thy name is called over us:
Leave us not!"

And again, at the end of the chapter,

"Hast Thou wholly rejected Judah?
Hath Thy soul loathed Zion?
Why hast Thou smitten us,
That there is no healing for us?
We looked for welfare, but bootlessly,
For a time of healing, and behold terror!
We know, Iahvah, our wickedness, the guilt of our fathers:
Verily, we are in fault toward Thee!
Be not scornful, for Thy name's sake!
Dishonour not Thy glorious throne! [i. e. Jerusalem.]
Remember, break not Thy covenant with us!
Among the Vanities of the nations are there indeed raingivers?
Or the heavens, can they yield showers?
Art not Thou He (that doeth this), Iahvah our God?
And we wait for Thee,
For 'tis Thou that madest all this world."

In these and the like pathetic outpourings, which meet us in the later portions of the Old
Testament, we may observe the gradual development of the dialect of stated prayer; the beginnings

15 i. e. To scent food afar off, like beasts of prey. There was no occasion to alter A.V.
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and the growth of that beautiful and appropriate liturgical language in which both the synagogue
and the church afterwards found so perfect an instrument for the expression of all the harmonies
of worship. Prayer, both public and private, was destined to assume an increasing importance, and,
after the destruction of temple and altar, and the forcible removal of the people to a heathen land, to
become the principal means of communion with God.

The evils of drought and dearth appear to have been accompanied by inroads of foreign
enemies, who took advantage of the existing distress to rob and plunder at will. This serious
aggravation of the national troubles is recorded in chap. xii. 7-17. There it is said, in the name of
God, "I have left My house, I have cast off My heritage; I have given the Darling of My soul into the
hands of her enemies." The reason is Judah's fierce hostility to her Divine Master: "Like a lion in the
forest she hath uttered a cry against Me." The result of this unnatural rebellion is seen in the ravages
of lawless invaders, probably nomads of the desert, always watching their opportunity, and greedy
of the wealth, while disdainful of the pursuits of their civilised neighbours. It is as if all the wild
beasts, that roam at large in the open country, had concerted a united attack upon the devoted land;
as if many shepherds with their innumerable flocks had eaten bare and trodden down the vineyard of
the Lord. "Over all the bald crags in the wilderness freebooters (Obad. 5) are come; for a sword of
Iahweh's is devouring: from land's end to land's end no flesh hath security" (ver. 12). The rapacious
and heathenish hordes of the desert, mere human wolves intent on ravage and slaughter, are a sword
of the Lord's, for the chastisement of His people; just as the king of Babylon is His "servant" for
the same purpose.

Only ten verses of the book of Kings are occupied with the reign of Jehoiakim (2 Kings xxiii.
34-xxiv. 6); and when we compare that flying sketch with the allusions in Jeremiah, we cannot but
keenly regret the loss of that "Book of the chronicles of the kings of Judah," to which the compiler
of Kings refers as his authority. Had that work survived, many things in the prophets, which are
now obscure and baffling, would have been clear and obvious. As it is, we are often obliged to be
contented with surmises and probabilities, where certainty would be right welcome. In the present
instance, the facts alluded to by the prophet appear to be included in the statement that the Lord sent
against Jehoiakim bands of Chaldeans, and bands of Arameans, and bands of Moabites, and bands of
benê Ammon. The Hebrew term implies marauding or predatory bands, rather than regular armies,
and it need not be supposed that they all fell upon the country at the same time or in accordance with
any preconcerted scheme. In the midst of these troubles, Jehoiakim died in the flower of his age,
having reigned no more than eleven years, and being only thirty-six years old (2 Kings xxiii. 36). The
prophet thus alludes to his untimely end. "Like the partridge that sitteth on eggs that she hath not
laid, so is he that maketh riches, and not by right: in the midst of his days they leave him; and in his
last end he proveth a fool" (xvii. 11). We have already considered the detailed condemnation of this
evil king in the 22nd chapter. The prophet Habakkuk, a contemporary of Jeremiah, seems to have
had Jehoiakim in his mind's eye, when denouncing (ii. 9) woe to one that "getteth an evil gain for his
house, that he may set his nest on high, that he may escape from the hand of evil!" The allusion is
to the forced labour on his new palace, and on the defences of Jerusalem, as well as to the fines and
presents of money, which this oppressive ruler shamelessly extorted from his unhappy subjects. "The
stone out of the wall," says the prophet, "crieth out; and the beam out of the woodwork answereth it."

The premature death of the tyrant removed a serious obstacle from the path of Jeremiah.
No longer forced to exercise a wary vigilance in avoiding the vengeance of a king whose passions
determined his conduct, the prophet could now devote himself heart and soul to the work of his office.
The public danger, imminent from the north, and the way to avert it, is the subject of the discourses
of this period of his ministry. His unquenchable faith appears in the beautiful prayer appended to his
reflexions upon the death of Jehoiakim (xvii. 12 sqq.). We cannot mistake the tone of quiet exultation,
with which he expresses his sense of the absolute righteousness of the catastrophe. "A throne of glory,
a height higher than the first (?), (or, higher than any before) is the place of our sanctuary." Never
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before in the prophet's experience has the God of Israel so clearly vindicated that justice which is
the inalienable attribute of His dread tribunal.

For himself, the immediate result of this renewal of an activity that had been more or less
suspended, was persecution and even violence. The earnestness with which he besought the people to
honestly keep the law of the Sabbath, an obligation which was recognised in theory though disregarded
in practice; and his striking illustration of the true relations between Iahvah and Israel as parallel to
those that hold between the potter and the clay (chap. xvii. 19 sqq.), only brought down upon him the
fierce hostility and organised opposition of the false prophets, and the priests, and the credulous and
self-willed populace, as we read in chap. xviii. 18 sqq. "And they said, Come, and let us contrive plots
against Jeremiah… Come, and let us smite him with the tongue, and let us not listen to any of his
words. Should evil be repaid for good, that they have digged a pit for my life?" And after his solemn
testimony before the elders in the valley of Ben-Hinnom, and before the people generally, in the court
of the Lord's house (chap. xix.), the prophet was seized by order of Pashchûr, the commandant of
the temple, who was himself a leading false prophet, and cruelly beaten, and set in the stocks for a
day and a night. That the spirit of the prophet was not broken by this shameful treatment, is evident
from the courage with which he confronted his oppressor on the morrow, and foretold his certain
punishment. But the apparent failure of his mission, the hopelessness of his life's labour, indicated
by the deepening hostility of the people, and the readiness to proceed to extremities against him thus
evinced by their leaders, wrung from Jeremiah that bitter cry of despair, which has proved such a
stumbling-block to some of his modern apologists.

Soon the prophet's fears were realised, and the Divine counsel, of which he alone had been
cognisant, was fulfilled. Within three short months of his accession to the throne, the boy-king
Jeconiah (or Jehoiachin or Coniah), with the queen-mother, the grandees of the court, and the pick
of the population of the capital, was carried captive to Babylon by Nebuchadrezzar (2 Kings xxiv.
8 sqq.; Jer. xxiv. 1).

Jeremiah has appended his forecast of the fate of Jeconiah, and a brief notice of its fulfilment,
to his denunciations of that king's predecessors (xxii. 24 sqq.). "As I live, saith Iahvah, verily, though
Coniah ben Jehoiakim king of Judah be a signet ring upon My own right hand, verily thence will I
pluck thee away! And I will give thee into the hand of them that seek thy life, and into the hand of
those of whom thou art afraid; and into the hand of Nebuchadrezzar king of Babel, and into the hand
of the Chaldeans. And I will cast thee forth, and thy mother that bare thee, into the foreign land,
wherein ye were not born; and there ye shall die. But unto the land whither they long to return, thither
shall they not return. Is this man Coniah a despised broken vase, or a vessel devoid of charm? Why
were he and his offspring cast forth, and hurled into the land that they knew not? O land, land, land,
hear thou the word of Iahvah. Thus hath Iahvah said, Write ye down this man childless, a person that
shall not prosper in his days: for none of his offspring shall prosper, sitting on the throne of David,
and ruling again in Judah."

No better success attended the prophet's ministry under the new king Zedekiah, whom
Nebuchadrezzar had placed on the throne as his vassal and tributary. So far as we can judge from the
accounts left us, Zedekiah was a wellmeaning but unstable character, whose weakness and irresolution
were too often played upon by unscrupulous and scheming courtiers, to the fatal miscarriage of right
and justice. Soon the old intrigues began again, and in the fourth year of the new reign (xxviii. 1)
envoys from the neighbour-states arrived at the Jewish court, with the object of drawing Judah into a
coalition against the common suzerain, the king of Babylon. This suicidal policy of combination with
heathenish and treacherous allies, most of whom were the heirs of immemorial feuds with Judah,
against a sovereign who was at once the most powerful and the most enlightened of his time, called
forth the prophet's immediate and strenuous opposition. Boldly affirming that Iahvah had conferred
universal dominion upon Nebuchadrezzar, and that consequently all resistance was futile, he warned
Zedekiah himself to bow his neck to the yoke, and dismiss all thought of rebellion. It would seem
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that about this time (circ. 596 b. c.) the empire of Babylon was passing through a serious crisis,
which the subject peoples of the West hoped and expected would result in its speedy dissolution.
Nebuchadrezzar was, in fact, engaged in a life-and-death struggle with the Medes; and the knowledge
that the Great King was thus fully occupied elsewhere, encouraged the petty princes of Phenicia-
Palestine in their projects of revolt. If chaps. l., li., are genuine, it was at this juncture that Jeremiah
foretold the fall of Babylon; for, at the close of the prophecy in question (li. 59), it is said that he
gave a copy of it to one of the princes who accompanied Zedekiah to Babylon in the fourth year of
his reign, i. e. in 596 b. c. But the style and thought of these two chapters, and the general posture
of things which they presuppose, are decisive against the view that they belong to Jeremiah. At all
events the prophet gave the clearest evidence that he did not himself share in the general delusion
that the fall of Babylon was near at hand. He declared that all the nations must be content to serve
Nebuchadrezzar, and his son, and his son's son (xxvii. 7); and as chap. xxix. shows, he did his best
to counteract the evil influence of those fanatical visionaries, who were ever promising a speedy
restoration to the exiles who had been deported to Babylon with Jeconiah. At last, however, in spite
of all Jeremiah's warnings and entreaties, the vacillating king Zedekiah, was persuaded to rebel; and
the natural consequence followed – the Chaldeans appeared before Jerusalem. King and people had
refused salvation, and were now no more to be saved.

During the siege, the prophet was more than once anxiously consulted by the king as to the
issue of the crisis. Although kept in ward by Zedekiah's orders, lest he should weaken the defence
by his discouraging addresses, Jeremiah showed that he was far above the feeling of private ill-will,
by the answers he returned to his sovereign's inquiries. It is true that he did not at all modify the
burden of his message; to the king as to the people he steadily counselled surrender. But strongly as
he denounced further resistance, he did not predict the king's death; and the tone of his prophecy
concerning Zedekiah is in striking contrast with that concerning his predecessor Jehoiakim. It was in
the tenth year of Zedekiah and the eighteenth of Nebuchadrezzar, that is to say, circ. 589 b. c., when
Jeremiah was imprisoned in the court of the royal guard, within the precincts of the palace (xxxii. 1
sqq.); when the siege of Jerusalem was being pressed on with vigour, and when of all the strong cities
of Judah, only two, Lachish and Azekah, were still holding out against the Chaldean blockade; that
the prophet thus addressed the king (xxxiv. 2 sqq.): "Thus hath Iahvah said, Behold, I am about to give
this city into the hand of the king of Babel, and he shall burn it with fire. And thou wilt not escape out
of his hand; for thou wilt certainly be taken, and into his hand thou wilt be given. And thine eyes shall
see the king of Babel's eyes, and his mouth shall speak with thy mouth, and to Babel wilt thou come.
But hear thou Iahvah's word, O Zedekiah king of Judah! Thus hath Iahvah said upon thee, Thou wilt
not die by the sword. In peace wilt thou die; and with the burnings of thy fathers, the former kings that
were before thee, so will men burn (spicery) for thee, and with Ah, Lord! will they wail for thee; for a
promise have I given, saith Iahvah." Zedekiah was to be exempted from the violent death, which then
seemed so probable; and was to enjoy the funeral honours of a king, unlike his less worthy brother
Jehoiakim, whose body was cast out to decay unburied like that of a beast. The failure of Jeremiah's
earnest and consistent endeavours to bring about the submission of his people to what he foresaw to
be their inevitable destiny, is explained by the popular confidence in the defences of Jerusalem, which
were enormously strong for the time, and were considered impregnable (xxi. 13); and by the hopes
entertained that Egypt, with whom negotiations had long been in progress, would raise the siege ere
it was too late. The low state of public morals is vividly illustrated by an incident which the prophet
has recorded (chap. xxxiv. 7 sqq.). In the terror inspired by the approach of the Chaldeans, the panic-
stricken populace of the capital bethought them of that law of their God, which they had so long set at
nought; and the king and his princes and the entire people bound themselves by a solemn covenant in
the temple, to release all slaves of Israelitish birth, who had served six years and upwards, according
to the law. The enfranchisement was accomplished with all the sanctions of law and of religion; but
no sooner had the Chaldeans retired from before Jerusalem in order to meet the advancing army of
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Egypt, than the solemn covenant was cynically and shamelessly violated, and the unhappy freedmen
were recalled to their bondage. After this, further warning was evidently out of place; and nothing was
left for Jeremiah but to denounce the outrage upon the majesty of heaven, and to declare the speedy
return of the besiegers, and the desolation of Jerusalem. His own liberty had not yet been restricted
(xxxvii. 4) when these events happened; but a pretext was soon found for venting upon him the malice
of his enemies. After assuring the king that the respite was not to be permanent, but that Pharaoh's
army would return to Egypt without accomplishing any deliverance, and that the Chaldeans would
"come again, and fight against the city, and take it, and burn it with fire" (xxxvii. 8), Jeremiah availed
himself of the temporary absence of the besieging forces, to attempt to leave his City of Destruction;
but he was arrested in the gate by which he was going out, and brought before the princes on a charge
of attempted desertion to the enemy. Ridiculous as was this accusation, when thus levelled against
one whose whole life was conspicuous for sufferings entailed by a lofty and unflinching patriotism
and a devotion, at the time almost unique, to the sacred cause of religion and morality; it was at once
received and acted upon. Jeremiah was beaten and thrown into a dungeon, where he languished for
a long time in subterranean darkness and misery, until the king desired to consult him again. This
was the saving of the prophet's life; for after once more declaring his unalterable message, ּבְּיַר מֶלֶר
Into the king of Babel's hand thou wilt be given!" he made indignant protest against his" ,בָּבֶל תִּנָּתֵן
cruel wrongs, and obtained from Zedekiah some mitigation of his sentence. He was not sent back to
the loathsome den under the house of Jonathan the scribe, in whose dark recesses he had well nigh
perished (xxxvii. 20), but was detained in the court of the guard, receiving a daily dole of bread for
his maintenance. Here he appears to have still used such opportunity as he had, in dissuading the
people from continuing the defence. At all events, four of the princes induced the king to deliver
him into their power, on the ground that he "weakened the hands of the men of war," and sought
not the welfare but the hurt of the nation (xxxviii. 4). Unwilling for some reason or other, probably
a superstitious one, to imbrue their hands in the prophet's blood, they let him down with cords into a
miry cistern (בּוֹר) in the court of the guard, and left him there to die of cold and hunger. Timely help
sanctioned by the king rescued Jeremiah from this horrible fate; but not before he had undergone
sufferings of the severest character, as may easily be understood from his own simple narrative, and
from the indelible impression wrought upon others by the record of his sufferings, which led the poet
of the Lamentations to refer to this time of deadly peril, and torture both mental and physical, in
the following terms:

"They chased me sore like a bird,

They that were my foes without a cause.
They silenced my life in the pit,
And they cast a stone upon me.
Waters overflowed mine head;
Methought, I am cut off.
I called Thy name, Iahvah,
Out of the deepest pit.
My voice Thou heardest (saying),
'Hide not Thine ear at my breathing, at my cry.'
Thou drewest near when I called Thee;
Thou saidst, 'Fear not'!
Thou pleadedst, O Lord, my souls pleadings;
Thou ransomedst my life."

After this signal escape, Jeremiah's counsel was once more sought by the king, in a secret
interview, which was jealously concealed from the princes. But neither entreaties, nor assurances
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of safety, could persuade Zedekiah to surrender the city. Nothing was now left for the prophet, but
to await, in his milder captivity, the long foreseen catastrophe. The form now taken by his solitary
musings was not anxious speculation upon the question whether any possible resources were as yet
unexhausted, whether by any yet untried means king and people might be convinced, and the end
averted. Taking that end for granted, he looks forth beyond his own captivity, beyond the scenes of
famine and pestilence and bloodshed that surround him, beyond the strife of factions within the city,
and the lines of the besiegers without it, to a fair prospect of happy restoration and smiling peace,
reserved for his ruined country in the far-off yet ever-approaching future (xxxii., xxxiii.).

Strong in this inspired confidence, like the Roman who purchased at its full market value
the ground on which the army of Hannibal lay encamped, he did not hesitate to buy, with all due
formalities of transfer, a field in his native place, at this supreme moment, when the whole country
was wasted with fire and sword, and the artillery of the foe was thundering at the walls of Jerusalem.
And the event proved that he was right. He believed in the depth of his heart that God had not finally
cast off His people. He believed that nothing, not even human error and revolt, could thwart and
turn aside the Eternal purposes. He was sure – it was demonstrated to him by the experience of an
eventful life – that, amid all the vicissitudes of men and things, one thing stands immutable, and that
is the will of God. He was sure that Abraham's family had not become a nation, merely in order to
be blotted out of existence by a conqueror who knew not Iahvah; that the torch of a true religion, a
spiritual faith, had not been handed on from prophet to prophet, burning in its onward course with
an ever clearer and intenser flame, merely to be swallowed up before its final glory was attained, in
utter and eternal darkness. The covenant with Israel would no more be broken than the covenant of
day and night (xxxiii. 20). The laws of the natural world are not more stable and secure than those
of the spiritual realm; for both have their reason and their ground of prevalence in the Will of the
One Unchangeable Lord of all. And as the prophet had been right in his forecast of the destruction
of his country, so did he prove to have been right in his joyful anticipation of the future renascence
of all the best elements in Israel's life. The coming time fulfilled his word; a fact which must always
remain unaccountable to all but those who believe as Jeremiah believed.

After the fall of the city, special care was taken to ensure the safety of Jeremiah, in accordance
with the express orders of Nebuchadrezzar, who had become cognisant of the prophet's consistent
advocacy of surrender, probably from the exiles previously deported to Babylonia, with whom
Jeremiah had maintained communications, advising them to settle down peaceably, accepting
Babylon as their country for the time being, and praying for its welfare and that of its rulers.
Nebuzaradan, the commander-in-chief, further allowed the prophet his choice between following
him to Babylon, or remaining with the wreck of the population in the ruined country. Patriotism,
which in his case was identified with a burning zeal for the moral and spiritual welfare of his fellow-
countrymen, prevailed over regard for his own worldly interests; and Jeremiah chose to remain with
the survivors – disastrously for himself, as the event proved (xxxix. 2, xl. 1).

An old man, worn out with strife and struggle, and weighed down by disappointment and the
sense of failure, he might well have decided to avail himself of the favour extended to him by the
conqueror, and to secure a peaceful end for a life of storm and conflict. But the calamities of his
country had not quenched his prophetic ardour; the sacred fire still burnt within his aged spirit; and
once more he sacrificed himself to the work he felt called upon to do, only to experience again
the futility of offering wise counsel to headstrong, proud, and fanatical natures. Against his earnest
protestations, he was forced to accompany the remnant of his people in their hasty flight into Egypt
(xlii.); and, in the last glimpse afforded us, we see him there among his fellow-exiles making a final,
and alas! ineffectual protest against their stubborn idolatry (xliv.). A tradition mentioned by Tertullian
and St. Jerome which may be of earlier and Jewish origin, states that these apostates in their wicked
rage against the prophet stoned him to death (cf. Heb. xi. 37).
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The last chapter of his book brings the course of events down to about 561 b. c. The fact
has naturally suggested a conjecture that the same year witnessed the close of the prophet's life. In
that case, Jeremiah must have attained to an age of somewhere about ninety years; which, taking all
the circumstances into consideration, is hardly credible. A celibate life is said to be unfavourable to
longevity; but however that may be, the other conditions in this instance make it extremely unlikely.
Jeremiah's career was a vexed and stormy one; it was his fate to be divided from his kindred and his
fellow-countrymen by the widest and deepest differences of belief; like St. Athanasius, he was called
upon to maintain the cause of truth against an opposing world. "Woe's me, my mother!" he cries, in
one of his characteristic fits of despondency, which were the natural fruit of a passionate and almost
feminine nature, after a period of noble effort ending in the shame of utter defeat; "Woe's me, that
thou gavest me birth, a man of strife, and a man of contention to all the land! Neither lender nor
borrower have I been; yet all are cursing me" (xv. 10). The persecutions he endured, the cruelties of
his long imprisonment, the horrors of the protracted siege, upon which he has not dwelt at length, but
which have stamped themselves indelibly upon his language (xviii. 21, 22, xx. 16), would certainly
not tend to prolong his life. In the 71st Psalm, which seems to be from his pen, and which wants
the usual heading "A Psalm of David," he speaks of himself as conscious of failing powers, and as
having already reached the extreme limit of age. Writing after his narrow escape from death in the
miry cistern of his prison, he prays

"Cast me not off in the time of old age;
Forsake me not, when my strength faileth."

And again,
"Yea, even when I am old and grey-headed,
O God forsake me not!"

And, referring to his signal deliverance,
"Thou that shewedst me many and sore troubles,
Thou makest me live again;
And out of the deeps of the earth again Thou bringest me up."

The allusion in the 90th Psalm, as well as the case of Barzillai, who is described as extremely
old and decrepit at fourscore (2 Sam. xix. 33), proves that life in ancient Palestine did not ordinarily
transcend the limits of seventy to eighty years. Still, after all that may be urged to the contrary,
Jeremiah may have been an exception to his contemporaries in this, as in most other respects. Indeed,
his protracted labours and sufferings seem almost to imply that he was endowed with constitutional
vigour and powers of endurance above the average of men; and if, as some suppose, he wrote the
book of Job in Egypt, to embody the fruits of his life's experience and reflexion, as well as arranged
and edited his other writings, it is evident that he must have sojourned among the exiles in that country
for a considerable time.

The tale is told. In meagre and broken outline I have laid before you the known facts of a life
which must always possess permanent interest, not only for the student of religious development, but
for all men who are stirred by human passion, and stimulated by human thought. And fully conscious
as I am of failure in the attempt to reanimate the dry bones of history, to give form and colour and
movement to the shadows of the past; I shall not have spent my pains for nought, if I have awakened
in a single heart some spark of living interest in the heroes of old; some enthusiasm for the martyrs
of faith; some secret yearning to cast in their own lot with those who have fought the battle of truth
and righteousness and to share with the saints departed in the victory that overcometh the world. And
even if in this also I have fallen short of the mark, these desultory and imperfect sketches of a good
man's life and work will not have been wholly barren of result, if they lead any one of my readers to
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renewed study of that truly sacred text which preserves to all time the living utterances of this last
of the greater prophets.
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I.

THE CALL AND CONSECRATION
 

In the foregoing pages we have considered the principal events in the life of the prophet
Jeremiah, by way of introduction to the more detailed study of his writings. Preparation of this kind
seemed to be necessary, if we were to enter upon that study with something more than the vaguest
perception of the real personality of the prophet. On the other hand, I hope we shall not fail to find
our mental image of the man, and our conception of the times in which he lived, and of the conditions
under which he laboured as a servant of God, corrected and perfected by that closer examination of
his works to which I now invite you. And so we shall be better equipped for the attainment of that
which must be the ultimate object of all such studies; the deepening and strengthening of the life of
faith in ourselves, by which alone we can hope to follow in the steps of the saints of old, and like
them to realise the great end of our being, the service of the All-Perfect.

I shall consider the various discourses in what appears to be their natural order, so far as
possible, taking those chapters together which appear to be connected in occasion and subject. Chap.
i. evidently stands apart, as a self-complete and independent whole. It consists of a chronological
superscription (vv. 1-3), assigning the temporal limits of the prophet's activity; and secondly, of an
inaugural discourse, which sets before us his first call, and the general scope of the mission which he
was chosen to fulfil. This discourse, again, in like manner falls into two sections, of which the former
(vv. 4-10) relates how the prophet was appointed and qualified by Iahvah to be a spokesman for Him;
while the latter (vv. 11-19), under the form of two visions, expresses the assurance that Iahvah will
accomplish His word, and pictures the mode of fulfilment, closing with a renewed summons to enter
upon the work, and with a promise of effectual support against all opposition.

It is plain that we have before us the author's introduction to the whole book; and if we would
gain an adequate conception of the meaning of the prophet's activity both for his own time and
for ours, we must weigh well the force of these prefatory words. The career of a true prophet, or
spokesman for God, undoubtedly implies a special call or vocation to the office. In this preface to the
summarized account of his life's work, Jeremiah represents that call as a single and definite event in
his life's history. Must we take this in its literal sense? We are not astonished by such a statement as
"the word of the Lord came unto me;" it may be understood in more senses than one, and perhaps
we are unconsciously prone to understand it in what is called a natural sense. Perhaps we think of a
result of pious reflexion pondering the moral state of the nation and the needs of the time: perhaps of
that inward voice which is nothing strange to any soul that has attained to the rudiments of spiritual
development. But when we read such an assertion as that of ver. 9, "Then the Lord put forth His hand,
and touched my mouth," we cannot but pause and ask what it was that the writer meant to convey by
words so strange and startling. Thoughtful readers cannot avoid the question whether such statements
are consonant with what we otherwise know of the dealings of God with man; whether an outward
and visible act of the kind spoken of conforms with that whole conception of the Divine Being, which
is, so far as it reflects reality, the outcome of His own contact with our human spirits. The obvious
answer is that such corporeal actions are incompatible with all our experience and all our reasoned
conceptions of the Divine Essence, which fills all things and controls all things, precisely because it
is not limited by a bodily organism, because its actions are not dependent upon such imperfect and
restricted media as hands and feet. If, then, we are bound to a literal sense, we can only understand
that the prophet saw a vision, in which a Divine hand seemed to touch his lips, and a Divine voice
to sound in his ears. But are we bound to a literal sense? It is noteworthy that Jeremiah does not
say that Iahvah Himself appeared to him. In this respect, he stands in conspicuous contrast with his
predecessor Isaiah, who writes (vi. 1), "In the year that king Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting upon a
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throne, high and lifted up;" and with his successor Ezekiel, who affirms in his opening verse (i. 1) that
on a certain definite occasion "the heavens opened," and he saw "visions of God." Nor does Jeremiah
use that striking phrase of the younger prophet's, "The hand of Iahvah was upon me," or "was strong
upon me." But when he says, "Iahvah put forth His hand and touched my mouth," he is evidently
thinking of the seraph that touched Isaiah's mouth with the live coal from the heavenly altar (vi. 7).
The words are identical (על פי ויגע), and might be regarded as a quotation. It is true that, supposing
Jeremiah to be relating the experience of a trance-like condition or ecstasy, we need not assume any
conscious imitation of his predecessor. The sights and sounds which affect a man in such a condition
may be partly repetitions of former experience, whether one's own or that of others; and in part wholly
new and strange. In a dream one might imagine things happening to oneself, which one had heard or
read of in connexion with others. And Jeremiah's writings generally prove his intimate acquaintance
with those of Isaiah and the older prophets. But as a trance or ecstasy is itself an involuntary state,
so the thoughts and feelings of the subject of it must be independent of the individual will, and as it
were imposed from without. Is then the prophet describing the experience of such an abnormal state
– a state like that of St. Peter in his momentous vision on the housetop at Joppa, or like that of St.
Paul when he was "caught up to the third heaven," and saw many wonderful things which he durst
not reveal? The question has been answered in the negative on two principal grounds. It is said that
the vision of vv. 11, 12, derives its significance not from the visible thing itself, but from the name of
it, which is, of course, not an object of sight at all; and consequently, the so-called vision is really "a
well-devised and ingenious product of cool reflexion." But is this so? We may translate the original
passage thus: And there fell a word of Iahvah unto me, saying, What seest thou, Jeremiah? And I said,
A rod of a wake-tree (i. e. an almond) is what I see. And Iahvah said unto me, Thou hast well seen;
for wakeful am I over My word, to do it. Doubtless there is here one of those plays on words which
are so well known a feature of the prophetic style; but to admit this is by no means tantamount to an
admission that the vision derives its force and meaning from the "invisible name" rather than from
the visible thing. Surely it is plain that the significance of the vision depends on the fact which the
name implies; a fact which would be at once suggested by the sight of the tree. It is the well known
characteristic of the almond tree that it wakes, as it were, from the long sleep of winter before all
other trees, and displays its beautiful garland of blossom, while its companions remain leafless and
apparently lifeless. This quality of early wakefulness is expressed by the Hebrew name of the almond
tree; for shāqḗd means waking or wakeful. If this tree, in virtue of its remarkable peculiarity, was
a proverb of watching and waking, the sight of it, or of a branch of it, in a prophetic vision would
be sufficient to suggest that idea, independently of the name. The allusion to the name, therefore, is
only a literary device for expressing with inimitable force and neatness the significance of the visible
symbol of the "rod of the almond tree," as it was intuitively apprehended by the prophet in his vision.

Another and more radical ground is discovered in the substance of the Divine communication.
It is said that the anticipatory statement of the contents and purpose of the subsequent prophesyings
of the seer (ver. 10), the announcement beforehand of his fortunes (vv. 8, 18, 19), and the warning
addressed to the prophet personally (ver. 17), are only conceivable as results of a process of
abstraction from real experience, as prophecies conformed to the event (ex eventu). "The call of the
prophet," says the writer whose arguments we are examining, "was the moment when, battling down
the doubts and scruples of the natural man (vv. 7, 8), and full of holy courage, he took the resolution
(ver. 17) to proclaim God's word. Certainly he was animated by the hope of Divine assistance (ver.
18), the promise of which he heard inwardly in the heart. More than this cannot be affirmed. But in
this chapter (vv. 17, 18), the measure and direction of the Divine help are already clear to the writer;
he is aware that opposition awaits him (ver. 19); he knows the content of his prophecies (ver. 10).
Such knowledge was only possible for him in the middle or at the end of his career; and therefore
the composition of this opening chapter must be referred to such a later period. As, however, the
final catastrophe, after which his language would have taken a wholly different complexion, is still
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hidden from him here; and as the only edition of his prophecies prepared by himself, that we know
of, belongs to the fourth year of Jehoiakim (xxxvi. 45); the section is best referred to that very time,
when the posture of affairs promised well for the fulfilment of the threatenings of many years (cf.
xxv. 9 with vv. 15, 10; xxv. 13 with vv. 12-17; xxv. 6 with ver. 16. And ver. 18 is virtually repeated,
chap. xv. 20, which belongs to the same period)."

The first part of this is an obvious inference from the narrative itself. The prophet's own
statement makes it abundantly clear that his conviction of a call was accompanied by doubts and fears,
which were only silenced by that faith which moves mountains. That lofty confidence in the purpose
and strength of the Unseen, which has enabled weak and trembling humanity to endure martyrdom,
might well be sufficient to nerve a young man to undertake the task of preaching unpopular truths,
even at the risk of frequent persecution and occasional peril. But surely we need not suppose that,
when Jeremiah started on his prophetic career, he was as one who takes a leap in the dark. Surely it
is not necessary to suppose him profoundly ignorant of the subject-matter of prophecy in general, of
the kind of success he might look for, of his own shrinking timidity and desponding temperament, of
"the measure and direction of the Divine help." Had the son of Hilkiah been the first of the prophets
of Israel instead of one of the latest; had there been no prophets before him; we might recognise some
force in this criticism. As the facts lie, however, we can hardly avoid an obvious answer. With the
experience of many notable predecessors before his eyes; with the message of a Hosea, an Amos, a
Micah, an Isaiah, graven upon his heart; with his minute knowledge of their history, their struggles
and successes, the fierce antagonisms they roused, the cruel persecutions they were called upon to
face in the discharge of their Divine commission; with his profound sense that nothing but the good
help of their God had enabled them to endure the strain of a lifelong battle; it is not in the least
wonderful that Jeremiah should have foreseen the like experience for himself. The wonder would
have been, if, with such speaking examples before him, he had not anticipated "the measure and
direction of the Divine help"; if he had been ignorant "that opposition awaited him"; if he had not
already possessed a general knowledge of the "contents" of his own as of all prophecies. For there
is a substantial unity underlying all the manifold outpourings of the prophetic spirit. Indeed, it would
seem that it is to the diversity of personal gifts, to differences of training and temperament, to the
rich variety of character and circumstance, rather than to any essential contrasts in the substance and
purport of prophecy itself, that the absence of monotony, the impress of individuality and originality
is due, which characterises the utterances of the principal prophets.

Apart from the unsatisfactory nature of the reasons alleged, it is very probable that this opening
chapter was penned by Jeremiah as an introduction to the first collection of his prophecies, which
dates from the fourth year of Jehoiakim, that is, circ. b. c. 606. In that case, it must not be forgotten
that the prophet is relating events which, as he tells us himself (chap. xxv. 3), had taken place three
and twenty years ago; and as his description is probably drawn from memory, something may be
allowed for unconscious transformation of facts in the light of after experience. Still, the peculiar
events that attended so marked a crisis in his life as his first consciousness of a Divine call must, in any
case, have constituted, cannot but have left a deep and abiding impress upon the prophet's memory;
and there really seems to be no good reason for refusing to believe that that initial experience took
the form of a twofold vision seen under conditions of trance or ecstasy. At the same time, bearing
in mind the Oriental passion for metaphor and imagery, we are not perhaps debarred from seeing
in the whole chapter a figurative description, or rather an attempt to describe through the medium
of figurative language, that which must always ultimately transcend description – the communion of
the Divine with the human spirit. Real, most real of real facts, as that communion was and is, it can
never be directly communicated in words; it can only be hinted and suggested through the medium
of symbolic and metaphorical phraseology. Language itself, being more than half material, breaks
down in the attempt to express things wholly spiritual.



C.  Ball.  «The Expositor's Bible: The Prophecies of Jeremiah»

31

I shall not stop to discuss the importance of the general superscription or heading of the book,
which is given in the first three verses. But before passing on, I will ask you to notice that, whereas
the Hebrew text opens with the phrase Dibrê Yirmeyáhu (ּדִּבְרֵי יִרְמְיָהו), "The words of Jeremiah," the
oldest translation we have, viz. the Septuagint, reads: "The word of God which came to Jeremiah" (τὸ
ρῆμα τοῦ Θεοῦ ὃ ἐγένετο ἐπὶ Ἱερεμίαν). It is possible, therefore, that the old Greek translator had
a Hebrew text different from that which has come down to us, and opening with the same formula
which we find at the beginning of the older prophets Hosea, Joel, and Micah. In fact, Amos is the
only prophet, besides Jeremiah, whose book begins with the phrase in question (דברי מוס – Λόγοι
Ἀμώς); and although it is more appropriate there than here, owing to the continuation "And he said,"
it looks suspicious even there, when we compare Isaiah i. 1, and observe how much more suitable
the term "vision" (חֲזוֹן) would be. It is likely that the LXX. has preserved the original reading of
Jeremiah, and that some editor of the Hebrew text altered it because of the apparent tautology with
the opening of ver. 2: "To whom the word of the Lord (LXX. τοῦ Θεοῦ) came in the days of Josiah."

Such changes were freely made by the scribes in the days before the settlement of the O.
T. canon; changes which may occasion much perplexity to those, if any there be, who hold by the
unintelligent and obsolete theory of verbal and even literal inspiration, but none at all to such as
recognise a Divine hand in the facts of history,16 and are content to believe that in holy books, as in
holy men, there is a Divine treasure in earthen vessels. The textual difference in question may serve
to call our attention to the peculiar way in which the prophets identified their work with the Divine
will, and their words with the Divine thoughts; so that the words of an Amos or a Jeremiah were in all
good faith held and believed to be self-attesting utterances of the Unseen God. The conviction which
wrought in them was, in fact, identical with that which in after times moved St. Paul to affirm the
high calling and inalienable dignity of the Christian ministry in those impressive words, "Let a man
so account of us as of the ministers of Christ, and stewards of the mysteries of God."

Vv. 5-10, which relate how the prophet became aware that he was in future to receive revelations
from above, constitute in themselves an important revelation. Under Divine influence he becomes
aware of a special mission. Ere I began to form (mould, fashion, יצר, as the potter moulds the clay)
thee in the belly, I knew thee; and ere thou begannest to come forth from the womb,17 I had dedicated
thee, not "regarded thee as holy," Isa. viii. 13; nor perhaps "declared thee holy," as Ges.; but "hallowed
thee," i. e. dedicated thee to God, Judg. xvii. 3; 1 Kings ix. 3; especially Lev. xxvii. 14; of money
and houses. The pi. of consecrating priests, Ex. xxviii. 41; altar, Ex. xxix. 36, temple, mountain,
etc.; perhaps also, "consecrated thee" for the discharge of a sacred office. Even soldiers are called
consecrated (מקֻדּשים Isa. xiii. 3), as ministers of the Lord of Hosts, and probably as having been
formally devoted to His service at the outset of a campaign by special solemnities of lustration and
sacrifice; while guests bidden to a sacrificial feast had to undergo a preliminary form of consecration
(1 Sam. xvi. 5; Zeph. i. 7), to fit them for communion with Deity.

With the certainty of his own Divine calling, it became clear to the prophet that the choice
was not an arbitrary caprice; it was the execution of a Divine purpose, conceived long, long before
its realisation in time and space. The God whose foreknowledge and will directs the whole course
of human history – whose control of events and direction of human energies is most signally evident
in precisely those instances where men and nations are most regardless of Him, and imagine the
vain thought that they are independent of Him (Isa. xxii. 11, xxxvii. 26) – this sovereign Being,
in the development of whose eternal purposes he himself, and every son of man was necessarily a
factor, had from the first "known him," – known the individual character and capacities which would
constitute his fitness for the special work of his life; – and "sanctified" him; devoted and consecrated
him to the doing of it when the time of his earthly manifestation should arrive. Like others who have

16 Even in the history of the transmission of ancient writings.
17 Isa. xliv. 24, ןטָּבמ ךרֶצוי, xlix. 5, ול דבעֶל ֶןְטּבמ יִרְצי.
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played a notable part in the affairs of men, Jeremiah saw with clearest vision that he was himself the
embodiment in flesh and blood of a Divine idea; he knew himself to be a deliberately planned and
chosen instrument of the Divine activity. It was this seeing himself as God saw him, which constituted
his difference from his fellows, who only knew their individual appetites, pleasures and interests, and
were blinded, by their absorption in these, to the perception of any higher reality. It was the coming
to this knowledge of himself, of the meaning and purpose of HIS individual unity of powers and
aspirations in the great universe of being, of his true relation to God and to man, which constituted
the first revelation to Jeremiah, and which was the secret of his personal greatness.

This knowledge, however, might have come to him in vain. Moments of illumination are not
always accompanied by noble resolves and corresponding actions. It does not follow that, because
a man sees his calling, he will at once renounce all, and pursue it. Jeremiah would not have been
human, had he not hesitated a while, when, after the inward light, came the voice, A spokesman, or
Divine interpreter (נביא), to the nations appoint I thee. To have passing flashes of spiritual insight
and heavenly inspiration is one thing; to undertake now, in the actual present, the course of conduct
which they unquestionably indicate and involve, is quite another. And so, when the hour of spiritual
illumination has passed, the darkness may and often does become deeper than before.

And I said, Alas! O Lord Iahvah, behold I know not how to speak; for I am but a youth. The words
express that reluctance to begin which a sense of unpreparedness, and misgivings about the unknown
future, naturally inspire. To take the first step demands decision and confidence; but confidence and
decision do not come of contemplating oneself and one's own unfitness or unpreparedness, but of
steadfastly fixing our regards upon God, who will qualify us for all that He requires us to do. Jeremiah
does not refuse to obey His call; the very words "My Lord Iahvah" – 'Adonai, Master, or my Master
– imply a recognition of the Divine right to his service; he merely alleges a natural objection. The
cry, "Who is sufficient for these things?" rises to his lips, when the light and the glory are obscured
for a moment, and the reaction and despondency natural to human weakness ensue. And Iahvah said
unto me, Say not, I am but a youth; for unto all that I send thee unto, thou shalt go, and all that I
command thee thou shalt speak. Be not afraid of them; for with thee am I to rescue thee, is the utterance
of Iahvah. "Unto all that I send thee unto"; for he was to be no local prophet; his messages were to
be addressed to the surrounding peoples as well as to Judah; his outlook as a seer was to comprise
the entire political horizon (ver. 10, xxv. 9, 15, xlvi. sqq.). Like Moses (Ex. iv. 10), Jeremiah objects
that he is no practised speaker; and this on account of youthful inexperience. The answer is that his
speaking will depend not so much upon himself as upon God: "All that I command thee, thou shalt
speak." The allegation of his youth also covers a feeling of timidity, which would naturally be excited
at the thought of encountering kings and princes and priests, as well as the common people, in the
discharge of such a commission. This implication is met by the Divine assurance: "Unto all" – of
whatever rank – "that I send thee unto, thou shalt go"; and by the encouraging promise of Divine
protection against all opposing powers: "Be not afraid of them; for with thee am I to rescue thee."18

And Iahvah put forth His hand and touched my mouth: and Iahvah said unto me, Behold I have
put My words in thy mouth! This word of the Lord, says Hitzig, is represented as a corporeal substance;
in accordance with the Oriental mode of thought and speech, which invests everything with bodily
form. He refers to a passage in Samuel (2 Sam. xvii. 5) where Absalom says, "Call now Hushai the
Archite, and let us hear that which is in his mouth also;" as if what the old counsellor had to say were
something solid in more senses than one. But we need not press the literal force of the language. A
prophet who could write (v. 14): "Behold I am about to make my words in thy mouth fire and this
people logs of wood; and it shall devour them;" or again (xv. 16), "Thy words were found, and I did eat
them; and Thy word became unto me a joy and my heart's delight," may also have written, "Behold
I have put My words in thy mouth!" without thereby becoming amenable to a charge of confusing

18 For the words of this promise, cf. ver. 19 infr., xv. 20, xlii. 11.
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fact with figure, metaphor with reality. Nor can I think the prophet means to say that, although, as a
matter of fact, the Divine word already dwelt in him, it was now "put in his mouth," in the sense that
he was henceforth to utter it. Stripped of the symbolism of vision, the verse simply asserts that the
spiritual change which came over Jeremiah at the turning point in his career was due to the immediate
operation of God; and that the chief external consequence of this inward change was that powerful
preaching of Divine truth, by which he was henceforth known. The great Prophet of the Exile twice
uses the phrase, "I have set My words in thy mouth" (Isa. li. 16, lix. 21) with much the same meaning
as that intended by Jeremiah, but without the preceding metaphor about the Divine hand.

See I have this day set thee over the nations and over the kingdoms, to root out and to pull down,
and to destroy and to overturn; to rebuild and to replant. Such, following the Hebrew punctuation, are
the terms of the prophet's commission; and they are well worth consideration, as they set forth with
all the force of prophetic idiom his own conception of the nature of that commission. First, there is
the implied assertion of his own official dignity: the prophet is made a paqîd (Gen. xli. 34, "officers"
set by Pharaoh over Egypt; 2 Kings xxv. 19 a military prefect) a prefect or superintendent of the
nations of the world. It is the Hebrew term corresponding to the ἐπίσκοπος of the New Testament
and the Christian Church (Judg. ix. 28; Neh. xi. 9). And secondly, his powers are of the widest scope;
he is invested with authority over the destinies of all peoples. If it be asked in what sense it could
be truly said that the ruin and renascence of nations was subject to the supervision of the prophets,
the answer is obvious. The word they were authorised to declare was the word of God. But God's
word is not something whose efficacy is exhausted in the human utterance of it. God's word is an
irreversible command, fulfilling itself with all the necessity of a law of nature. The thought is well
expressed by a later prophet: "For as the rain cometh down, and the snow from heaven, and returneth
not thither, but watereth the earth, and maketh it bring forth and spring; and yieldeth seed to the sower
and bread to the eater: so shall My word become, that goeth forth out of My mouth; it shall not return
to Me empty (ריקם), but shall surely do that which I have willed, and shall carry through that for
which I sent it" (or "shall prosper him whom I have sent," Isa. lv. 10, 11). All that happens is merely
the selfaccomplishment of this Divine word, which is only the human aspect of the Divine will. If,
therefore, the absolute dependence of the prophets upon God for their knowledge of this word be left
out of account, they appear as causes, when they are in truth but instruments, as agents when they are
only mouthpieces. And so Ezekiel writes, "when I came to destroy the city" (Ezek. xliii. 3), meaning
when I announced the Divine decree of its destruction. The truth upon which this peculiar mode of
statement rests – the truth that the will of God must be and always is done in the world that God has
made and is making – is a rock upon which the faith of His messengers may always repose. What
strength, what staying power may the Christian preacher find in dwelling upon this almost visible fact
of the self-fulfilling will and word of God, though all around him he hear that will questioned, and
that word disowned and denied! He knows – it is his supreme comfort to know – that, while his own
efforts may be thwarted, that will is invincible; that though he may fail in the conflict, that word will
go on conquering and to conquer, until it shall have subdued all things unto itself.
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II.

THE TRUST IN THE SHADOW OF EGYPT
 
 

Jeremiah ii. 1-iii. 5
 

The first of the prophet's public addresses is, in fact, a sermon which proceeds from an exposure
of national sin to the menace of coming judgment. It falls naturally into three sections, of which the
first (ii. 1-13) sets forth Iahvah's tender love to His young bride Israel in the old times of nomadic
life, when faithfulness to Him was rewarded by protection from all external foes; and then passes on
to denounce the unprecedented apostasy of a people from their God. The second (14-28) declares
that if Israel has fallen a prey to her enemies, it is the result of her own infidelity to her Divine
Spouse; of her early notorious and inveterate falling away to the false gods, who are now her only
resource, and that a worthless one. The third section (ii. 29-iii. 5) points to the failure of Iahvah's
chastisements to reclaim a people hardened in guilt, and in a self-righteousness which refused warning
and despised reproof; affirms the futility of all human aid amid the national reverses; and cries woe
on a too late repentance. It is not difficult to fix the time of this noble and pathetic address. That
which follows it, and is intimately connected with it in substance, was composed "in the days of
Josiah the king" (iii. 6), so that the present one must be placed a little earlier in the same reign; and,
considering its position in the book, may very probably be assigned to the thirteenth year of Josiah,
i. e. b. c. 629, in which the prophet received his Divine call. This is the ordinary opinion; but one
critic (Knobel) refers the discourse to the beginning of the reign of Jehoiakim, on account of the
connexion with Egypt which is mentioned in vv. 18, 36, and the humiliation suffered at the hands
of the Egyptians which is mentioned in ver. 16; while another (Graf) maintains that chaps. ii. – vi.
were composed in the fourth year of Jehoiakim, as if the prophet had committed nothing to writing
before that date – an assumption which seems to run counter to the implication conveyed by his own
statement, chap. xxxvi. 2. This latter critic has failed to notice the allusions in chaps. iv. 14, vi. 8,
to an approaching calamity which may be averted by national reformation, to which the people are
invited; – an invitation wholly incompatible with the prophet's attitude at that hopeless period. The
series of prophecies beginning at chap. iv. 3 is certainly later in time than the discourse we are now
considering; but as certainly belongs to the immediate subsequent years.

It does not appear that the first two of Jeremiah's addresses were called forth by any striking
event of public importance, such as the Scythian invasion. His new-born consciousness of the Divine
call would urge the young prophet to action; and in the present discourse we have the firstfruits of
the heavenly impulse. It is a retrospect of Israel's entire past and an examination of the state of things
growing out of it. The prophet's attention is not yet confined to Judah; he deplores the rupture of the
ideal relations between Iahvah and His people as a whole (ii. 4; cf. iii. 6). As Hitzig has remarked,
this opening address, in its finished elaboration, leaves the impression of a first outpouring of the
heart, which sets forth at once without reserve the long score of the Divine grievances against Israel.
At the same time, in its closing judgment (iii. 5), in its irony (ii. 28), in its appeals (ii. 21, 31), and
its exclamations (ii. 12), it breathes an indignation stern and deep to a degree hardly characteristic of
the prophet in his other discourses, but which was natural enough, as Hitzig observes, in a first essay
at moral criticism, a first outburst of inspired zeal.

In the Hebrew text the chapter begins with the same formula as chap. i. (ver. 4): "And there
fell a word of Iahvah unto me, saying." But the LXX. reads: "And he said, Thus saith the Lord," (καὶ
εἶπε, τάδε λέγει κύριος); a difference which is not immaterial, as it may be a trace of an older
Hebrew recension of the prophet's work, in which this second chapter immediately followed the
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original superscription of the book, as given in chap. i. 1, 2, from which it was afterwards separated
by the insertion of the narrative of Jeremiah's call and visions (ויאמֽר: cf. Amos i. 2). Perhaps we may
see another trace of the same thing in the fact that whereas chap. i. sends the prophet to the rulers
and people of Judah, this chapter is in part addressed to collective Israel (ver. 4); which constitutes
a formal disagreement. If the reference to Israel is not merely retrospective and rhetorical, – if it
implies, as seems to be assumed, that the prophet really meant his words to affect the remnant of
the northern kingdom as well as Judah, – we have here a valuable contemporary corroboration of
the much disputed assertion of the author of Chronicles, that king Josiah abolished idolatry "in the
cities of Manasseh and Ephraim and Simeon even unto Naphtali, to wit, in their ruins round about" (2
Chron. xxxiv. 6), as well as in Judah and Jerusalem; and that Manasseh and Ephraim and "the remnant
of Israel" (2 Chron. xxxiv. 9, cf. 21) contributed to his restoration of the temple. These statements of
the Chronicler imply that Josiah exercised authority in the ruined northern kingdom, as well as in the
more fortunate south; and so far as this first discourse of Jeremiah was actually addressed to Israel as
well as to Judah, those disputed statements find in it an undesigned confirmation. However this may
be, as a part of the first collection of the author's prophecies, there is little doubt that the chapter was
read by Baruch to the people of Jerusalem in the fourth year of Jehoiakim (chap. xxxvi. 6).

Go thou and cry in the ears of Jerusalem: Thus hath Iahvah said (or thought: This is the Divine
thought concerning thee!) I have remembered for thee the kindness of thy youth, the love of thine
espousals; thy following Me (as a bride follows her husband to his tent) in the wilderness, in a land
unsown. A dedicated thing (ׁקֹרֶש: like the high priest, on whose mitre was graven קֹרֶשׁ לַיְהוָֹה) was
Israel to Iahvah, His firstfruits of increase; all who did eat him were held guilty, ill would come to
them, saith Iahvah (vers. 2, 3). – "I have remembered for thee," i. e. in thy favour, to thy benefit –
as when Nehemiah prays, "Remember in my favour, O my God, for good, all that I have done upon
this people," (Neh. v. 19) – "the kindness" – חֶסֶד – the warm affection of thy youth, "the love of
thine espousals," or the charm of thy bridal state (Hos. ii. 15, xi. 1); the tender attachment of thine
early days, of thy new born national consciousness, when Iahvah had chosen thee as His bride, and
called thee to follow Him out of Egypt. It is the figure which we find so elaborately developed in
the pages of Hosea. The "bridal state" is the time from the Exodus to the taking of the covenant
at Sinai (Ezek. xvi. 8), which was, as it were, the formal instrument of the marriage; and Israel's
young love is explained as consisting in turning her back upon "the flesh-pots of Egypt" (Ex. xvi.
3), at the call of Iahvah, and following her Divine Lord into the barren steppes. This forsaking of all
worldly comfort for the hard life of the desert was proof of the sincerity of Israel's early love. [The
evidently original words "in the wilderness, a land unsown," are omitted by the LXX., which renders:
"I remembered the mercy of thy youth, and the love of thy nuptials (τελείωσις, consummation), so
that thou followedst the Holy One of Israel, saith Iahvah."] Iahvah's "remembrance" of this devotion,
that is to say, the return He made for it, is described in the next verse. Israel became not "holiness"
but a holy or hallowed thing; a dedicated object, belonging wholly and solely to Iahvah, a thing which
it was sacrilege to touch; Iahvah's "firstfruits of increase" (Heb. ראשית תבואתה). This last phrase is
to be explained by reference to the well-known law of the firstfruits (Ex. xxiii. 19; Deut. xviii. 4,
xxvi. 10), according to which the first specimens of all agricultural produce were given to God. Israel,
like the firstlings of cattle and the firstfruits of corn and wine and oil, was קדש ליהוה consecrated to
Iahweh; and therefore none might eat of him without offending. "To eat" or devour is a term naturally
used of vexing and destroying a nation (x. 25, l. 7; Deut. vii. 16, "And thou shalt eat up all the peoples,
which Jehovah thy God is about to give thee;" Isa. i. 7; Ps. xiv. 4, "Who eat up My people as they eat
bread"). The literal translation is, "All his eaters become guilty (or are treated as guilty, punished);
evil cometh to them;" and the verbs, being in the imperfect, denote what happened again and again in
Israel's history; Iahvah suffered no man to do His people wrong with impunity. This, then, is the first
count in the indictment against Israel, that Iahvah had not been unmindful of her early devotion, but
had recognised it by throwing the shield of sanctity around her, and making her inviolable against all
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external enemies (vv. 1-3). The prophet's complaint, as developed in the following section (vv. 4-8),
is that, in spite of the goodness of Iahvah, Israel has forsaken Him for idols. "Hear ye the word of
Iahvah, O house of Jacob, and all the clans of the house of Israel!" All Israel is addressed, and not
merely the surviving kingdom of Judah, because the apostasy had been universal. A special reference
apparently made in ver. 8 to the prophets of Baal, who flourished only in the northern kingdom. We
may compare the word of Amos "against the whole clan," which Iahvah "brought up from the land
of Egypt" (Amos iii. 1), spoken at a time when Ephraim was yet in the heyday of his power.

Thus hath Iahvah said, What found your fathers in Me, that was unjust, (עָוֶל a single act
of injustice, Ps. vii. 4; not to be found in Iahvah, Deut. xxxii. 4) that they went far from Me and
followed the Folly and were befooled (or the Delusion and were deluded) (ver. 5). The phrase is
used 2 Kings xvii. 15 in the same sense; הַהֶבֶל "the (mere) breath," "the nothingness" or "vanity,"
being a designation of the idols which Israel went after (cf. also chap. xxiii. 16; Ps. lxii. 11; Job
xxvii. 12); much as St. Paul has written that "an idol is nothing in the world" (1 Cor. viii. 4), and
that, with all this boasted culture, the nations of classical antiquity "became vain," or were befooled
"in their imaginations" (ἐματαιώθησαν = ויהבלו), "and their foolish heart was darkened" (Rom.
i. 21). Both the prophet and the apostle refer to that judicial blindness which is a consequence of
persistently closing the eyes to truth, and deliberately putting darkness for light and light for darkness,
bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter, in compliance with the urgency of the flesh. For ancient Israel,
the result of yielding to the seductions of foreign worship was, that "They were stultified in their
best endeavours. They became false in thinking and believing, in doing and forbearing, because the
fundamental error pervaded the whole life of the nation and of the individual. They supposed that
they knew and honoured God, but they were entirely mistaken; they supposed they were doing His
will, and securing their own welfare, while they were doing and securing the exact contrary" (Hitzig).
And similar consequences will always flow from attempts to serve two masters; to gratify the lower
nature, while not breaking wholly with the higher. Once the soul has accepted a lower standard than
the perfect law of truth, it does not stop there. The subtle corruption goes on extending its ravages
farther and farther; while the consciousness that anything is wrong becomes fainter and fainter as
the deadly mischief increases, until at last the ruined spirit believes itself in perfect health, when it
is, in truth, in the last stage of mortal disease. Perversion of the will and the affections leads to the
perversion of the intellect. There is a profound meaning in the old saying that, Men make their gods
in their own likeness. As a man is, so will God appear to him to be. "With the loving, Thou wilt
shew Thyself loving; With the perfect, Thou wilt shew Thyself perfect; With the pure, Thou wilt
shew Thyself pure; And with the perverse, Thou wilt shew Thyself froward" (Ps. xviii. 25 sq.). Only
hearts pure of all worldly taint see God in His purity. The rest worship some more or less imperfect
semblance of Him, according to the varying degrees of their selfishness and sin.

And they said not, Where is Iahvah, who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, that guided us in
the wilderness, in a land of wastes and hollows (or desert and defile), in a land of drought and darkness
(dreariness צלמות), in a land that no man passed through, and where no mortal dwelt (ver. 6). "They
said not, Where is Iahvah, who brought us up out of the land of Egypt." It is the old complaint of the
prophets against Israel's black ingratitude. So, for instance, Amos (ii. 10) had written: "Whereas I –
I brought you up from the land of Egypt, and guided you in the wilderness forty years;" and Micah
(vi. 3 sq.): "My people, what have I done unto thee, and how have I wearied thee? Answer against
Me. For I brought thee up from the land of Egypt, and from a house of bondmen redeemed I thee."
In common gratitude, they were bound to be true to this mighty Saviour; to enquire after Iahvah, to
call upon Him only, to do His will, and to seek His grace (cf. xxix. 12 sq.). Yet, with characteristic
fickleness, they soon forgot the fatherly guidance, which had never deserted them in the period of
their nomadic wanderings in the wilds of Arabia Petræa; a land which the prophet poetically describes
as "a land of wastes and hollows" – alluding probably to the rocky defiles through which they had
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to pass – and "a land of drought and darkness;"19 the latter an epithet of the Grave or Hades (Job x.
21), fittingly applied to that great lone wilderness of the south, which Isaiah had called "a fearsome
land" (xxi. 1), and "a land of trouble and anguish" (xxx. 6), whither, according to the poet of Job,
"The caravans go up and are lost" (vi. 18).

And I brought you into the garden land, to eat its fruits and its choicest things (ּטוּבָה Isa. i. 19;
Gen. xlv. 18, 20, 23); and ye entered and defiled My land, and My domain ye made a loathsome
thing! (ver. 7). With the wilderness of the wanderings is contrasted the "land of the carmel," the land
of fruitful orchards and gardens, as in chap. iv. 26.; Isa. x. 18, xvi. 10, xxix. 17. This was Canaan,
Iahvah's own land, which He had chosen out of all countries to be His special dwelling-place and
earthly sanctuary; but which Israel no sooner possessed, than they began to pollute this holy land
by their sins, like the guilty peoples whom they had displaced, making it thereby an abomination to
Iahvah (Lev. xviii. 24 sq., cf. chap. iii. 2).

The priests they said not, Where is Iahvah? and they that handle the law, they knew (i. e. regarded,
heeded) Me not; and as for the shepherds (i. e. the king and princes, ver. 26), they rebelled against
Me, and the prophets, they prophesied by (through) the Baal, and them that help not (i. e. the false
gods) they followed (ver. 8). In the form of a climax, this verse justifies the accusation contained
in the last, by giving particulars. The three ruling classes are successively indicted (cf. ver. 26, ch.
xviii. 18). The priests, part of whose duty was to "handle the law," i. e. explain the Torah, to instruct
the people in the requirements of Iahvah, by oral tradition and out of the sacred law-books, gave no
sign of spiritual aspiration (cf. ver. 6); like the reprobate sons of Eli, "they knew not" (1 Sam. ii. 12)
"Iahvah," that is to say, paid no heed to Him and His will as revealed in the book of the law; the secular
authorities, the king and his counsellors ("wise men," xviii. 18), not only sinned thus negatively, but
positively revolted against the King of kings, and resisted His will; while the prophets went further
yet in the path of guilt, apostatizing altogether from the God of Israel, and seeking inspiration from
the Phenician Baal, and following worthless idols that could give no help. There seems to be a play on
the words Baal and Belial, as if Baal meant the same as Belial, "profitless," "worthless" (cf. 1 Sam.
ii. 12: "Now Eli's sons were sons of Belial; they knew not Iahvah." The phrase ּלֹא־יוֹעִלו "they that
help not," or "cannot help," suggests the term בְּלִיַעַל Belial; which, however, may be derived from
",supreme," "God," and so mean "not-God," "idol," rather than "worthlessness" על not," and" בְּלִי
"unprofitableness," as it is usually explained). The reference may be to the Baal-worship of Samaria,
the northern capital, which was organised by Ahab, and his Tyrian queen (chap, xxiii. 13).

Therefore– on account of this amazing ingratitude of your forefathers, —I will again plead
(reason, argue forensically) with you (the present generation in whom their guilt repeats itself) saith
Iahvah, and with your sons' sons (who will inherit your sins) will I plead. The nation is conceived
as a moral unity, the characteristics of which are exemplified in each successive generation. To all
Israel, past, present, and future, Iahvah will vindicate his own righteousness. For cross (the sea) to
the coasts of the Citieans (the people of Citium in Cyprus) and see; and to Kedar (the rude tribes of
the Syrian desert) send ye, and mark well, and see whether there hath arisen a case like this. Hath a
nation changed gods – albeit they are no-gods? Yet My people hath changed his (true) glory for that
which helpeth not (or is worthless). Upheave, ye heavens (שמים שמו, a fine paronomasia), at this, and
shudder (and) be petrified (חַֽרְבוּ מְאֹד Ges., "be sore amazed" = שמם; but Hitzig "be dry" = stiff and
motionless, like syn. יבש in 1 Kings xiii. 4), saith Iahvah; for two evil things hath My people done:
Me they have forsaken – a Fountain of living water – to hew them out cisterns, broken cisterns, that
cannot (imperf. = potential) hold water (Heb. the waters: generic article) (vv. 9-13). In these five
verses, the apostasy of Israel from his own God is held up as a fact unique in history – unexampled
and inexplicable by comparison with the doings of other nations. Whether you look westward or

so far as the punctuation suggests that the term is a compound, meaning "shadow of death," is one of the fictions of the ,תֶוָמְלַצ 19
Masorets, like םיִנֹויֵאְגִל and םיִאָּכְלֵח and הָכְלֵֽח in the Psalms.
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eastward, across the sea to Cyprus, or beyond Gilead to the barbarous tribes of the Cedrei (Ps. cxx.
5), nowhere will you find a heathen people that has changed its native worship for another; and if you
did find such, it would be no precedent or palliation of Israel's behaviour. The heathen in adopting
a new worship simply exchanges one superstition for another; the objects of his devotion are "non-
gods" (ver. 11). The heinousness and the eccentricity of Israel's conduct lies in the fact that he has
bartered truth for falsehood; he has exchanged "his Glory" – whom Amos (viii. 7) calls the Pride
(A.V. Excellency) of Jacob – for a useless idol; an object which the prophet elsewhere calls "The
Shame" (iii. 24, xi. 13), because it can only bring shame and confusion upon those whose hopes
depend upon it. The wonder of the thing might well be supposed to strike the pure heavens, the silent
witnesses of it, with blank astonishment (cf. a similar appeal in Deut. iv. 26, xxxi. 28, xxxii. 1, where
the earth is added). For the evil is not single but twofold. With the rejection of truth goes the adoption
of error; and both are evils. Not only has Israel turned his back upon "a fountain of living waters;" he
has also "hewn him out cisterns, broken cisterns, that cannot hold water." The "broken cisterns" are,
of course, the idols which Israel made to himself. As a cistern full of cracks and fissures disappoints
the wayfarer, who has reckoned on finding water in it; so the idols, having only the semblance and
not the reality of life, avail their worshippers nothing (vv. 8, 11). In Hebrew the waters of a spring
are called "living" (Gen. xxi. 19), because they are more refreshing and, as it were, life-giving, than
the stagnant waters of pools and tanks fed by the rains. Hence by a natural metaphor, the mouth
of a righteous man, or the teaching of the wise, and the fear of the Lord, are called a fountain of
life (Prov. x. 11, xiii. 14, xiv. 27). "The fountain of life" is with Iahvah (Ps. xxxvi. 10); nay, He is
Himself the Fountain of living waters (Jer. xvii. 13); because all life, and all that sustains or quickens
life, especially spiritual life, proceeds from Him. Now in Ps. xix. 8 it is said that "The law of the
Lord – or, the teaching of Iahvah – is perfect, reviving (or restoring) the soul" (cf. Lam. i. 11; Ruth
iv. 15); and a comparison of Micah and Isaiah's statement that "Out of Zion will go forth the law,
and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem" (Isa. ii. 3; Mic. iv. 2), with the more figurative language
of Joel (iii. 18) and Zechariah (xiv. 8), who speak of "a fountain going forth from the house of the
Lord," and "living waters going forth from Jerusalem," suggests the inference that "the living waters,"
of which Iahvah is the perennial fountain, are identical with His law as revealed through priests and
prophets. It is easy to confirm this suggestion by reference to the river "whose streams make glad
the city of God" (Ps. xlvi. 4); to Isaiah's poetic description of the Divine teaching, of which he was
himself the exponent, as "the waters of Shiloah that flow softly" (viii. 6), Shiloah being a spring that
issues from the temple rock; and to our Lord's conversation with the woman of Samaria, in which He
characterises His own teaching as "living waters" (St. John iv. 10), and as "a well of waters, springing
up unto eternal Life" (ibid. 14).

Is Israel a bondman, or a homeborn serf? Why hath he become a prey? Over him did young lions
roar; they uttered their voice; and they made his land a waste; his cities, they are burnt up (or thrown
down), so that they are uninhabited. Yea, the sons of Noph and Tahpan(h)es, they did bruise thee on
the crown. Is not this what (the thing that) thy forsaking Iahvah thy God brought about for thee, at the
time He was guiding thee in the way? (vv. 14-17). As Iahvah's bride, as a people chosen to be His own,
Israel had every reason to expect a bright and glorious career. Why was this expectation falsified by
events? But one answer was possible, in view of the immutable righteousness, the eternal faithfulness
of God. The ruin of Israel was Israel's own doing. It is a truth which applies to all nations, and to all
individuals capable of moral agency, in all periods and places of their existence. Let no man lay his
failure in this world or in the world to come at the door of the Almighty. Let none venture to repeat
the thoughtless blasphemy which charges the All-Merciful with sending frail human beings to expiate
their offences in an everlasting hell! Let none dare to say or think, God might have made it otherwise,
but He would not! Oh, no; it is all a monstrous misconception of the true relations of things. You
and I are free to make our choice now, whatever may be the case hereafter. We may choose to obey
God, or to disobey; we may seek His will, or our own. The one is the way of life; the other, of death,
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and nothing can alter the facts; they are part of the laws of the universe. Our destiny is in our own
hands, to make or to mar. If we qualify ourselves for nothing better than a hell – if our daily progress
leads us farther and farther from God and nearer and nearer to the devil – then hell will be our eternal
home. For God is love, and purity, and truth, and glad obedience to righteous laws; and these things,
realized and rejoiced in, are heaven. And the man that lives without these as the sovereign aims of his
existence – the man whose heart's worship is centred upon something else than God – stands already
on the verge of hell, which is "the place of him that knows not (and cares not for) God." And unless
we are prepared to find fault with that natural arrangement whereby like things are aggregated to like,
and all physical elements gravitate towards their own kind; I do not see how we can disparage the
same law in the spiritual sphere, in virtue of which all spiritual beings are drawn to their own place,
the heavenly-minded rising to the heights above, and the contrary sort sinking to the depths beneath.

The precise bearing of the question (ver. 14), "Is Israel a bondman, or a homeborn slave?"
is hardly self-evident. One commentator supposes that the implied answer is an affirmative. Israel
is a "servant," the servant, that is, the worshipper of the true God. Nay, he is more than a mere
bondservant; he occupies the favoured position of a slave born in his lord's house (cf. Abram's three
hundred and eighteen young men, Gen. xiv. 14), and therefore, according to the custom of antiquity,
standing on a different footing from a slave acquired by purchase. The "home" or house is taken
to mean the land of Canaan, which the prophet Hosea had designated as Iahvah's "house" (Hosea
ix. 15, cf. 3); and the "Israel" intended is supposed to be the existing generation born in the holy
land. The double question of the prophet then amounts to this: If Israel be, as is generally admitted,
the favourite bondservant of Iahvah, how comes it that his lord has not protected him against the
spoiler? But, although this interpretation is not without force, it is rendered doubtful by the order of
the words in the Hebrew, where the stress lies on the terms for "bondman" and "homeborn slave";
and by its bold divergence from the sense conveyed by the same form of question in other passages
of the prophet, e. g. ver. 31 infr., where the answer expected is a negative one (cf. also chap. viii.
4, 5, xiv. 19, xlix. 1. The formula is evidently characteristic). The point of the question seems to lie
in the fact of the helplessness of persons of servile condition against occasional acts of fraud and
oppression, from which neither the purchased nor the homebred slave could at all times be secure.
The rights of such persons, however humane the laws affecting their ordinary status, might at times
be cynically disregarded both by their masters and by others (see a notable instance, Jer. xxxiv. 8
sqq.). Moreover, there may be a reference to the fact that slaves were always reckoned in those times
as a valuable portion of the booty of conquest; and the meaning may be that Israel's lot as a captive
is as bad as if he had never known the blessings of freedom, and had simply exchanged one servitude
for another by the fortune of war. The allusion is chiefly to the fallen kingdom of Ephraim. We must
remember that Jeremiah is reviewing the whole past, from the outset of Iahvah's special dealings
with Israel. The national sins of the northern and more powerful branch had issued in utter ruin. The
"young lions," the foreign invaders, had "roared against" Israel properly so called, and made havoc of
the whole country (cf. iv. 7). The land was dispeopled, and became an actual haunt of lions (2 Kings
xvii. 25), until Esarhaddon colonised it with a motley gathering of foreigners (Ezra iv. 2). Judah too
had suffered greatly from the Assyrian invasion in Hezekiah's time, although the last calamity had
then been mercifully averted (Sanherib boasts that he stormed and destroyed forty-six strong cities,
and carried off 200,000 captives, and an innumerable booty). The implication is that the evil fate of
Ephraim threatens to overtake Judah; for the same moral causes are operative, and the same Divine
will, which worked in the past, is working in the present, and will continue to work in the future. The
lesson of the past was plain for those who had eyes to read and hearts to understand it. Apart from this
prophetic doctrine of a Providence which shapes the destinies of nations, in accordance with their
moral deserts, history has no value except for the gratification of mere intellectual curiosity.

Aye, and the children of Noph and Tahpanhes they bruise (? used to bruise; are bruising: the Heb.
,may mean either) thee on the crown (ver. 16). This obviously refers to injuries inflicted by Egypt ירעו
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the two royal cities of Noph or Memphis, and Tahpanhes or Daphnæ, being mentioned in place of the
country itself. Judah must be the sufferer, as no Egyptian attack on Ephraim is anywhere recorded;
while we do read of Shishak's invasion of the southern kingdom in the reign of Rehoboam, both in
the Bible (1 Kings xiv. 25), and in Shishak's own inscriptions on the walls of the temple of Amen
at Karnak. But the form of the Hebrew verb seems to indicate rather some contemporary trouble;
perhaps plundering raids by an Egyptian army, which about this time was besieging the Philistine
stronghold of Ashdod (Herod., ii. 157). "The Egyptians are bruising (or crushing) thee" seems to
be the sense; and so it is given by the Jewish commentator Rashi (ירצצו diffringunt). Our English
marginal rendering ("fed on") follows the traditional pronunciation of the Hebrew term (ּיִרְעו), which
is also the case with the Targum and the Syriac versions; but this can hardly be right, unless we
suppose that the Egyptians infesting the frontier are scornfully compared to vermin (read ּיְרֹעו with
J. D. Mich.) of a sort which, as Herodotus tells us, the Egyptians particularly disliked (but cf. Mic.
v. 5; Ges., depascunt, "eating down.")

The A.V. of ver. 17 presents a curious mistake, which the Revisers have omitted to correct.
The words should run, as I have rendered them, "Is not this" – thy present ill fortune – "the thing
that thy forsaking of Iahvah thy God did for thee – at the time when He was guiding thee in the
way?" The Hebrew verb does not admit of the rendering in the perf. tense, for it is an impf., nor is
it a 2nd pers. fem. (תעשה not תעשי) but a 3rd. The LXX. has it rightly (οὐχὶ ταῦτα ἐποίησέ σοι τὸ
καταλιπεῖν σε ἐμέ;), but leaves out the next clause which specifies the time. The words, however,
are probably original; for they insist, as vv. 5 and 31 insist, on the groundlessness of Israel's apostasy.
Iahvah had given no cause for it; He was fulfilling His part of the covenant by "guiding them in the
way." Guidance or leading is ascribed to Iahvah as the true "Shepherd of Israel" (chap. xxxi. 9; Ps.
lxxx. 1). It denotes not only the spiritual guidance which was given through the priests and prophets;
but also that external prosperity, those epochs of established power and peace and plenty, which were
precisely the times chosen by infatuated Israel for defection from the Divine Giver of her good things.
As the prophet Hosea expresses it, ii. 8 sq., "She knew not that it was I who gave her the corn and
the new wine and the oil; and silver I multiplied unto her, and gold, which they made into the Baal.
Therefore will I take back My corn in the time of it, and My new wine in its season, and will snatch
away My wool and My flax, which were to cover her nakedness." And (chap. xiii. 6) the same prophet
gives this plain account of his people's thankless revolt from their God: "When I fed them, they were
sated; sated were they, and their heart was lifted up: therefore they forgot Me." It is the thought so
forcibly expressed by the minstrel of the Book of the Law (Deut. xxxii. 15), first published in the
early days of Jeremiah: "And Jeshurun waxed fat and kicked; Thou waxedst fat, and gross and fleshy!
And he forsook the God that made him, And made light of his protecting Rock." And, lastly, the
Chronicler has pointed the same moral of human fickleness and frailty in the case of an individual,
Uzziah or Azariah, the powerful king of Judah, whose prosperity seduced him into presumption and
profanity (2 Chron. xxvi. 16): "When he grew strong, his heart rose high, until he dealt corruptly, and
was unfaithful to Iahvah his God." I need not enlarge on the perils of prosperity; they are known by
bitter experience to every Christian man. Not without good reason do we pray to be delivered from
evil "In all time of our wealth;" nor was that poet least conversant with human nature who wrote that
"Sweet are the uses of adversity."

And now– a common formula in drawing an inference and concluding an argument —what
hast thou to do with the way of Egypt, to drink the waters of Shihor (the Black River, the Nile); and
what hast thou to do with the way to Assyria, to drink the waters of the River? (par excellence, i. e., the
Euphrates). Thy wickedness correcteth thee, and thy revolts it is that chastise thee. Know then, and see
that evil and bitter is thy forsaking Iahvah thy God, and thine having no dread of Me, saith the Lord
Iahvah Sabaoth (vv. 18, 19). And now – as the cause of all thy misfortunes lies in thyself – what is
the use of seeking a cure for them abroad? Egypt will prove as powerless to help thee now, as Assyria
proved in the days of Ahaz (ver. 36 sq.). The Jewish people, anticipating the views of certain modern
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historians, made a wrong diagnosis of their own evil case. They traced all that they had suffered, and
were yet to suffer, to the ill will of the two great Powers of their time; and supposed that their only
salvation lay in conciliating the one or the other. And as Isaiah found it necessary to cry woe on the
rebellious children, "that walk to go down into Egypt, and have not asked at My mouth; to strengthen
themselves in the strength of Pharaoh, and to trust in the shadow of Egypt!" (Isa. xxx. 1 sq.), so now,
after so much experience of the futility and positive harmfulness of these unequal alliances, Jeremiah
has to lift his voice against the same national folly.

The "young lions" of ver. 15 must denote the Assyrians, as Egypt is expressly named in ver.
16. The figure is very appropriate, for not only was the lion a favourite subject of Assyrian sculpture;
not only do the Assyrian kings boast of their prowess as lion-hunters, while they even tamed these
fierce creatures, and trained them to the chase; but the great strength and predatory habits of the king
of beasts made him a fitting symbol of that great empire whose irresistible power was founded upon
and sustained by wrong and robbery. This reference makes it clear that the prophet is contemplating
the past; for Assyria was at this time already tottering to its fall, and the Israel of his day, i. e. the
surviving kingdom of Judah, had no longer any temptation to court the countenance of that decaying
if not already ruined empire. The sin of Israel is an old one; both it and its consequences belong to
the past (ver. 20 compared with ver. 14); and the national attempts to find a remedy must be referred
to the same period. Ver. 36 makes it evident that the prophet's contemporaries concerned themselves
only about an Egyptian alliance.

It is an interesting detail that for "the waters of Shihor," the LXX. gives "waters of
Gihon" (Γηῶν), which it will be remembered is the name of one of the four rivers of Paradise, and
which appears to have been the old Hebrew name of the Nile (Ecclus. xxiv. 27; Jos., Ant., i. 1, 3).
Shihor may be an explanatory substitute. For the rest, it is plain that the two rivers symbolize the two
empires (cf. Isa. viii. 7; chap. xlvi. 7); and the expression "to drink the waters" of them must imply
the receiving and, as it were, absorption of whatever advantage might be supposed to accrue from
friendly relations with their respective countries. At the same time, a contrast seems to be intended
between these earthly waters, which could only disappoint those who sought refreshment in them,
and that "fountain of living waters" (ver. 13) which Israel had forsaken. The nation sought in Egypt
its deliverance from self-caused evil, much as Saul had sought guidance from witches when he knew
himself deserted by the God whom by disobedience he had driven away. In seeking thus to escape the
consequences of sin by cementing alliances with heathen powers, Israel added sin to sin. Hence (in
ver. 19) the prophet reiterates with increased emphasis what he has already suggested by a question
(ver. 17): "Thy wickedness correcteth thee, and thy revolts it is that chastise thee. Know then, and
see that evil and bitter is thy forsaking of Iahweh thy God, and thine having no dread of Me!" Learn
from these its bitter fruits that the thing itself is bad (Read פָהַדְתְּי אֵלַי as a 2nd pers. instead of פַחְדָּתִי.
Job xxi. 33, quoted by Hitzig, is not a real parallel; nor can the sentence, as it stands, be rendered,
"Und dass die Scheu vor mir nicht an dich kam"); and renounce that which its consequences declare
to be an evil course, instead of aggravating the evil of it by a new act of unfaithfulness.

For long ago didst thou break thy yoke, didst thou burst thy bonds, and saidst, I will not serve:
for upon every high hill, and under each evergreen tree thou wert crouching in fornication (vv. 20-24).
Such seems to be the best way of taking a verse which is far from clear as it stands in the Masoretic
text. The prophet labours to bring home to his hearers a sense of the reality of the national sin; and
he affirms once more (vv. 5, 7) that Israel's apostasy originated long ago, in the early period of its
history, and implies that the taint thus contracted is a fact which can neither be denied nor obliterated.
(The punctuators of the Hebrew text, having pointed the first two verbs as in the 1st pers. instead of
the 2nd feminine, were obliged, further, to suggest the reading לֹא אֶעֶבֹור, "I will not transgress," for
the original phrase לא אעבור "I will not serve;" a variant which is found in the Targum, and many
MSS. and editions. "Serving" and "bearing the yoke" are equivalent expressions (xxvii. 11, 12); so
that, if the first two verbs were really in the 1st pers., the sentence ought to be continued with, "And
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I said, Thou shalt not serve." But the purport of this verse is to justify the assertion of the last, as is
evident from the introductory particle "for," כִּי. The Syriac supports אעבור; and the LXX. and Vulg.
have the two leading verbs in the 2nd pers., iv. 19.) The meaning is that Israel, like a stubborn ox, has
broken the yoke imposed on him by Iahvah; a statement which is repeated in v. 5: "But these have
altogether broken the yoke, they have burst the bonds" (cf. ver. 31, infr.; Hos. iv. 16; Acts xxvi. 14).

Yet I – I planted thee with (or, as) noble vines, all of them genuine shoots; and how hast thou
turned Me thyself into the wild offshoots of a foreign vine? (ver. 21). The thought seems to be borrowed
from Isaiah's Song of the Beloved's Vineyard (Isa. v. 1 sqq.). The nation is addressed as a person,
endowed with a continuity of moral existence from the earliest period. "The days of the life of a
man may be numbered; but the days of Israel are innumerable" (Ecclus. xxxvii. 25). It was with the
true seed of Abraham, the real Israel, that Iahvah had entered into covenant (Ex. xviii. 19; Rom. ix.
7); and this genuine offspring of the patriarch had its representatives in every succeeding generation,
even in the worst of times (1 Kings xix. 18). But the prophet's argument seems to imply that the good
plants had reverted to a wild state, and that the entire nation had become hopelessly degenerate; which
was not far from the actual condition of things at the close of his career. The culmination of Israel's
degeneracy, however, was seen in the rejection of Him to whom "gave all the prophets witness." The
Passion of Christ sounded a deeper depth of sacred sorrow than the passion of any of His forerunners.
"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem! Thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them that are sent unto thee!"

"Then on My head a crown of thorns I wear;
For these are all the grapes Sion doth bear,
Though I My vine planted and watered there:
Was ever grief like Mine?"

For if thou wash with natron, and take thee much soap, spotted (crimsoned; Targ. Isa. i. 18: or
written, recorded) is thy guilt before Me, saith My Lord Iahvah. Comparison with Isa. i. 18, "Though
thy sins be as scarlet … though they be red like crimson," suggests that the former rendering of the
doubtful word (נִכְתָּם) is correct; and this idea is plainly better suited to the context than a reference
to the Books of Heaven, and the Recording Angel; for the object of washing is to get rid of spots
and stains.

How canst thou say, I have not defiled myself; after the Baals I have not gone: See thy way in the
valley, know what thou hast done, O swift she-camel, running hither and thither (literally intertwining
or crossing her ways) (ver. 23). The prophet anticipates a possible attempt at self-justification; just as
in ver. 35 he complains of Israel's self-righteousness. Both here and there he is dealing with his own
contemporaries in Judah; whereas the idolatry described in ver. 20 sqq. is chiefly that of the ruined
kingdom of Ephraim (ch. iii. 24; 2 Kings xvii. 10). It appears that the worship of Baal proper only
existed in Judah for a brief period in the reign of Ahaziah's usurping queen Athaliah, side by side
with the worship of Iahvah (2 Chron. xxiii. 17); while on the high-places and at the local sanctuaries
the God of Israel was honoured (2 Kings xviii. 22). So far as the prophet's complaints refer to old
times, Judah could certainly boast of a relatively higher purity than the northern kingdom; and the
manifold heathenism of Manasseh's reign had been abolished a whole year before this address was
delivered (2 Chron. xxxiv. 3 sqq.). "The valley" spoken of as the scene of Judah's misdoings is that of
Ben-Hinnom, south of Jerusalem, where, as the prophet elsewhere relates (vii. 31, xxxii. 35; 2 Kings
xxiii. 10), the people sacrificed children by fire to the god Molech, whom he expressly designates
as a Baal (xix. 5, xxxii. 35), using the term in its wider significance, which includes all the aspects
of the Canaanite sun-god. And because Judah betook herself now to Iahvah, and now to Molech,
varying, as it were, her capricious course from right to left and from left to right, and halting evermore
between two opinions (1 Kings xviii. 21), the prophet calls her "a swift young she-camel," – swift,
that is, for evil – "intertwining, or crossing her ways." The hot zeal with which the people wantonly
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plunged into a sensual idolatry is aptly set forth in the figure of the next verse. A wild ass, used to the
wilderness (Job xxiv. 5), in the craving of her soul she snuffeth up (xiv. 6) the wind (not "lässt sie kaum
Athem genug finden, indem sie denselben vorweg vergeudet," as Hitzig; but, as a wild beast scenting
prey, cf. xiv. 6, or food afar off, she scents companions at a distance); her greedy lust, who can turn
it back? None that seek her need weary themselves; in her month they find her. While passion rages,
animal instinct is too strong to be diverted from its purpose; it is idle to argue with blind appetite; it
goes straight to its mark, like an arrow from a bow. Only when it has had its way, and the reaction of
nature follows, does the influence of reason become possible. Such was Israel's passion for the false
gods. They had no need to seek her (Hos. ii. 7; Ezek. xvi. 34); in the hour of her infatuation, she
fell an easy victim to their passive allurements. (The "month" is the season when the sexual instinct
is strong.) Warnings fell on deaf ears. Keep back thy foot from bareness, and thy throat from thirst!
This cry of the prophets availed nothing: Thou saidst, It is vain! (sc. that thou urgest me.) No, for I
love the strangers and after them will I go! The meaning of the admonition is not very clear. Some
(e. g. Rosenmüller) have understood a reference to the shameless doings, and the insatiable cravings
of lust. Others (as Gesenius) explain the words thus: "Do not pursue thy lovers in such hot haste, as
to wear thy feet bare in the wild race!" Others, again, take the prohibition literally, and connect the
barefootedness and the thirst with the orgies of Baal-worship (Hitz.), in which the priests leaped or
rather limped with bare feet (what proof?) on the blazing âltar, as an act of religious mortification,
shrieking the while till their throats were parched and dry (Ps. lxix. 4, נִחַר גְּרֹונִי), in frenzied appeal to
their lifeless god (cf. Ex. iii. 5; 2 Sam. xv. 30; 1 Kings xviii. 26). In this case, the command is, Cease
this self-torturing and bootless worship! But the former sense seems to agree better with the context.

Like the shame of a thief, when he is detected, so are the house of Israel ashamed – they, their
kings, their princes, and their priests, and their prophets; in that they say (are ever saying) to the wood
(iii. 9 in Heb. masc.), Thou art my father! (iii. 4) and to the stone (in Heb. fem.), Thou didst bring me
forth! For they (xxxii. 33) have turned towards Me the back and not the face; but in the time of their
trouble they say (begin to say), O rise and save us! But where are thy gods that thou madest for thyself?
Let them arise, if they can save thee in the time of thy trouble; for numerous as thy cities are thy gods
become, O Judah! (vv. 26-28). "The Shame" (הבשת) is the well-known title of opprobrium which
the prophets apply to Baal. Even in the histories, which largely depend on prophetic sources, we find
such substitutions as Ishbosheth for Eshbaal, the "Man of Shame" for "Baal's Man." Accordingly, the
point of ver. 26 sqq. is, that as Israel has served the Shame, the idol-gods, instead of Iahvah, shame
has been and will be her reward: in the hour of bitter need, when she implores help from the One
true God, she is put to shame by being referred back to her senseless idols. The "Israel" intended is
the entire nation, as in ver. 3, and not merely the fallen kingdom of Ephraim. In ver. 28 the prophet
specially addresses Judah, the surviving representative of the whole people. In the book of Judges (x.
10-14) the same idea of the attitude of Iahvah towards His faithless people finds historical illustration.
Oppressed by the Ammonites they "cried unto the Lord, saying, We have sinned against Thee, in that
we have both forsaken our own God, and have served the Baals;" but Iahvah, after reminding them
of past deliverances followed by fresh apostasies, replies: "Go, and cry unto the gods which ye have
chosen; let them save you in the time of your distress!" Here also we hear the echoes of a prophetic
voice. The object of such ironical utterances was by no means to deride the self-caused miseries in
which Israel was involved; but, as is evident from the sequel of the narrative in Judges, to deepen
penitence and contrition, by making the people realize the full flagrancy of their sin, and the suicidal
folly of their desertions of the God whom, in times of national distress, they recognised as the only
possible Saviour. In the same way and with the same end in view, the prophetic psalmist of Deut.
xxxii. represents the God of Israel as asking (ver. 37) "Where are their gods; the Rock in which they
sought refuge? That used to eat the flesh of their sacrifices, that drank the wine of their libation?
Let them arise and help you; let them be over you a shelter!" The purpose is to bring home to them
a conviction of the utter vanity of idol-worship; for the poet continues: "See now that I even I am
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He" – the one God – "and there is no God beside Me" (with Me, sharing My sole attributes); "'Tis
I that kill and save alive; I have crushed, and I heal." The folly of Israel is made conspicuous, first
by the expression "Saying to the wood, Thou art my father, and to the stone, Thou didst bring me
forth;" and secondly, by the statement, "Numerous as thy cities are thy gods become, O Judah!" In
the former, we have a most interesting glimpse of the point of view of the heathen worshipper of the
seventh century b. c., from which it appears that by a god he meant the original, i. e., the real author
of his own existence. Much has been written in recent years to prove that man's elementary notions
of deity are of an altogether lower kind than those which find expression in the worship of a Father
in heaven; but when we see that such an idea could subsist even in connexion with the most impure
nature-worships, as in Canaan, and when we observe that it was a familiar conception in the religion
of Egypt several thousand years previously, we may well doubt whether this idea of an Unseen Father
of our race is not as old as humanity itself.

The sarcastic reference to the number of Judah's idols may remind us of what is recorded of
classic Athens, in whose streets it was said to be easier to find a god than a man. The irony of the
prophet's remark depends on the consideration that there is, or ought to be, safety in numbers. The
impotence of the false gods could hardly be put in a stronger light in words as few as the prophet has
used. In chap. xi. 13 he repeats the statement in an amplified form: "For numerous as thy cities have
thy gods become, O Judah; and numerous as the streets of Jerusalem have ye made altars for The
Shame, altars for sacrificing to the Baal." From this passage, apparently, the LXX. derived the words
which it adds here: "And according to the number of the streets of Jerusalem did they sacrifice to
the (image of) Baal" (ἔθυον τῇ Βάαλ).

Why contend ye with Me? All of you have rebelled against Me, saith Iahvah. (LXX. ἠσεβήσατε,
καὶ πάντες ὑμεῖς ἠνομήσατε εἰς ἐμέ. "Ebenfalls authentisch" says Hitzig). In vain have I smitten
your sons; correction they (i.e., the people; but LXX. ἐδέξασθε may be correct), received not! your
own sword hath eaten up your prophets, like a destroying lion. Generation that ye are! See the word
of Iahvah! Is it a wilderness that I have been to Israel, or a land of deepest gloom? Why have My
people said, We are free; we will come no more unto Thee? Doth a virgin forget her ornaments, a
bride her bands (or garlands, Rashi)? yet My people hath forgotten Me days without number (vv.
29-32). The question, "Why contend, or dispute ye (תריבו), or, as the LXX. has it, talk ye (תדברו)
towards or about Me (אלי)?" implies that the people murmured at the reproaches and menaces of
the prophet (ver. 26 sqq.). He answers them by denying their right to complain. Their rebellion has
been universal; no chastisement has reformed them; Iahvah has done nothing which can be alleged in
excuse of their unfaithfulness; their sin is, therefore, a portentous anomaly, for which it is impossible
to find a parallel in ordinary human conduct. In vain had "their sons," the young men of military
age, fallen in battle (Amos iv. 10); the nation had stubbornly refused to see in such disasters a sign
of Iahvah's displeasure, a token of Divine chastisement; or rather, while recognising the wrath of
heaven, they had obstinately persisted in believing in false explanations of its motive, and refused to
admit that the purpose of it was their religious and moral amendment. And not only had the nation
refused warning, and despised instruction, and defeated the purposes of the Divine discipline. They
had slain their spiritual monitors, the prophets, with the sword; the prophets who had founded upon
the national disasters their rebukes of national sin, and their earnest calls to penitence and reform
(1 Kings xix. 10; Neh. ix. 26; St. Matt. xxiii. 37). And so when at last the long deferred judgment
arrived, it found a political system ready to go to pieces through the feebleness and corruption of the
ruling classes; a religious system, of which the spirit had long since evaporated, and which simply
survived in the interests of a venal priesthood, and its intimate allies, who made a trade of prophecy;
and a kingdom and people ripe for destruction.
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