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Introduction 
The Hope of Judgment

The car edges to the shoulder of the highway; I hear gravel and debris 
pinging the inside of my wheel well. The siren and lights behind 

me are like irritating beacons of justice illuminating my guilt. I’ve been 
caught speeding. All those who witness this scene are reminded that 
justice is real, and I have the gnawing feeling that justice will be served. 

The reason I was pulled over is because I was guilty. I was speeding. 
The officer did not trap me, trick me, or treat me differently than others. 
I knew the law, I knew the risks of breaking the law, I took those risks, 
and I will pay. Yet, while I know this intellectually, some small part of me 
wants to blame the officer. Now, I don’t yell and scream. No, I simply 
blame him covertly in the act of trying to be excused. When we beg for 
mercy, it is a subtle way of saying, “If you were not so good at your job, 
I would not be in this position. Frankly, this whole thing is partly your 
fault.” Yet, in reality, he is not the one giving me justice. The state in 
which I live is bringing justice on me. He is not the law; he is the agent 
of the law. He is in the unenviable position of telling me that judgment 
is coming from a power higher than both of us. He did not create the 
situation. He simply enforced it. 

This analogy, weak as it is, helps us understand the role of the 
prophet. Jeremiah might identify with being the enforcer. He was just a 
man, yet this man had the unenviable position of being called to deliver 
the message of pending justice, and because he was the agent of the law, 
some people treated him terribly.

Understandably, he was reluctant to embrace his call. God had to 
command him to obey the call and not be afraid of people’s scowling 
faces (Jer 1:6-10). And not unlike the resentment we all feel toward the 
messenger of the bad news, he faced the wrath of many who wanted 
to kill the messenger for bringing bad news (Jer 38). It never has been 
easy to enforce the law, and it made for a tough life for Jeremiah. But 
we are getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s start at the beginning—the very 
beginning. 
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Context

God created Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. He activated the 
faith of Noah, destroyed the rest of the world by a flood, and started 
over with a new race. This new race also rebelled against its Creator, and 
God decided to start over yet again, activating the faith of Abraham. 
This time the human race would not be new physically, but he would 
create another kingdom within the human race. They were a race of 
people set apart by nationality, yes, but more specifically by a promise 
that he would make to them, a promise that contained three things: 
land, offspring, and blessing. 

Abraham was prosperous, but a famine would take this family into 
Egypt, where they would eventually become slaves. God led them out of 
Egypt, activating the faith of Moses. All of this was the outworking of God 
keeping his promise to Abraham. They were a blessed people; they had a 
large population; however, they had no land. After letting them wander 
for years, God eventually gave them the land, activating the faith of Joshua. 

Their first form of government was a theocracy ruled by judges, 
but eventually they had the king they always wanted, King Saul. Saul 
was followed by David, and David was followed by his son Solomon, but 
Solomon’s heart was divided, and at the end of his rule so was the king-
dom. The ten northern tribes formed the nation of Israel, and Judah 
remained as the southern kingdom. 

Divided, the kingdoms were vulnerable, and the northern kingdom 
fell to Assyria in 722 BC. However, Assyria slowly lost power and was 
overrun by the Babylonians in 612 BC. Judah leveraged this transition 
to grow in power, and in 641 BC God blessed Judah with the godly king 
Josiah. He turned the hearts of the people back to God, and by the 
end of his reign in 609 BC, he established a greater national power. Yet 
Josiah was never able to completely reform the nation. When he died 
the hearts of the people turned back to all the practices that evoked 
God’s judgment. In a downward spiral of leadership, Josiah’s godly rule 
was followed by his heavy-handed son Jehoiakim and then the ugly reign 
of Zedekiah. While Jeremiah was probably Josiah’s age, he prophesied 
during the reign of all three kings. 

The Babylonians eventually captured Jerusalem, and God’s people 
became exiles in Babylon. Jeremiah was exiled to Egypt where he died. 

Remember, it was the good king Josiah who discovered the books 
of the law in the temple, leading to a national renewal of the covenant 
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(2 Chr 34:6-7). Derek Kidner notes that the national renewal Josiah 
implemented had three effects on Jeremiah (Message of Jeremiah, 15–18). 

First, he was sent on a preaching tour proclaiming the implications 
of the newly rediscovered covenant. This led Jeremiah to be beyond 
unpopular and eventually persecuted and hated by many. Second, this 
led to a personal struggle with God (chs. 11–20). Jeremiah’s message 
was being rejected, he was persecuted, and at many times he would won-
der why he was even called. Jeremiah lamented,

Why has my pain become unending,
my wound incurable, refusing to be healed?
You truly have become like a mirage to me—
water that is not reliable. (15:18)

Finally, Jeremiah realized that any reformation was short-lived. 
Reminding one of Israel leaving Egypt and breaking God’s law as it was 
being given to them, Jeremiah’s audience was returning to the same 
sins Josiah worked so hard to eradicate. This reality makes the promise 
of a new covenant, a covenant written on the heart (31:33), critically 
relevant. All of the attempts to keep the old covenant made explicitly 
clear that no external rule can motivate obedience. The presence of a 
law does not generate love for the lawgiver. Those under the law must 
be motivated by their own hearts. 

Perhaps the three effects of reform—preaching, personal suffering, 
and lament over lack of reform—correspond to the three major genres 
of literature in the book: Jeremiah’s sermons, Jeremiah’s journal, and 
Jeremiah’s songs. 

The Book

Themes

Judgment: Jeremiah is about the judgment of God on a specific nation. 
The book is like one long divorce suit (Dever, Promises Made, 594). God 
is leveling charge after charge against his people. 

So, why is God so angry with his own people? There are lots of rea-
sons. They were putting their confidence in the wrong people (2:36-
37; 17:5-8). They were putting their confidence in things instead of 
God (9:23-24; 48:7; 7:8-14). They were acting in ways that were con-
trary to the nature of their faith. They were guilty of idolatry (10:1-16; 
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44:1-30); adultery (5:7-9; 7:9); oppressing the aliens, orphans, and 
widows (7:5-6); lying and slander (9:4-6); and breaking the Sabbath 
(17:19-27). To make matters worse, they were hypocrites about it all 
(7:1-11; 9:2-9; 10:1-16).

In a word, God is judging them for being unfaithful—unfaithful 
to a God who is always faithful. This is why the painful metaphor of an 
unfaithful bride was so bitingly accurate. There is nothing more devas-
tating to a marriage than unfaithfulness. Jeremiah explains it this way 
in Jeremiah 3:1-3: 

If a man divorces his wife
and she leaves him to marry another,
can he ever return to her?
Wouldn’t such a land become totally defiled?
But you!
You have prostituted yourself with many partners—
can you return to me?
 This is the Lord’s declaration.
Look to the barren heights and see.
Where have you not been immoral?
You sat waiting for them beside the highways
like a nomad in the desert.
You have defiled the land
with your prostitution and wickedness.
This is why the showers haven’t come—
why there has been no spring rain.
You have the brazen look of a prostitute
and refuse to be ashamed.

Another biting metaphor is that of a rebellious child. This is exactly 
how Judah is responding to their heavenly Father who is trying to parent 
them. In 3:4-5 Jeremiah writes,

Haven’t you recently called to me, “My Father.
You were my friend in my youth.
Will he bear a grudge forever?
Will he be endlessly infuriated?”
This is what you have said,
but you have done the evil thing
you are capable of. 
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The rest of chapter 3 continues the theme of judgment coming on 
Judah for all of their rebellion. Reading chapter 3 will give us a good 
sense of the flow of the entire book. Look at 3:6-10:

In the days of King Josiah the Lord asked me, “Have you seen what 
unfaithful Israel has done? She has ascended every high hill and gone 
under every green tree to prostitute herself there. I thought, ‘After she 
has done all these things, she will return to me.’ But she didn’t return, 
and her treacherous sister Judah saw it. I observed that it was because 
unfaithful Israel had committed adultery that I had sent her away 
and had given her a certificate of divorce. Nevertheless, her treacherous 
sister Judah was not afraid but also went and prostituted herself. 
Indifferent to her prostitution, she defiled the land and committed 
adultery with stones and trees. Yet in spite of all this, her treacherous 
sister Judah didn’t return to me with all her heart—only in pretense.”

This is the Lord’s declaration.

Hope: In the midst of this judgment is a ray of hope. This is the 
promise amid the judgment. Let’s continue reading in chapter 3. 

The Lord announced to me, “Unfaithful Israel has shown herself more 
righteous than treacherous Judah. Go, proclaim these words to the 
north, and say,

‘Return, unfaithful Israel.
 This is the Lord’s declaration.
I will not look on you with anger,
for I am unfailing in my love.
 This is the Lord’s declaration.
I will not be angry forever.
Only acknowledge your guilt—
you have rebelled against the Lord your God.
You have scattered your favors to strangers
under every green tree
and have not obeyed me.
 This is the Lord’s declaration. 

“‘Return, you faithless children—this is the Lord’s declaration—
for I am your master, and I will take you, one from a city and two from 
a family, and I will bring you to Zion. I will give you shepherds who 
are loyal to me, and they will shepherd you with knowledge and skill. 

Introduction
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When you multiply and increase in the land, in those days—this is 
the Lord’s declaration—no one will say again, “The ark of the Lord’s 
covenant.” It will never come to mind, and no one will remember or 
miss it. Another one will not be made. At that time Jerusalem will be 
called The Lord’s Throne, and all the nations will be gathered to it, 
to the name of the Lord in Jerusalem. They will cease to follow the 
stubbornness of their evil hearts. In those days the house of Judah will 
join with the house of Israel, and they will come together from the land 
of the north to the land I have given your ancestors to inherit.’” 

I thought, “How I long to make you my sons
and give you a desirable land,
the most beautiful inheritance of all the nations.”
I thought, “You will call me ‘My Father’
and never turn away from me.”
However, as a woman may betray her lover,
so you have betrayed me, house of Israel.
 This is the Lord’s declaration. 
A sound is heard on the barren heights:
the children of Israel weeping and begging for mercy,
for they have perverted their way;
they have forgotten the Lord their God.
Return, you faithless children.
I will heal your unfaithfulness.
“Here we are, coming to you,
for you are the Lord our God.
Surely, falsehood comes from the hills,
commotion from the mountains,
but the salvation of Israel
is only in the Lord our God.
From the time of our youth
the shameful one has consumed
what our fathers have worked for—
their flocks and their herds,
their sons and their daughters.
Let us lie down in our shame;
let our disgrace cover us.
We have sinned against the Lord our God,
both we and our fathers,
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from the time of our youth even to this day.
We have not obeyed the Lord our God.” (3:11-25)

Jeremiah is about hope provided by judgment. That sounds like an odd 
statement, but it should be comforting. Every sin that has ever been 
committed is apparent in the eyes of God. He knows each one. And, as a 
perfect God, he will execute justice on every sin that has ever been com-
mitted. Yet that God would announce judgment is itself an act of mercy. 
If God had intended no mercy, he would have simply acted. He allows 
the judgment to be a means by which people can repent. So in this way 
the judgment is also discipline. When a parent disciplines a child, the 
child, no matter how mature, has difficulty seeing the good in it. My 
four-year-old child needs to have a course correction from time to time. 
He gets in a rut of rebellion and disobedience. I recognize his need for 
this because I see it in myself. I need a course correction. I need my 
direction “righted.” If I, a sinful parent, know to discipline my children, 
how much more does the heavenly Father know how to discipline us 
(Heb 12:3-11)?

Structure

The book is not really structured like a book. It is not like a novel that 
develops a story line chronologically to its rising climax and then con-
clusion. Mark Dever identifies two major sections to the book and offers 
this outline:

Justice for God’s People (Chapters 1–45, 52)
 The Cause of Judgment
 The Promise of Judgment
 The Priority of Judgment
 The Herald of Judgment
Justice for Babylon and the Nations (Chapters 46–51) (Promises Made, 
590)

An easy way to think about it is this: The story of God’s judgment is told 
in Jeremiah and Lamentations through Jeremiah’s sermons, his journal, and 
his songs. The chronology is less important to the author. The sermons 
extract his message, the songs express his weeping, and the journals 
expose the private thoughts of a public man. 
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Feel

Jeremiah is a prophet, but not as much in the foretelling sense as in the 
forth-telling. His primary focus is not directing us to coming events as 
much as directing us to the heart of God. He wants us to know how God 
feels about certain things. Jeremiah loves a good metaphor. In fact, he 
describes the rebellious people of God as a bride (2:32), someone who 
slips and falls (8:4-5), birds that do not migrate (8:7), and melting snow 
(18:13-17). There are dozens of such metaphors in the book. 

Strategy

There are many ways to preach through a book of the Bible. One strat-
egy is to preach through each verse in the book (e.g., Ryken, Jeremiah). 
Our strategy here will be to combine macro exposition (looking at the 
major movements of the book) with some micro exposition (looking 
at individual verses and words). The result is different from sermons 
preached through an epistle. Not every verse is covered. 

This commentary represents consecutive sermons developed 
canonically through Jeremiah and Lamentations. 

This strategy is not unlike trying to understand a historical event. 
To understand the history of a world war or a nation rising and falling, 
you could examine every day. Yet to look at every single day would be so 
granular that you might miss the actual sweep of the historical signifi-
cance of the individual events. This volume is text driven inasmuch as 
the major themes of the books will be covered in proportion to how they 
are covered in the book. 

The Real Message 

The reason this is all so critical goes back to the beginning. After restart-
ing with Noah, God promised to create a new people, a spiritual race 
through Abraham. This was his covenant, his promise. Jeremiah marks a 
devastating time in the trajectory of a fulfilled promise. The nation was 
scattered in rebellion against this covenant-keeping God. It seemed that 
hope was lost and that the nation would not survive. Yet it would sur-
vive. This is not because of the hearts of the people; they were horribly 
turned away from God. Their survival would not be because Jeremiah 
was a great communicator or dynamic leader. His hearers tortured and 
abused him! What makes all of this work out in the end is that God kept 
his promise.
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The real promise of Jeremiah is found in Jeremiah 31:31, the prom-
ise of a new covenant. This is a shocking prophecy! No prophet had as 
yet discussed the new covenant so explicitly. This promise is fulfilled in 
the person of Jesus Christ. The entry of Jesus into the world was a direct 
fulfillment of this promise. 

At the end of Jesus’s life, he took his disciples in close and, in the 
context of the Passover, connected the message of the prophet Jeremiah 
to his work. Luke records it this way in Luke 22:20: “In the same way he 
also took the cup after supper and said, ‘This cup is the new covenant in 
my blood, which is poured out for you.’” 

God was instituting something completely new. The blood in the 
cup was a metaphor for his spilled blood, when spikes were driven 
through his hands and feet. This was not simply a man going to his 
death for us as an example of goodness. It was bigger than that. The 
reason Jesus died has everything to do with the message of Jeremiah, 
the message of hope through justice. In this way there is so much gos-
pel in Jeremiah.

Conclusion 
When the police officer gives a ticket, he does not ask me to pay on the 
spot. He does not ask for money, lock me in jail, or punch me in the 
face. He gives me a little piece of paper. That’s all. He has the whole 
weight of the local government behind him, he has hundreds of hours 
of training, thousands of dollars invested in that training, and the best 
tactical gear, yet all of that power and authority is expressed in a little 
slip of paper. In that moment all I am required to do is accept it and 
then pay it. Sounds lite. Trivial. I can lose the paper. I can throw it away. I 
can rip it to shreds. It is, after all, just a piece of paper! It’s as momentary 
and fleeting as, well, this sermon. 

Of course, the little piece of paper is not the point. The point is the 
power behind the paper. The paper is a warning of pending judgment. 
If I do not pay the ticket, I will feel the whole weight of justice that is 
behind that paper. 

In that way the paper ticket is hope! The existence of the paper tells 
me that I do not have to have my license revoked, I do not have to have a 
warrant out for my arrest, and I do not have to go to jail. While all those 
things will happen if I ignore the paper, the paper is the wonderful 
news that if I pay it, I can avoid judgment. The new covenant is the even 
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greater news that Jesus paid my penalty for me. God’s judgment is real; 
the sacrifice of Christ is real. The judgment pronounces guilt I cannot 
reconcile and leads me to grace I do not deserve. In this way Jeremiah 
leads us to Jesus. 

A warning of judgment is always hopeful for those with hearts to 
repent. That’s the gospel truth. 


