Jeremiah Introduction

Those Who Make History

Kings and generals are in the foreground; priests and charlatans provide the people with the kind of truth they want to hear. Wars and famines have brought people to their knees: who is carrying forward the mission of Israel, the instrument of God in the world?

God looks for someone to whom he may give authority not over Israel, but over all the nations, and he entrusts him, not with the mission to speak, but to uproot and destroy, to build and to plant. In a word, God gives him the mission to speed up history. This man will be Jeremiah, a boy from Anathoth, who comes from a family of priests.

It was Jeremiah who has pronounced the discourses found in this book, but it is also he who lived the events as witness to God. He cooperated with God – the word should not frighten us – in his supreme decisions which gave direction to history.

If indeed history is the result of many known and unknown forces, it is God who draws everything together and guides events in such a way that one fails while another succeeds. God is at work in history through the works, words, writings and prayers of countless people. He also stirs up more profound forces that shake up lifeless hearts and strengthen the yearning for justice in the world. In the spheres of activity which God has reserved for himself, only those who totally surrender to him are able to cooperate with him.

God’s friends share in his sovereign rule over events: Abraham (Gen 18:16), Moses (Ex 32:14), the martyrs (Rev 20:4). Jeremiah, the quiet and peaceful lad from Anathoth became one of them because he was emptied of his own will to such an extent that God revealed to him his jealous love for Israel and his anger over sin. So he was able to utter condemnations of Israel which would become reality and to foretell the times of the New Covenant.

The Jews of later times believed that, after his death, Jeremiah was present before God in​ter​ceding for them (2 Mac 2:1 and 14:14). When prophets after him spoke of a suffering Savior, they remembered Jeremiah’s trials.

Historical Background

Between Isaiah’s last prophecies (690 B.C.) and Jeremiah’s call from God (around 626) there is a span of sixty years, almost fifty of which correspond to Manasseh’s reign. This ruler per​sistently offended the faith of the Jews (2 K 21). Then in 640 a child, Josiah, came to the throne and the embers of faith were slowly rekindled.

This was the time when the discovery of the Book of the Law brought about a religious renewal, Josiah’s Reform (2 K 22). A few years before that, God had called Jeremiah.

Then, the events which followed and which Jeremiah witnessed, took a tragic turn. They are related in 2 Kings 23:25 and repeated in Jeremiah 39.

Outline of the Book of Jeremiah

It is difficult to say who drew up the book of Jeremiah and how. It seems that Baruch, the “secretary”, meaning the chancellor of the king, had an important part in it, and that Jeremiah himself dictated much of it to him. Various indications suggest that there has been a fusion of two texts which are partly overlapped.

The book has four parts:

–
Prophecies against Judah and Jerusalem: chapters 1–25.

–
Prophecies against the nations. Announced at the end of chapter 25,  they  form chapters  46–51.

–
Promises of happiness: chapters 29–35.

· Jeremiah’s sufferings: chapters 36–45.

Jeremiah commentary

• 1.4 Jeremiah says little about his vocation. We have no flashing revelation from God. The two visions – the branch of the watching-tree (the almond tree) and the boiling caldron – seem quite or​dinary for such a transcendental mission. This helps us understand that God’s call was first of all something interior.

I have put my words in your mouth. Jere​​miah is made a prophet: from now on, he will proclaim the word of God. That does not mean that God will always tell him what he must announce, rather, since he now thinks and feels like the Lord, he will be able to comment on every word of God given to him.

To all those I send you, you will go. From now on, Jeremiah will be guided by the power of the Spirit; he will obey, whatever the risks and in spite of the resistance of his timid nature. Have no fear before them, or I will make you afraid in their presence. This is an amazing revelation of the demanding love of Yahweh. He has de​cided to make this lad his chosen one and forces him to overcome and forget his human weakness.

I am with you to rescue you. Yahweh repeats what he said to Moses when he called him (Ex 3:12) and what he will also say to Paul (Acts 26:17). Moreover, Jeremiah is assured that the Lord destined him for this mission, of which he had never thought, and which frightens him: Even before I formed you in the womb I have known you; even before you were born I had set you apart.  Later, the same will be said of John the Baptist (Lk 1:15), of Christ (see Is 49) and of Paul (Gal 1:15).

These words spoken to Jeremiah are, some-how, also meant for us: we are not the product of chance. In Ephesians 1, Paul praises this foreknowledge of God who called us from eternity to know Christ and to have a share in the divine riches. But what is said to Jeremiah urges us to reflect that God, in his eternal designs, clearly sees – next to Christ – those who are given a more transcendental mission. It would be difficult for them to escape God’s irresistible call.

God seems to force Jeremiah’s freedom, but that is but an impression of ours because we have not experienced the real freedom, and words rarely fully express reality.

I give you authority over the nations; to uproot and to pull down. From now on, Jeremiah will carry Yahweh’s creative word. In the first years, this word seems rather destructive. Jeremiah knows that when he pronounces a condemnation, he expresses God’s judgment which will shortly take place.

Jeremiah’s mission: “To uproot and to pull down; to build and to plant” will be the mission of any worker in the Lord’s vineyard. There can be no compromise between a semblance of Christian life and authentic faith; the genuine apostle must destroy in order to build.

• 2.1 Chapters 2–6 except for 3:6-18 contain Jeremiah’s preaching in the first years following his call. After the godless kings Manasseh and Amon, there was very little concern for religion; Jeremiah daringly opposes general indifference. His language resembles that of Hosea who, a century before, had spoken in similar circumstances in the northern kingdom. For the Israelites, Yahweh is God, or a god, but not some​​one who lives close to them. For Jeremiah he is both Father and Husband.
I remember your kindness as a youth. You will note the longing for the time of the desert, the days of Moses, when the people were wandering and poor, but trusted in Yahweh who helped them. As they built their houses, planted their vineyards and had children, the Israelites became rich and forgot their benefactor: “No one can serve two masters.” Yahweh appears as the jealous husband: those people, so easily satisfied, had not yet discovered God’s passionate love.

My people have exchanged their Glory for what is worthless. Jeremiah is thinking about his contemporaries who are unable to discover the invisible God and who feel secure with their painted gods and predictions which chase after all that is flashy and new.

They have forsaken me, the fountain of living water. Abandoning God had taken three forms:

–
Their leaders stopped seeking the will of God. The three categories of authority in Judah are named: priests, shepherds (governors) and prophets.

–
They restored the worship of false gods, to whom they offered sacrifices and vows. 

–
They formed alliances with powerful na​​tions like Assyria and Egypt with the idea of guaranteeing their own security, but without seeing that such alliances were making them just like other peoples. Their vocation was to keep their faith in Yahweh, knowing that he would never abandon them if they carried out justice among the people.

See also the commentary on Isaiah 30:22.

Know and see that it is bitter and evil to forsake Yahweh, your God. Maybe Jeremiah and the prophets sometimes had an overly simplistic vision of the justice of God in this world. We know that prosperity or misfortune are not the sure proof that we are leading good or evil lives. Nevertheless, those who meditate on their lives and on history do verify  Jeremiah’s words: sin always brings its ​punishment.

The blood of the innocents (v. 34). In many parts of the Bible we find reference to children sacrificed to the idols.

• 3.1 This is the beginning of the poem which will continue in 3:19-4:2.

If a man divorces his wife. We cannot understand sin if we have not known love. Jeremiah declares that this hard-hearted people, “the bride” of Yahweh has behaved like a prostitute. An adulterous woman who abandoned her husband and sacrificed her children to go after other men.

Contrary to what usually happens, the aban-doned husband looks for the guilty woman. Judah does not deserve Yahweh’s return and  people cannot complain when misfortunes befall them. Yet, Yahweh’s love urges him to look for these unfaithful people.

• 6. This part begun in 3:1 is interrupted by two paragraphs.

3:6-13. These verses were written when Josiah recaptured part of the northern kingdom (Kingdom of Israel). See the commentary on 2 Kings 23:15. Even after so many threats, the hope of conversion is never lost.

3:14-18. These words were probably proclaimed by Jeremiah after the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 and they contain promises of restoration. They were inserted here in the book to tone down the pessimistic impression caused by so many condemnations. In fact, these threats of punishment had to be completely carried out before God would offer new hope.

• 5.1 This passage referring to an invasion from the north was begun in Chapter 4.

Search the entire city squares and find, if you can, even one man who acts justly and seeks the truth. Yahweh would forgive everything for the sake of one “just person,” just as we saw in Genesis 18. The search is in vain, and Jeremiah also looks in vain for someone who would understand. After so many invasions this one sounds the alarm announcing the final destruction. This is how people and nations remain deaf until they perish. In the New Testament, John the Baptist and then Jesus and his apostles try to arouse their compatriots and they issue the same call: be converted because the tragedy – the judgment– is at hand.

• 7.1 For four centuries Yahweh protected Jerusalem. The Jews were convinced that there was a blessing for them and for the Temple, the dwelling place of Yahweh, where he was present, and from where he blessed his people.

The temple of Yahweh, the temple of Yahweh! They come there and, confident in Yahweh’s gifts, they think that they do not need to change their lives. It is true that Yahweh ordered the sacrifices, but can people be reconciled to Yahweh at the cost of a sacrificed animal? What is the value of these rituals if there is no change in behavior?

What I did in Shiloh, I will likewise do to this Temple. God has successively destroyed the sacred objects and the institutions he gave his people. People always replace God with means that lead to God, or with holy objects, or with persons who represent God. We are forever fleeing from a personal encounter whether it be with God or neighbor, because it makes us afraid and we take refuge in the bazaar of religion.

All that God gives is for a time in order to make us cross into another stage: God gave kings and then suppressed them, he demanded sacrifices and then he destroyed the temple when he gave us the Son “in whom dwells the fulness of God.” He gave the Law, and later showed how ineffective it was. He gave priests and then replaced them with Christ.

Here Jeremiah speaks of the Temple. In 3:16 he also speaks of the Ark of the Covenant: they will no longer exist in the time of the New Covenant. In 4:4, Jeremiah mentions circumcision: it will no longer serve in a world of truth: Rom 2:25-30.

Following this text, we have three more texts, dealing with worship:

– 
the people of God are reprimanded for worshiping Yahweh and other gods at the same time;

– 
they perform rituals but are not concerned about heeding the word of God and doing what is pleasing to God.

How many believe that they can be called Christians without converting from their materialistic way of life far removed from any Christian community!

• 21. Jeremiah repeats the warnings of Deu​teronomy. This book had just been discovered (2 K 22). The chosen people will have peace if they listen to the word of their God. In the same way we also must go beyond our religious practices and listen to the Lord.

• 8.1 These three chapters combine several of Jere​miah’s oracles which were delivered in the days of King Jehoiakim.

Our Bible did not yet exist in those days. The parts of it which were already written never left the Temple library. For the people the word of God consisted of the traditions kept by the priests, and their decisions that applied the Law of God; it also meant the words of the prophets who transmitted the word of God for their day.

However, these two sources of faith were corrupted: it was no longer possible to know the meaning of the events which the nation was experiencing.

In 8:10-12 we have a repetition of what was said in 6:12-15.

In 8:21 and 8:23 we see Jeremiah’s sensitivity to the misfortunes of his people.

• 9.11 As we have said with regard to 8:8, the wisdom of believers is not like a rule of individual life which everyone could read in the same way in the Bible and practise regardless of the place and time. Their wisdom consists in “understanding events.” In every age, the people of God should respond to the challenge that God offers them through the circumstances of the present time.

Nowadays it is not enough to know the letter of the Bible: we need to have guidance of  the Church and its prophets help us apply the text to our present situation.

• 22. We put a great deal of emphasis on helping young people to study. Many parents make sacrifices throughout their lives to have one of their children become a good technician or go to the university. Jeremiah reminds us that this alone does not give true wisdom. We should be ashamed when we com​pare the time we spend with sterile occupations (interminable gossiping, profitless reading, superficial programs on TV) with the time we dedicate to knowing God.

Knowing Yahweh, the merciful, who implements justice and rules the world with righteousness is the means whereby we remain steadfast in the face of evil: it will stir up our desire to imitate God and to dedicate ourselves to bringing kindness, law and justice into this world.

• 10.23 Correct us, Yahweh, with prudence. Here, suddenly, the heart of Jeremiah manifests itself. He does not forget he is an Israelite and he asks God to restore justice, to punish those power​ful nations that come to destroy Judah whenever they like. After repeating many times that those enemy nations were sent by God himself against Judah, he now rebels.

• 11.1 This chapter is one of the few offering us the preaching of Jeremiah in the years following the “discovery of the Law” and Josiah’s reform (see 2 K 22). For a while, wishing to do his best to serve Yahweh, King Josiah aroused a new fervor. Yet, when we read what Jeremiah says here, we see that the conversion of the people was not, nor could be, in depth.

Jeremiah knew that in order to be faithful to God, one must be moved and transformed by him.

• 12.1 For the first time, Jeremiah questions the prosperity of evil people, as will Psalms 73 and 49 and, above all, the book of Job. It is not without reason that Jeremiah wonders: for he is constantly persecuted.

If you tire when running with those on foot, how can you compete with horses? Yahweh’s answer seems harsh: it only predicts more cruel trials for Jeremiah (that is the meaning of the refrain). When his true friends hesitate, God does not make the way easier for them: he knows that by proposing new sacrifices to them, he will once again, bring about their generous surrender.

• 13.12 Those who refuse to see, God will make blind (Jn 9:39). Those who scorn him, God will bring to disgrace through their own evil ways (Rom 1:24). Those who prefer to follow foolish ways, God will make drunk so that they will lose themselves be​cause of their own foolishness.

• 14.1 The passage beginning here concludes in 15:4. Jeremiah appears before Yahweh as the Jews used to do in the Temple to publicly confess the sins of the people, in the hope that the priests would give them an encouraging answer on behalf of the God who forgives. Jeremiah stands in soli​darity with his people and with their sins. But God does not want to listen to him.

Do not abandon us, O Yahweh! Jeremiah is distressed over his people’s situation. Maybe God can​not forgive; maybe he cannot save? Here the hu​man​ being is confronted by the mystery of God. Jeremiah does not get an answer: God does not answer Job either; and Jesus does not get an answer in his agony in the garden of Gethsemane.

You know what the prophets are saying: you will not see the sword (13). There are plenty of false prophets ​reassuring a society based on false principles. Compared with them, Jeremiah appears weak and bitter, as the one who does not give Yah​weh’s answer. A true prophet is not accepted by his own people whereas those who provide opium for the people are praised.

• 15.10 An amazing text where Jeremiah reveals his own personal crisis. 


Being a prophet is not easy at all. God’s word is not welcomed. Anyone who struggles for the truth is surrounded by people wishing evil on him and trying to bring him down: he is rarely understood even in his own home. The situation is even worse for God’s prophet. The Lord shares with him his own way of seeing and feeling things. The proph​et can no longer join in the cheap joy and the meaningless conversations that fill so many lives.

Your words were my happiness. God’s word brings the taste of truth and something of the very presence of God. The price of this joy is that he is condemned to live alone. Today the prophet feels the presence of God who helps him, but as a creature he begins to doubt: What if God keeps himself aloof tomorrow? And he becomes faint.

God does not approve of his proph​et’s weak​ness: Draw the gold from the dross, namely, let what is good and noble in you speak out, and silence these fears and complaints which come from a weak nature.

• 16.1 Do not take a wife. The prophets discover that God is the true Spouse. God’s passionate and faithful love for his people is the model for married love. Since prophets become the mouth​piece and the representative of God, all that they do becomes a sign. Thus, they cannot seek a happy marriage as long as Israel, Yahweh’s bride, turns her back on her God.

And so, before Jeremiah, another prophet, Ho​sea, only knew the suffering of the betrayed hus​band in his home and he had to constantly forgive his adulterous wife (Hos 3:1). Ezekiel sees his wife die suddenly (Ezk 24:15). Jeremiah will have neither wife nor children; it is not fitting for him to marry at the very time the first covenant is being destroyed. Later, neither John the Baptist, nor the apostle John, nor Paul will marry: this will become a sign. Thus, they will help us understand that they only live for the coming marriage of Christ and  his glorified Church, of which marriage is only an image.

• 10. Following we have parts of discourses that Jeremiah made on very different occasions.

–
You will notice in 17:5-11 that similar content is found in several Psalms, and especially in Psalm 1. Where it says “he”, can also be read as “she”.

–
The prayer 17:14-18.

• 17.19 Take care not to carry a load on the Sabbath. Jeremiah often denounces the religious practices which are not accompanied by an upright life; but that does not mean that he minimizes the respect towards God which is manifested externally.

The Law of Rest (such is the meaning in Hebrew of the word Sabbath) is a way for us to allow room for God in our life. Not working on that day is a way to state that people will not be happier by becoming slaves to work, but rather by giving something to God which God will give back a hundredfold (see Gen 2:3; Ex 20:8; Lev 25:20).

• 18.1 In several parts of the Bible, the comparison with the potter serves to show that God is absolute master and directs the lives of all according to his will: individuals as well as nations (see Is 29:16 and Rom 9:20). Here the same comparison is used to provide another teaching which complements the first: namely that we are free. 

If they change their ways, I will then refrain from doing the harm I had intended to do. At any time, one can be converted and God will act accordingly. There is no plan of God written beforehand that we have to follow, pushed to do good or evil by some fatal des​tiny. God is continually creating us and he achieves his plan for the world while renewing each day the free relation it maintains with us. The Bible supports these two statements, that nothing escapes God and that we are free.

• 19.14 Jeremiah is prophesying alone. Ap​parently he has no followers or religious groups to help him. Some people are getting tired of always hear​ing him threaten. The leaders and the priests are angry at this individual’s condemnation of a society in which they live without problems.

• 20.7 This “confession” recalls the one in chapter 15. The Bearer of the Truth is rejected and mocked simply because he speaks by virtue of a personal mission which the people do not accept. Let us not forget that Jeremiah lived six centuries before Jesus, long before there was any thought of the beyond, so we will have a better understanding of why he cries for divine justice.

You have taken me by force: is there anything more understandable if God is Love?

But his word is like a fire in my bones. What is really amazing is the irresistible power of God’s Word. It is more difficult to resist it than to face human opposition. Paul will declare, in a fairly similar way, that he cannot evade the responsibility of preaching the Gospel (1 Cor 9:16). This text forces us to revise and deepen the very simplistic ideas we have concerning our freedom: being faithful to the most demanding mission is also to be free.

The curse which follows in verses 14-18 will be picked up and developed in the third chapter of Job.

• 22.1 The passage in 21:1-10 refers to the second siege of Jerusalem in 588. Then from 22:1-28 we have several oracles against the royal family, before the first siege, in the years 605-598. See 2 Kings 23:31-37 concerning those kings.

In those days, the nobility and the civil servants of Jerusalem lived as usual, without being concerned about the ongoing crises of the kingdom. Yet, before long, they would all be killed or exiled.

The same is also true now: rich countries and people are enjoying themselves and live in indifference on top of a volcano. A few words of Dom Helder Camara are appropriate here:

“There has always been violence. But now it is perhaps more massive than ever; it is everywhere and it takes on many forms: brutal, open, subtle, blind, rationalized, consolidated, anonymous, ab​stract, irresponsible.

If the powerful of the underdeveloped world do not have the courage to let go of their privileges and to bring justice to millions of people living in subhuman situations; if governments make reforms only on paper; how can we stop the young people who are tempted to adopt radically violent positions?

How long will atomic bombs be feared more than the bomb of poverty which is being built in the heart of the third world?”

• 23.1 Woe to the shepherds who mislead and scatter! This new attack against evil leaders is the prelude to words of hope.

I will gather the remnant of my sheep (v. 3). The destruction of the “physical” Israel prepares for the coming of the “spiritual” Israel. People were used to seeing their leaders abuse power, and their rulers become richer. But God is preparing for his people a shepherd who will look after the sheep.

They will call him Yahweh-is-our-justice: this is a way of contrasting him with the king of the time, Zedekiah, which means Yahweh-is-my-justice.

I will appoint shepherds who will take care for them (v. 4). As well as the just king, Jere​​miah sees other shepherds: besides the only Shepherd, Christ, there is room for others determined to be responsible for their brothers and sisters.

No longer will they fear. God promises lasting peace. The new people of God will be more than a mere continuation of the old kingdom of Israel, and the new king will be more than the earthly kings (see how Jesus develops this point in John 10).

Humankind hopes for unity in peace, and the Church now must offer the witness of different peoples gathered in Christ. The reality, however, will be achieved only in the heavenly Jerusalem (Rev 21:22).

Jeremiah expresses the same hope elsewhere, especially in 33:15-18. In Ezekiel 34 we find the same image of the Good Shepherd preparing for what Jesus will say in John 10, Luke 15:4 and Matthew 9:36.

• 9. See also Deuteronomy 13:6 and 18:22 and Jeremiah 28 on the subject of false prophets.

Those who are not well-versed in their faith marvel at visions and dreams, forgetting that dreams can be particularly deceptive.

• 24.1 The first siege of Jerusalem occurred in 598, along with the capitulation of king Jehoiakin, and a first exile. In the ten years that followed, the new king Zedekiah along with the people who remained, acted as if nothing had happened. Though they were defeated and poor, the people of Jerusalem came to think that they were better off and that they only had to lament over the fate of those in exile. Jeremiah rejects this opinion. God is interested in those in exile for they are the begin​ning of the future renewed people. On the other hand, something worse is going to happen to those re​maining in Jerusalem.

• 25.1 This chapter combines: 25:1-13, an introduction which must have come before Jere​miah’s prophecies against the peo​ple of Judah and which now form chapters ​1–24 of  his book. Note in this passage the ​pro​​​​phecy con​cerning the seventy years which was to be the duration of the exile of the Jews in Ba​by​​lon. It is a symbolic number since there were two exiles, in 598 and 587 and many left after 538.

25:15-38 an introduction which must have come before the prophecies against the foreign nations gathered in chapters 46–51.

• 26.1 In 7:1-15 we had the discourse against people who trust in the Tem​ple. Here Jeremiah’s secretary, Baruch – about whom we will speak later – summarizes the discourse and tells us what impact it had.

– 
The people defend Jeremiah against the priests and the prophets.

– 
Jeremiah maintains his position firmly: he can​not provide proof or miracles to confirm what he is saying. He is saved by the conversion of the people: they have recognized the voice of truth. 

–
They recall the words of the prophet Micah 3:12 in the previous century.

– At the end of the chapter, there is mention of the family of Sha​phan, the secretary of the king who had favored the religious reform of King Josiah (see 2 K 22:8). Shaphan and his family will protect Jeremiah on several occasions.

The confrontation between Jeremiah and the priests is not accidental. Oftentimes the priests who kept the word of God opposed the prophets of their times. John the Baptist was ignored by the priests, and Jesus was condemned by them. The reason is that often the ministers of religion think first of preserving the institutions and the system of which they are the guardians and which provide them with a livelihood, whereas the prophets invite us to forge ahead and be mindful of what is essential.

• 28.1 As we saw in 22:1, the ten years separating the two sieges of Jerusalem, from 598 to 588, were times of madness and false illusions. People were always predicting the collapse of the empire of Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, and the return of the exiles. Jeremiah rises courageously against such false hope and predicts submission to Nebuchadnezzar and so the Jewish leaders consider him an enemy of the nation.

Jeremiah confronts the false prophets. When prophets do not agree, how can people know the authentic proph​et? See Dt 13:6 and 18:22 on this.

The prophet who prophesies peace will not be accepted until his predictions are fulfilled (v. 9). Jere​miah says something more than Deute​ronomy. Ever since Elijah (see 1 K 19:18), the mission of the prophets had been to predict the gradual fall of the kingdom of Israel and to announce that another kingdom would come later. They predicted a few victories, but these would not stop a continuous slipping towards destruction. Therefore, the Jews should have distrusted Hananiah who was promising prosperity more than Jeremiah who insisted on Yahweh’s threats.

The prophets were sent to a sinful people to form their conscience regarding sin and not to put it to sleep. When we live in the midst of in​justice, we must distrust those who promise prosperity.

• 29.1 In the years from 598 to 587, while the peo​ple in Jerusalem are be​coming more and more blind, Jeremiah wants to guide the exiles. There is a temptation for them to believe that things could revert to what they were before. There are even prophets among them who keep up the illusion of a quick defeat of Babylon. One of them sends letters to Jerusalem to have Jeremiah put in jail (vv. 24-28).

In fact, they have to accept defeat, to realize their unfaithfulness to Yahweh, which is the actual cause of their humi​liation, and change their outlook. At that very moment another pro​ph​et, Ezekiel, who is a true prophet speaks in a similar way among the exiles.

A slow transformation is going to take place among the priests, the nobility, the artisans and the civil servants who are exiled and, after seven​ty years of exile, their children will return to Je​​rusalem as “the poor ones looking for Yahweh.”

• 30.1 Chapters 30 and 31 bring us back to the happy years of King Josiah. Besides promoting the renewal of faith and the worship of Yahweh, he managed to conquer part of what had been the kingdom of Israel before it became an Assyrian province after the fall of Samaria.

The days are coming when I shall bring back my captive people Israel (3). The Israelites had been expelled from the land and scattered. Now, they are not there to listen to Jeremiah, but he addresses them through time and space. What he is telling them also applies to Judah which, in its turn, is going to be destroyed and dispersed.

This time Yahweh speaks like the Father to the prodigal son. He recalls their sins of the past which forced him to punish them and he promises that he will bring about the return of his dispersed children.

Similar promises fill chapters 40–55 of the Book of Isaiah. 

• 31.31 Here we must underscore 31:31-34 where Jeremiah delivers his most famous prophecy. During the bitter days which the Jewish people are experiencing, God reveals and Jeremiah announces the New and eternal Covenant between God and his peo​ple.

I will forge a new covenant. This is like saying that the Sinai Covenant which made Israel God’s people, had become obsolete or insufficient. God had bound himself to a family (Abraham’s) which became a people under Moses’ leadership. And apparently his promises were more for the community than for individuals.

The expression the prophet uses, “a new covenant” does not mean that God is forsaking his former promises to Israel. It clearly illustrates the characteristic of the covenant which God wants to establish between him and humanity through Israel. This novelty is that of love, because true love is always fresh and new. Although the people of God had broken the covenant, God who is always faithful, will respond by a gift, through his son, born of Mary.

They broke my covenant. Actually, this covenant between Yahweh and Israel on Sinai had failed, through Israel’s fault, not Yahweh’s. But it is not a matter of renewing it as Joshua, Samuel, Hezekiah and Josiah had done so many times. Nor is it a matter of making another one like it, since this old covenant had already proven its weakness: peo​ple are sinful and unable to escape from their sins. Moreover, no laws, or human solidarity, or any form of education can bring God’s grace to a nation or a collectivity and preserve them in the faith. Only a personal accepting of the divine Truth makes one a true believer. The true people of God cannot be confused with any people or human community: only those who are reborn will become part of God’s people.

I will put my Law in their hearts. Now, Jeremiah knows the secret of the New Covenant. For he is aware of the change which occurred in him when Yahweh made him a prophet. Then, he dis​covered an intimate relationship with God which is entirely different from a religion of mere practices.

I will make another covenant with Israel. Jeremiah predicts the day when Yahweh will reveal him​self to all believers as he had done with his great prophets. The law will be in their hearts and the hand of God will keep them on the right path, as was the case with Jeremiah when he doubted.

I will forgive their sins. A New Covenant will be achieved through the death of Christ on the cross for the forgiveness of sins. In celebrating the Last Supper, Jesus says: “This cup is the New Covenant sealed in my blood” (Lk 22:20). The author of the Letter to the Hebrews will develop the meaning of the New Covenant (see Heb 8:8 and 10:16).

The Gospel of John will also clarify the mean​ing of they will all know me: in the Chris​tian faith, not everyone receives personal revelations, but everyone is guided by the Father to Christ in whom are found all the treasures of knowledge and wisdom.

Perhaps Jeremiah himself had not seen all the consequences of this revelation, but it certainly throws a decisive light on the history of the people of Israel. We understand that God’s teaching, his way of leading and instructing his people through events was a pedagogy, leading to a definitive truth to be given through Christ and through the gift of the Spirit. It is understandable that Jesus and his apostles so often recalled the message of the prophets to justify the revolution of the Gospel and the birth of a Church rooted in the Jewish people but now independent of its national history.

• 32.1 During the second siege and prior to the destruction of Jerusalem, Jeremiah buys a field as if to prove that the land has not lost its worth; one day the fallen nation will rise again. The end of the chapter (32:37) renews for Judah the same promise of the new covenant which Jeremiah had predicted for Israel a few years before (chapters 30 and 31:31).

• 34.1 This chapter includes two events from the second siege of Jerusalem. 

34:1-7: Jeremiah invites Zedekiah to surrender to the Chaldeans as Jehoiakin had done during the first siege. This dialogue is also related in ​21:1-7.

34:9-22: Concerning the liberation of slaves. The Bible does not allow that any member of the people of God should lose freedom forever. If due to debts a person had to sell himself and become the servant of his creditor, this was not to last more than seven years. Every seven years a sabbatical year was proclaimed (see Dt 15:12) during which slaves of Hebrew descent were to be given their freedom.

The truth is that the social laws were poorly observed in those days. And so, before the threat of siege, the most believing among the people of Jerusalem realized that the best way to obtain God’s blessing would be to follow the social laws of the Bible and to liberate their slaves.

Yahweh rises in favor of the oppressed: he will destroy his own country if that is necessary to punish those who so despise their brothers and sisters.

• 36.1 Chapters 36-44 could be called “Jere​miah’s sufferings:” they describe the fate of the prophet during the sieges of 598 and 587 and after the destruction of Jerusalem.

These are the last days of the kingdom of Judah. The events briefly related at the end of the second book of Kings take on a new meaning here because someone with much insight is experiencing them. In the midst of the masses who suffer without under​standing, Jeremiah knows what God’s plans are. These people, who neither believe nor obey the Lord, must lose their material illusions, and then later the best of their children will come to a more profound faith.

Nevertheless, Jeremiah is crushed by his peo​ple’s disaster. After having suffered because of them, he is now suffering with them and he be​comes the figure of the suffering Savior, Christ.

Baruch, son of Neriah, was secret​ary (36:26), something like the chancellor of the king. He was also Jere​miah’s secretary and he may have written these chapters.

V. 23. The episode of the burned scroll takes place during the first blockade. Let us remember that in those days people wrote on strips of parchment, or sheepskin, which were rolled up.

37: Zedekiah is respectful toward Jeremiah. He is, in fact, at the mercy of his officials. Here, as in the Passion of Jesus, the rulers do not rule, but follow the mood of the majority.

IS JEREMIAH A TRAITOR?

How strange is Jeremiah’s attitude during this war in which the Jews defend their independence to death!

Jeremiah accuses his people and not the Chaldeans in whom he only sees God’s instrument.

Jeremiah advises surrender and sub​mission to the foreign power. He even invites the exiled Jews to promote the prosperity of their conquerors.

And we cannot say that these are mistakes on the part of the prophet since his attitude cannot be separated from his message. Two reasons clarify Jeremiah’s position:

–
On one hand, the Jewish nationalists do not know what God wants to do with Israel in the future. They see only defeat and slavery and they prefer to fight to death. Jeremiah, however, knows the extraordinary future that Yahweh has in store for Israel. Israel bears the hopes of the future world, and so they must not disappear in a hopeless struggle.

–
On the other hand, the Jewish leaders focus only on the appearances of freedom and patriotism. To them, everything seems lost if they submit to foreign authority. Jeremiah, for his part, focuses on the heart. To be Jewish means to preserve Israel’s ideals and reasons for living; to be free means to serve Yahweh alone. And so, it is essential to him that his compatriots do not become contaminated by the gods and the false values of the Chaldeans; by comparison, to submit to the yoke of a Chaldean master seems a much lesser evil. Besides, Jeremiah shares the ideas expressed particularly in the book of Judges: if Israel keeps faith and observes the Law, sooner or later it will recover its independence and return home.

Put in modern terms, Jeremiah’s attitude can be summarized like:

–
Do not insist on fighting for causes or institutions which are no longer relevant to a world which has undergone irreversible changes and in which God calls us to a different mission.

· Know that a people’s true independence is seen in their moral and cultural independence. It would be tra​gic if their children, dazzled by a foreign way of life, were to sacrifice their traditional moral values, or in a subservient way adopt norms and forms of development imposed from outside.

• 39.15 Just as Jesus in his passion, Jere​miah has something to give back to the people who were com​passionate towards him.

• 40.7 The Chaldeans had made Judah a province of their empire. As its governor they named a Jew, Gedaliah, belonging to the Shaphan family who had always been favorable to Jeremiah. The resistance party murders him and only gains a new dispersion of the Jews.

Chapters 42-44 show us Jeremiah fighting his people for the last time. There is not even one faction that listens to the prophet. Those favoring resistance to the Chaldeans, as well as those in favor of submission, follow their own whims and refuse to obey Yahweh.

• 46.1 In Jeremiah as well as in the other prophets, we can read prophecies against foreign nations. The prophets lived in a specific time and their mission was to spread a new breed of people, more lucid, more responsible, and with a more interior faith, in a world which was falling apart. While the prestigious civilizations of Egypt and Babylon inhibited people and did not allow them to discover new values, the individualism of small nations led them to disappear. It was not Israel alone that had to pass through death, but all peoples; however, only Israel would rise up for a much greater destiny.

• 50.1 Chapters 50 and 51 have the oracles against Babylon: various discourses dealing with the fall of Babylon and the return of the exiles.

You were my hammer (51:20). A century before, Isaiah had seen in Assur the rod with which God would punish the nations. But Assur was destroyed by Baby​lon which became the hammer with which Yahweh was beating the nations and destroying them. After blindly fulfilling God’s will against Judah, Babylon would also head towards its own collapse: fifty years later, it would be destroyed by the Persians.

Jeremiah urges us not to fear the great powers of today’s world. In the past, great nations emerged and tried to destroy Christianity which had become complacent and asleep; revolutions and persecutions destroyed the fragile structures in which Christians had placed their trust. But before the next generation, another giant appears and overcomes the first, while the Church, seemingly despoiled and poorer, rises with renewed strength.

When we finish reading Jeremiah, we can turn to the 40th chapter of Isaiah: the small land of Judah will come back to life while the great em​pires of Assyria and Babylon will leave behind nothing but ruins.

