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Jeremiah: History, Structure and Content
It is hard to fathom an ancient book more relevant to our own time than Jeremiah. Danger,
distress, and despair bubble beneath the surface of every line of Jeremiah and, too often, our own
lives individually and nationally. Our world is filled with cynicism and for many hopelessness.
In all, Jeremiah is just what we need, a prophet who tells us the hard truth, but not without hope.
That does not mean Jeremiah would be a popular preacher in our own day. In fact, Jeremiah was
a most unpopular prophet. He spoke of the coming siege of Judah at the hands of the
Babylonians, the destruction of the temple, and a protracted captivity. As a result of the severity
of his message, the extreme resistance to it, and the actual siege and destruction he witnessed,
Jeremiah is sometimes called the weeping prophet. Jeremiah did not choose his times; nor do we.
He did faithfully carry out his calling in the time God gave him. If we are to understand his
message, we must go back and encounter Jeremiah the prophet in his own time and place.

HISTORY
Jeremiah the Man
Jeremiah was a prophet of priestly lineage from the village of Anathoth, about four miles from
Jerusalem. He was born around 650 B.C. during the reign of Manasseh, king of Judah (687-643).
Assyria was the bully on the block and Manasseh submitted fully to Assyrian rule, including an
embrace of Assyrian gods. Manasseh's half-century reign marked a low-point in Judah's history.
It was marked by apostasy, idolatry, corruption, social injustice, violence, and bloodshed. The
writer of 2 Kings 21 referred to him as the most wicked king that ever ruled Judah. Jeremiah was
born at one of the lowest points of Israelite history. Judah's fortunes changed dramatically,
however, when the Josiah, the boy king, became king of Judah at age 8. He led the nation to seek
the God of his father David. At the age of 21, in 629 B.C., he launched a program of sweeping
reforms that brought revival to Judah. He eradicated all remnants of idolatry from the land. Two
years into his reforms (627 B.C.), God called Jeremiah to be his prophet. His prophetic ministry
would span forty years.

Jeremiah the Prophet

Jeremiah's momentous commission from God is recorded in Jeremiah 1. He was unique among
the prophets, for although he was called specifically to Judah to warn of the consequences of
disobedience to Good, he was also appointed a "prophet to the nations" (1:5). His mission is the
mission of God for the nations, that is, to reconcile to himself fallen men and women from every
people, nation, and tongue. Jeremiah's ministry spanned 18 years of the reign of King Josiah
(627-609 B.C.), 22 years of declining political and spiritual fortunes (609-587 B.C.), and finally
Jerusalem's fall (586 B.C.).

The Making of a Prophetic Book

In Jeremiah 36, we discover that in 605 B.C., about 22 years into his ministry, God commanded
Jeremiah to write on a scroll all of his prophetic speech, which would include sermons, poems,
and essays. This would be a monumental task. So, Jeremiah used Baruch to assist in the project
as scribe. Baruch recorded Jeremiah's speech as well as information about Jeremiah's life. The
result was an anthology of Jeremiah's ministry that lacks chronological flow. When it was
complete, Baruch went to the temple and read from the scroll. When King Jehoiakim was
informed about the scroll, he seized it and had his officer Jehudi read it to him privately. As
columns of the scroll were read, the king would cut it up and throw it in the fire until the entire
scroll was burned. In response, Jeremiah and Baruch produced a second scroll like the first. This
is the origin of this massive prophetic book.
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STRUCTURE AND CONTENT
I. The Prophet's Commission (1)
A. Jeremiah's Call (1:1-10)
1. God Is the One Who Calls (1:4)
2. The Content of Jeremiah's Call (1:5)
3. Jeremiah's Protest (1:6)
4., God's Reassurance (1:7-9)
B. God's Confirmation (1:11-19)
1. The Almond Branch (1:11-12)
2. The Boiling Pot (1:13-16)
3. The Girded Loins (1:17-19)

II. Judah's Unfaithfulness, God's Judgment, and a Prophet's Lament (2-25)
A. Idolatry: Judah's Idolatry as Marital Infidelity (2:1-3:5)
Jeremiah's prophetic ministry begins with an indictment of God's people for their religious idolatry
portrayed as spiritual adultery. After the Exodus, the marriage between God and Israel was in the
honeymoon stage (2:1-3), but by the time of Jeremiah's ministry Israel had become unfaithful and
was behaving as a prostitute (2:20, 3:1-3). The situation deteriorated to the point God threatened
divorce (3:1). Israel had deserted God and was going after every type of seductive alternative. Sadly,
false gods never fail to fail!
B. Repent!: Judah Must Return to Her Husband (3:6-4:4)
In this section, Jeremiah repeatedly speaks of the hope of restoration (3:17) if Judah would only
"return" to the Lord, her husband (3:7, 12-14, 22, 4:1; see also Zech 1:3; Mal 3:7, and the prophet
Hosea). This is a common theme in the prophets.
C. The Coming Judgment from the North: Judah's Sickness (4:5-6:30)
Despite the calls for repentance, Judah refuses even to acknowledge her sin, framed primarily as
idolatry and social injustice (5:26-31). As a result, a horrific invasion is coming from the north, the
Babylonians (4:6-17). Despite the coming judgment, there is hope. God will not destroy everyone
(4:27); a remnant will survive (5:10, 18). At present, however, Judah is sick and wounded and in
desperate need of healing (6:7,14) and her prophets and priests are greedy, deceitful, and without
shame (6:13-15).
D. False Security and False Prophets (7:1-10:25)
This section includes Jeremiah's temple sermon (repeated in Jer 26) highlighting Judah's false sense
of security because they have the temple and God's presence. Jesus' own temple sermon (Matt 21:12-
13/Mark 11:15-17/Luke 19:45-46) should be read in light of Jer 7. Also, Jesus' use of the fruitless fig
tree to describe the temple draws from Jer 8:13 and 24. Rather than listening to God, the people have
been listening to the lies and deceit of their false prophets. Jeremiah offers a haunting image of sin as
an affliction, a disease, that needs to be healed: "Is there no balm in Gilead?" (8:22). In response,
God weeps tears from heaven (9:1, 10, 18).
In Chapter 10, Jeremiah ridicules Judah's idols. An idol is like a scarecrow in a melon patch. It can't
walk or talk; it can't help you or hurt you (10:1-5). In contrast, God is the all-powerful, all-wise
creator and judge of heaven and earth (10:6-16).
E. Confessions of a Broken Prophet and a Broken Covenant (11-20)
These chapters contain the "Confessions/Laments of Jeremiah," a poignant series of seven laments
revealing Jeremiah's inner struggles as a result of his difficult prophetic ministry and the rejection by
friends, family, and Israelites in general that followed. Jeremiah is singing the blues! We often feel
the blues; the Psalms show us how we might respond!
1. The gentle lamb led to the slaughter (11:18-23)
2. The misery of the wicked prospering (12:1-6)
3. Regrets, I've had a few! (15:10-21)
4. Prophet on the hot seat! (17:14-18)
5. Slipping into the pit of despair (18:19-23)
6. The deceptive God? (20:7-13)
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7. A not-so-happy birthday (20:14-18)
Interspersed between Jeremiah’s laments are a series of seven images displaying the fatal consequences
of a broken covenant:

1. The violated covenant (11:1-17)

2. The soiled belt (13:1-11)

3. Drought in the land (14:1-11)

4. Forbidden marriage (16)

5. In the School of Pottery (18)

6. The broken jar (19)

7. Prophet in the stocks (20)

F. Warnings to Kings and False Prophets (21-25)

Jeremiah's rebuke of King Zedekiah (21 & 24) bookends this section. Jeremiah also includes a list of
other kings he rebuked (22). It is foolish to say the prophets were not political; it is true to say that
they were not partisan. Chapter 23 sprinkles in the hope of a better king, a true branch from David's
line (23:1-8), as well as a condemnation of false prophets (23:9-40). Note the messianic oracle in
23:1-8 is repeated in Jer 33:15-16 and is picked up in Matt 2:26-27 and Rev 5:5.
Jeremiah 25 stands at the center of the book and remarkably anticipates the 70 years of captivity of
Judah at the hands of the Babylonians. Jeremiah compares Babylon to a cup of wine that is filled to
the brim with God's just anger (see Jesus in Gethsemane Matt 26:39//Mark 14:36//Luke 22:42) at all
of Israel's idolatry and injustice. God will make Israel drink from this cup. It also anticipates God’s
judgment on Babylon and the other nations after that (25:12-14). The theme of the judgment on the
nations is picked up more extensively in Jer 46-51.

I False Prophets, the Hope of Restoration, and the Fall of Jerusalem (26-45)
A. Speaking Truth to Power (26-29)

1. The Temple Sermon and Its Aftermath (26)
Jer 26 returns to his temple sermon that we saw first in Jer 7. In chapter 7 it is a fitting conclusion to
the judgment oracles of Jer 2-6. Here, at the beginning of the second part of the book, it looks back
and summarizes the core of Jeremiah's message in chapters 1-25. Looking forward it also sets the
stage for the prophetic conflict Jeremiah will have with false prophets and the crushing judgment
drawing ever closer to Jerusalem. The chutzpah, the courage it would take to speak these words in
the temple courtyard is almost impossible to fathom. Only one other demonstrated such courage
(Matt 21:12-17/Mark 11:15-18//Luke 19:45-46).

2. The Yoke of Yahweh (27-28)
These chapters skip forward about seven years to the beginning of Zedekiah's rule (597-586 B.C.),
just after the first invasion of Babylon into Jerusalem (598 B.C.). The first wave of Jewish exiles has
already been carried away. And so, the surrounding nations are having a conference (think UN) in
Jerusalem, led by Zedekiah, trying to deal with Babylonian power and present a unified front against
them. Jeremiah crashed the party with a yoke on his neck and declared Yahweh was the creator of all
nations, not just Israel, and they are all under his sovereign power. He also delivered bad news:
Yahweh had already given their countries into the hands of the Babylonians. Nebuchadnezzar's
power, however, would be temporary. Soon, the other nations would rule Babylon. In the present
time, however, they should all submit to the yoke of Babylonian rule.
Chapter 28 focuses on a specific false prophet, Hananiah, who declared that the Lord would break
the yoke of Babylon and within two years the exiles would return. Jeremiah predicted that Hananiah
would die "this very year" because he persuaded the nation to trust in lies.

3. A Letter to the Exiles: Where is the Lord? (29)
Jeremiah sent a letter to the exiles in Babylon declaring that it was God who raised up
Nebuchadnezzar and it was God who was responsible for Judah's exile. So, the exiles needed to settle
down for several generations (70 years) and get on with the normal activities of life.
Jer 29:11 is one of the most famous verses in all Scripture. God promises that he still has plans for
Istael in his redemptive purposes. Though they were presently living in a nightmare, God informed
them that he was not finished with them. The promise is qualified in two ways:
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(1) The fulfillment would not be immediate.
(2) The people must seek God. Repentance precedes restoration. There is a contingency to the
promise: seek and repent.

B. The Book of Comfort: Hope for the Future and a New Covenant (30-33)
These four chapters gather together the most important promises in Jeremiah's prophetic catalog.
These chapters declare that deportation and displacement are coming. Judah will be uprooted and
torn down. But Sin and destruction will not have the last word. The time is coming when God will
replant and rebuild Jerusalem. The promise is captured beautifully in Jer 31:28: As I have watched
over them to pluck up, to break down, to overthrow, to destroy and to bring disaster, so I will watch
over them to build and to plant,” declares the LORD. These chapters contain more than prediction.
This is God's promissory note to his people in captivity. The theological basis for the promise is (1)
God's faithfulness and (2) God's power. "The faithfulness and the power of Yahweh assure that in the
depth of Israel's exile God will work a homecoming, in the face of Israel's death, God will work new
life" (W. Brueggemann, To Build and Plant, 41). The fulfillment of God's promises, however, will go
beyond 538 B.C., when Israelites are allowed to return to Jerusalem. The promises will find their
ultimate fulfillment in Jesus of Nazareth. There is gospel here!

There are three horizons we should observe when reading this section (see Christopher Wright, /e
Message of Jeremiah, 304):
e Horizon 1: Jeremiah's own world; the Old Testament context.
We should observe how this is a word to actual exiles in Babylon, the 70 years they will endure
there, and the eventual decree by Cyrus the Great in 538 allowing them to return.
e Horizon 2: Jesus' ministry; the New Testament context.
There are aspects of Jer 31-33 that move beyond the days of Cyrus the Great and the rebuilding of
the temple in 515 B.C. See for example the promise that God would raise up "David their king" (Jer
30:9) and "Rachel weeping for her children” (31:15 in Matt 2:18).
e Horizon 3: Future ministry, the eschatological context
There are also aspects of this section that look ahead to our future, the appearing of Jesus, and the
new creation. Note the language of gathering Ephraim and Judah "from the ends of the earth. Among
them will be the blind and the lame, expectant mothers and women in labor; a great multitude will
return" (31:8; see Isa 35).
1. God Will Break Babylon’s Yoke (30:5-11)
2. God Will Heal Their Wounds (30:12-17)
3. God Will Make Them His People Once Again (30:18-31:1)
4. God Will Regather & Restore Them (31:2-14)
5. God Will Make Them His Precious Child Again (31:15-30)
6. God Will Make a New Covenant (31:31-34)
This is one of the most important passages in all of Scripture. It found fulfillment in the return to and
rebuilding of Jerusalem. The ultimate horizon for understanding the promise is found in the life and
ministry of Jesus, the righteous branch from David's line. A "new" covenant was necessary because
they had broken the old one (the Mosaic code). Jesus provided the key when he met with his
disciples on the night of his arrest around the elements of the Passover meal, “And likewise the cup
after they had eaten, saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood’”
(Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25). Paul illuminated the contrast between the old and new in 2 Cor 3:5-6
when he contrasted the Mosaic Law with the work of the Holy Spirit in his ministry: ". . . but our
sufficiency is from God, who has made us sufficient to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the
letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. Paul also contrasted the two
covenants using Sarah and Hagar in Gal 4:21-31 saying “these two women are two covenants. One is
from Mount Sinai.” The contrast is with the free woman, Sarah, who represents life in Christ over
against Hagar, who represents slavery. Most significantly, the author of Hebrews argues that Jesus is
a greater high priest of a greater covenant than the Mosaic Law. To prove his point, he quotes the
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entire text of Jer 31:31-34 in Heb 8:6-12. It is the longest quote of an OT text by any NT writer.
Clearly he sees Jesus as the ultimate fulfillment.

7. God Will Rebuild Jerusalem (31:38-40)

8. Jeremiah Buys Land in Anathoth (32)

9. God Will Raise Up the Davidic Messiah (33)

C. The Terrible and Tragic Final Days of Jerusalem (34-45)

1. A Word to Zedekiah and the Slave Incident (34:1-22)

2. Obedience of the Rechabites (35:1-19)

3. Jeremiah, Baruch, and the Two Scrolls (36)

4. Jeremiah and Jerusalem’s Final Days (37-39)
From here the book flows in chronological sequence. The geopolitical situation worsens. The
Babylonians were advancing toward Jerusalem. King Zedekiah (597-587) rejected Jeremiah’s words.
In fact, Jeremiah is arrested, beaten, and put in prison (37:11-16). Zedekiah later has him released but
confined to the courtyard. Nevertheless, like Paul in prison in Rome, Jeremiah continues to proclaim
the word of God, warning all that resistance to Babylon is futile. The only hope is surrender (38:1-3).
This angers the leaders of Jerusalem and he is arrested again and thrown into the bottom of a cistern,
a large underground water storage cavern. He is rescued by a foreigner, Ebed-melech, a Cushite
(38:7-13). Jeremiah 39 details the fall of Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians. The Babylonians
capture Zedekiah as he attempted to flee, gouged out his eyes, and carried him to Babylon as a
trophy. One of the most interesting twists is that God protected Ebed-melech the Cushite while King
Zedekiah is blinded and carried off to Babylon. Ebed-melech is a gentile, "saved" by faith!

5. Exodus in Reverse (40-45)
Jerusalem now captured, the Babylonians released Jeremiah and allow him to choose where he wants
to live. He chooses to remain in Judah, or what remains of it. The Babylonians appoint Gedaliah as
governor. The majority of the troops return to Babylon, leaving only a small military contingent to
keep the peace. Some Jewish troops who had escaped murdered Gedaliah. Knowing the Babylonians
would retaliate, Jeremiah was forced to flee to Egypt, the land of slavery (See Joseph, Jeroboam, and
Jesus). The Exodus story is reversed.

IV. Judgment on the Nations (46-51)

In a large collection of poems, Jeremiah speaks words of judgment on all the nations. God will use
Babylon to judge the nations that played a hand in Judah’s destruction, Philistia, Egypt, Ammon,
Moab, Edom, Damascus, and Hazor. Finally, chapters 50-51 indicate God will also judge Babylon
itself. Babylon is larger than life in Jeremiah and in Scripture as a whole. Recall Gen 11 and the
Tower of Babel all the way to Revelation 18:10, "Woe! Woe to you, great city, you mighty city of
Babylon! In one hour, your doom has come!" Babylon is the archetypal rebellious nation. They
glorify wealth and war and God is going to bring judgment on them. The prophecy ends
appropriately: The words of Jeremiah end here (51:64).

V. An Epilogue (52; Compare 2 Kgs 24:18-25:30)

The epilogue largely repeats Jer 39 and parallels closely 2 Kings 25. It relates Babylon's final attack
on and the fall of Jerusalem. It is a somber ending, but confirms that Jeremiah's words in chapters 1-
24 were fulfilled. But then, the chapter ends with hope. Jehoiachin, the young king taken captive to
Babylon in 598 is released from prison by the king of Babylon and shown favor, even inviting him to
eat at the royal table for the rest of his life. had accepted God’s judgment and survived in Babylon.
Thus, the book ends with the glimmer of hope for survival and the eventual return of the exiles to
Jerusalem. This confirms the truth of Jeremiah's promise of hope in Jer 30-33.




