
[image: Cover: John Goldingay, The Theology of Jeremiah (The Book, the Man, the Message)]






  JOHN
GOLDINGAY



    [image: Illustration]


  


  THE
THEOLOGY
OF JEREMIAH


  

  

    [image: Illustration]


  


  THE BOOK, THE MAN, THE MESSAGE


  [image: Illustration]






PREFACE

[image: ]


IF YOU’VE EVER TRIED READING THROUGH JEREMIAH, you may have felt that there are lots of trees but that you couldn’t see the shape of a forest. Or you may have felt that the forest is full of examples of the same trees. Or, in contrast, you may have been mystified by the way Jeremiah can say things in one context that don’t seem to fit with things he says in another context. Part of the explanation is that actually “the book of Jeremiah” isn’t really a “book” in our sense but something more like a collection of blogposts. From now on, I’m going to refer to it as “the Jeremiah scroll,” in the hope that this description may help us not to have misleading expectations of it. I hope to point to paths through the forest in a number of ways.

Part one introduces the scroll, looks at its origin, and introduces the man whose name it bears; it surveys the story that the scroll covers; and it works through the scroll section by section, focusing on a theme raised at the beginning of each section.

Part two stands back and considers what theology emerges from the scroll as a whole, looking at what we learn about God, about Israel as the people of God, about the nature of wrongdoing, about what it means to be a prophet, and about Jeremiah’s threats and promises concerning the future.

The scriptural translations are adapted from my version in The First Testament: A New Translation, published by InterVarsity Press. I am grateful to Kathleen Scott Goldingay for reading the manuscript and commenting on things.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE MAN AND THE SCROLL
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    THEY SAY YOU NEED a gripping first sentence if you want to get people’s attention. I’m not sure that the first sentence of the scroll counts:


    

      The words of Jeremiah ben Hilkiah, one of the priests of Anathoth in the Benjamin region, to whom Yahweh’s word came in the days of Josiah ben Amon King of Judah in the thirteenth year of his reign, and came in the days of Jehoiakim ben Josiah King of Judah, until the end of the eleventh year of Zedekiah ben Josiah King of Judah, until Jerusalem’s exile in the fifth month. (Jer 1:1-3)


    


    Whether or not it’s gripping, it does tell us something about the man and the times and the scroll’s origins.


    

      JEREMIAH THE MAN



      Jeremiah came from a priestly family in Anathoth, a small town three miles north of Jerusalem (the name survives as the name of a Palestinian town called Anata). Different priestly families were based in different towns—they were thus able to look after their land and livestock there and make their livelihood; the priests would go to Jerusalem when it was their turn to be on duty in the temple. They might also engage in teaching and counseling in their home area and be on duty at the local shrine when there was one. When Jeremiah lived in Anathoth he was within easy commuting distance of Jerusalem.


      He calls himself a young man when God commissions him as a prophet (Jer 1:6), so maybe he hadn’t reached the age to be a priest himself (thirty according to Numbers 4). And by the time he was old enough, for a variety of reasons the question might not arise. But he was someone well schooled in proper Israelite faith, and maybe his priestly father and his mother get a fair amount of the credit. He came from the kind of family that John the Baptizer would come from: Hilkiah and his wife were like Zechariah and Elizabeth.


      On the other hand, although Anathoth was near Jerusalem, it was outside Judah in the region belonging to Benjamin. So Jeremiah would be a bit like someone from out of state living in Texas or California, or someone from England living in Scotland. He might not be viewed as really belonging and he might not feel he really belonged. Yet these dynamics were evidently complicated, as the scroll indicates that there was tension between Jeremiah and the people in Anathoth itself.


      That first sentence (Jer 1:1-3) tells us that the scroll will comprise “the words of Jeremiah,” which also express “Yahweh’s word.” The plural words points toward Jeremiah’s addressing of a range of issues in different situations. The Jeremiah scroll is the longest book in the Bible apart from Psalms, and it speaks in different ways in different contexts. Is Yahweh going to impose terrible redress on Judah, or is he going to restore and bless Judah? Does Yahweh totally dismiss the temple and its worship, or does he affirm the temple and its worship as aspects of the ongoing life of Israel? Is Judah’s devastation inevitable, or can it be obviated if people turn back to Yahweh? The Jeremiah scroll gives both sorts of answers to such questions in different contexts. But the singular word points toward there being a coherence and unity about the “words.” They are all aspects of one “word.”


      There’s another bit of complementarity. They are Jeremiah’s words but they are Yahweh’s word. Yahweh is the name of God in the First Testament, a bit like the way Jesus is the name of Christ in the New Testament. Most English translations replace the name Yahweh with the expression “the LORD” (they use capital letters so you can see what they are doing). But in Jeremiah, for instance, it’s often important that Jeremiah is talking about Yahweh being the real God; someone like Marduk is not the real God. So I use the name Yahweh when Jeremiah does. Jeremiah’s words were all concrete expressions of Yahweh’s one word.


      That word “came to” Jeremiah. Literally, it “happened” to him. Jeremiah uses the same expression when he declares that “Yahweh’s word came to me” (Jer 1:4), and it recurs often in the scroll. In some ways, Yahweh’s word coming to him could be like another human being speaking to him, like hearing a voice behind him. Presumably the words were not literally audible; nobody else would have heard them, otherwise it might have been easier to convince people that it really was God speaking. But Jeremiah knew the message was coming to him. Even when he formulated the words, he didn’t make up the message. It was Yahweh who gave him his overall perspective on Judah, his awareness that Yahweh was going to bring disaster to it because of its rebellion, and his conviction that in due course Yahweh would restore his people. And it was Yahweh who was behind his individual messages.


    


    

    

      THE LIFE AND THE TIMES



      There’s a further subtlety to that introduction (Jer 1:1-3). While the Jeremiah scroll comprises the word of Yahweh, the words of Jeremiah, it incorporates many stories about Jeremiah, even bits of narrative in which Jeremiah doesn’t appear, and prayers that Jeremiah prays that Yahweh sometimes rejects. Yahweh’s word is bigger than simply a series of prophecies. The message is expressed in prophecies, stories, prayers, and protests.


      Jeremiah’s life as well as his words express his message. In a sense that’s true about every servant of God, but it’s true of Jeremiah in a way that’s unique, until it becomes even more true of Jesus. Jesus is going to be an embodiment of God’s gracefulness and truthfulness; Jeremiah is already an embodiment of them. He keeps being faithful to God’s commission and he keeps embodying God’s faithfulness to his own people. His life is also an expression of the message in a way that’s not so voluntary, in that the negative way people treat Jeremiah is the negative way they are treating God.


      The scroll includes examples of Jeremiah’s prayers and protests to God, and in a modern Western context they are the aspect of the scroll that especially appeals to people. Reading Jeremiah’s prayers and protests is like reading his spiritual journal. But the prayers and protests are in the scroll because they are part of “Yahweh’s word.” They reflect how the community is resisting Yahweh’s message. They face us with what can go on between us and God as we are people who resist what God has to say to us. In this respect, too, the Jeremiah scroll parallels the Jesus story. We like to think that we identify with Jeremiah and with Jesus, or at least with Jeremiah’s disciples and the Gospel writers. Actually, we are wise to see ourselves as more like the people who oppose Jeremiah and oppose Jesus.


      The introduction to the scroll indicates how Jeremiah lived and worked over a number of decades in a tumultuous time. Northern Israel (Ephraim) had been overrun by the Assyrians a century before, so “Israel” now more or less comprised only “Judah,” occupying an area that was for practical purposes smaller than Rhode Island. It centered on Jerusalem, and Jeremiah could speak of “Judah” and “Jerusalem” as if they are almost the same thing. The scroll’s introduction mentions Josiah, Jehoiakim, and Zedekiah, the three long-lasting kings of Judah between 640 and 587 (there were two others in between, Jehoahaz and Jehoiachin, who reigned for only three months each, but the introduction ignores them).


      

        	

          Josiah came to the throne at a time when Judah had long been a fringe part of the Assyrian empire, but when Assyria was in decline and a power vacuum was developing in the Middle East. He reigned from 640 to 609 (Jeremiah received his commission in 626). He came to the throne when Judah was averse to taking much notice of what Israelite faith really involved, and he took some firm action to bring about a reformation.


        


        	

          Jehoakim (Josiah’s son) came to the throne at a time when Babylon was emerging as the next major power, and he wasn’t interested in maintaining his father’s religious policies. He reigned from 609 to 597.


        


        	

          Zedekiah (also Josiah’s son) was put on the throne by the Babylonians, but he collaborated with Judah’s desire to be independent of Babylon. He paid the price when the Babylonians besieged Jerusalem and destroyed the city in 587.


        


      


      The city’s “exile” didn’t mean 587 was the end of Jeremiah’s work. He continued bringing Yahweh’s message to survivors of the catastrophe for at least a year or two. And the existence of the introduction and of the scroll itself indicates that there were people who lived on and were in a position to write about Jeremiah. The scroll thus collects messages Jeremiah gave (and stories about him and prayers he prayed) over some forty years in different contexts. Oddly, you might think, it doesn’t often tell you what the contexts are—that is, most of Jeremiah’s messages have no dates attached. It’s possible to speculate about their dates, but it is simply speculation. Apparently we can learn from the messages and the stories without knowing their dates.


    


    

    

      THE CATASTROPHE AND AFTERWARDS



      “The exile of Jerusalem” was more literally “the fall of Jerusalem” or “the destruction of Jerusalem.” It didn’t mean that the city’s entire population was taken off in a forced migration (Jeremiah 52 says that only 832 people were taken off in 587). But the word exile does suggest a great calamity, and there’s no doubt that it was a catastrophe. The city’s walls were demolished, its buildings were burned down, and its temple was devastated. Nobody much was going to be able to live there.


      In English Bibles, Jeremiah leads into Lamentations, which comprises five prayer-poems that grieve over the fall of Jerusalem. Here’s what it seemed like to people:


      

        Oh!—the city sits alone


        that abounded with a people.


        She became like a widow,


        she who was great among the nations. . . .


         


        Though it’s nothing to you, all you who pass along the road,


        heed and look.


        Is there any pain like my pain,


        which was dealt out to me,


        When Yahweh made me suffer


        on the day of his angry blazing? . . .


         


        Zion spread out her hands;


        she has no comforter. (Lam 1:1, 12, 17)


      


      While Lamentations is in a sense protesting, in another sense it knows it can’t complain. It goes on:


      

        Yahweh is in the right,


        because I rebelled against his bidding. (Lam 1:18)


      


      Tradition came to ascribe Lamentations to Jeremiah, though like most of the Scriptures, it doesn’t tell us who wrote it. But the tradition was on to something in the sense that the convictions expressed in Lamentations are broadly the same convictions as Jeremiah expresses. And much of the time, Jeremiah speaks in similar poetry to Lamentations. The messages, the prayers, and the protests use metaphors and similes and thus appeal to the imagination. And they mostly come in short, two-line sentences in which the second line completes, restates, explains, or contrasts the first line (this arrangement is called parallelism, though it’s not a very illuminating description). Jeremiah’s first words in the scroll provide an example. “Yahweh’s word came to me,” he says:


      

        Before I formed you in the womb I acknowledged you,


        before you went out from the womb I made you sacred. (Jer 1:4-5)


      


      Thus Jeremiah introduces himself. But this self-introduction follows that earlier one (Jer 1:1-3) in which someone else introduces him. And throughout the scroll there are sections where it says “Yahweh’s word came to me” and sections where it says “Yahweh’s word came to Jeremiah.” There are stories about what happened to “Jeremiah” and stories about what happened to “me.” The next to last chapter closes with the statement “as far as here it is the words of Jeremiah” (Jer 51:64) after which there is an account of the fall of Jerusalem and of the release of King Jehoiachin in Babylon in 562. Jeremiah could only have added that paragraph if he was about ninety. So the nature of the Jeremiah scroll makes clear that Jeremiah himself didn’t produce it. Some other people, whom you could call his disciples, collected his messages and told his story, and his relationship with the Jeremiah scroll is a bit like Jesus’s relationship to the Gospels.


    


    

    

      WHO DID IT?



      If it wasn’t Jeremiah who produced the Jeremiah scroll, who was it? Actually, nobody knows. Its authors are anonymous, like the authors of Lamentations. Really, authors is the wrong word. They were people who looked after Jeremiah’s message, put it into an ordered form, pointed out its significance to people who might read the scroll, and told the stories about him. Like the authors of Matthew and Mark, they don’t tell us who they are. They want to put the focus on Jeremiah, not on themselves. I call them Jeremiah’s curators and storytellers. They did their work sometime after the fall of Jerusalem, but their work then continued for some time, at least until the release of Jehoiachin in 562. One indication is that there is considerable difference between the version of the scroll in the Hebrew Bible and the version that was translated into Greek and appears in the Septuagint—much more difference than is the case with (say) Isaiah or Ezekiel. The Greek version is more than a tenth shorter than the Hebrew, and it has the prophecies about foreign nations in the middle of the book rather than near the end.


      So much seems certain. Beyond that, it’s mostly guesswork. For two thousand years scholars studying the different books in the Bible have had different opinions about questions such as who wrote them or when they were written, and that dynamic applies to Jeremiah as it does to other books. In our time, many of the scholars who are making waves in the study of Jeremiah aim to peel off layers in the stories and messages to get to earlier versions of them. They are inclined to note how the scroll incorporates different views on some key questions (for instance, whether God is going to cast off Judah finally, or whether he is going to restore the people) and how the story in Ezra 1–6 indicates that the Jerusalem community sometime after Jeremiah’s day lived with tensions between different groups, like (say) the church in the United States. One might therefore be able to relate the different views in the scroll to the convictions of different groups. Working with this view generates various theories about how the scroll came into existence sometime in the next century or two, including the period covered by Ezra and Nehemiah—or later, when it was part of a Hellenistic Empire.


      I take the more old-fashioned view that the scroll was produced during the decades soon after the fall of Jerusalem, during or just after Jeremiah’s lifetime. I don’t think the different angles that appear within the scroll need suggest authors with conflicting convictions, though even if they do, I don’t see the process requiring a long time-gap after 587. The development of the two versions of the scroll might be later, but in general the scroll’s language fits, for example, Kings (which was written during or just after Jeremiah’s lifetime) rather than Chronicles (a new version of the same story, written maybe a couple of centuries later). Whereas the book of Isaiah mentions events long after Isaiah’s day, the Jeremiah scroll makes no such references and focuses predominantly on God’s critique of Judah and threats to Judah much more than Isaiah does. The linking with tensions in the later community requires a lot of connecting of dots, whereas the scroll’s concrete references to peoples and events (specifically, the Medes and their underlings) imply the situation in the period before 539 when Babylon was the imperial power, not the subsequent period when Persia had taken over.


      So I picture people whom in a loose sense you could call Jeremiah’s disciples assembling collections of his messages, updating them and applying them to people in their day, and telling and reworking stories about him (like the Gospel writers). The process went on until the 550s or 540s, maybe in Egypt (where Jeremiah had ended up), maybe in Babylon (where influential exiles lived), or maybe in Judah (where there was an ongoing Judahite community). People thus carried on developing versions of the scroll, as people carried on writing the Gospels (Mark, then Matthew . . . ). The scroll’s two editions thus resulted from the communities’ sharing of the scroll over subsequent decades.


      There is more information on these different possibilities in the works listed in the “Further Reading” section at the end of this book. I’ll sometimes refer to “the Jeremiah scroll” without necessarily implying that the words are not Jeremiah’s, and I’ll sometimes refer just to “Jeremiah” without necessarily implying that the words came from him rather than from a curator.


    


    

    

      READING JEREMIAH FORWARDS



      So from time to time, God would give Jeremiah a message to pass on to Judah. Maybe he would have a sense of having received the actual words, or maybe he would be more involved in formulating the words to express what he knew God wanted him to say. He might have been living in Anathoth or he might have been living in Jerusalem. He would take the long or the short walk up to the temple in Jerusalem, when he knew that people would be present for a feast occasion or a fast occasion, or maybe at an ordinary time when there would still be people there who had come to pray or offer a sacrifice or give thanks for something or just to hang about and talk because the temple courtyards were an open space where people could come. And there he would declaim his message. Maybe the message would be a couple of what we call the verses in the scroll, or maybe it would be more like a dozen. Perhaps it would lead into discussions with people or remonstrations from people who disagreed with him. And eventually he would go home. But people took little notice and they didn’t change their ways.


      But after the “exile” of Jerusalem, there were people who made sure that his messages didn’t get lost. We don’t get any indication that more people took notice of his message after that “exile” than before, but evidently there were some who knew that the catastrophe indicated that he had been right, and they included the people who became his curators and storytellers. The messages from Yahweh that he had given spelled out why the catastrophe had happened, how Jerusalem had “rebelled against his bidding” (Lam 1:18). So one significance of the Jeremiah scroll is to be an act of confession. It says, “This is what Yahweh said to us, and what we ignored, so it explains the mess we’re in.” In addition, it says, “You really, really, really better take note of this message now if you want to see Yahweh restore us as a people and fulfill the promises that he also gave us through Jeremiah.” It also says, “You really, really, really better take note of this message now if you want to make sure that such a catastrophe doesn’t happen again.”


      These curators more or less succeeded, in the company of colleagues who were doing the same curating with the history told in Genesis to Kings and with the scrolls that preserved the messages of prophets such as Isaiah and Ezekiel. Like theirs, Jeremiah’s critique confronted Judah over the central features of Yahweh’s expectations. You could see it as centering on the first four of the Ten Commandments (though we will see that Jeremiah takes up other questions as well). They talk about serving him alone and looking to him alone, not making images of him, not applying his name to the wrong things, and observing the Sabbath. Judah gets much closer to those commitments after Jeremiah’s day than it did before. The curators were more successful than Jeremiah was. Or Jeremiah was more successful after his death than during his life. My wife Kathleen comments: that goes for just about everyone in the Bible, doesn’t it?


      Over the decades when it was his job to confront Judah about its rebellion and warn it about the disaster that threatened, it hadn’t been his job to talk very positively about the future, which was the focus of prophets such as Hananiah (e.g., Jer 28). But he did some talk of that kind, maybe when the disaster was in the midst of happening and in the aftermath, so his message does give people some basis for hope. And not long after his death, his promises saw some fulfillment. People were able to rebuild the temple and eventually rebuild the city. Their relationship with Yahweh got going again.


    


    

    

      JEREMIAH 1–25



      Halfway through his time as a prophet, in 604, God told Jeremiah to write all his messages down. It was an important year, the year Nebuchadrezzar became the Babylonian king. (Whereas the First Testament—in English translations—mostly calls the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, in Jeremiah the name usually comes with an r in the middle, so we will normally use the form Nebuchadrezzar.) Jeremiah 36 tells the story; its implication is that he’d never previously put any of his messages in writing but that he could remember them all. When I listen to singer-songwriters, I’m amazed at their ability to remember the words of all their songs. Evidently Jeremiah could do it too. Yahweh’s hope was that confronting the community in those temple courtyards with an entire scroll-full of messages might pull them toward the response they didn’t give to a message comprising a few verses. Some hope. The king simply burned the scroll.


      I like the idea that Jeremiah 2–6 is the scroll Jeremiah dictated in 604, maybe with some bits of editing later. It’s repetitive—you could sum it up in a few sentences. It looks like something that could be a compilation of messages Jeremiah delivered from time to time and has been put into some order. After Jeremiah redictated the scroll that the king burned, Jeremiah 36 also tells us that many other messages were added, to which my reaction is, “I bet they were!” And maybe that note implies some bits of editing and amplification of what Jeremiah dictated the first time, but my guess is that the chapters that follow (Jer 7–24) are the deposit of that ongoing process. It fits that at one level they are less organized than Jeremiah 2–6, but they have some headings that give them some structure, which I take to be the work of the curators. From time to time, the beginning of a chapter will say, “The word that came to Jeremiah from Yahweh,” or something very similar. Those introductions lead into specific comments about things that Judah placed false trust in—not bad things, but things that Judah could look at the wrong way. So the outline of the first half of the scroll that follows isn’t just something that I have thought up; it’s based on features of the text. You’ll find similar outlines in some other books on Jeremiah. But analyzing a book of the Bible is a bit like analyzing a painting or a piece of music—different people may analyze it in slightly different ways. Here’s my version.


      

        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Introduction


                	1:1-19


                	


              


              

                	Part One 


                	2:1–6:30


                	The scroll from 604


              


              

                	


                	2:1-37


                	Mostly confrontation


              


              

                	


                	3:1–4:4


                	Mostly exhortation to turn back


              


              

                	


                	4:5-31


                	Mostly warning


              


              

                	


                	5:1-31


                	Mostly confrontation


              


              

                	


                	6:1-30


                	Mostly (final) warning


              


              

                	Part Two


                	7:1–24:10


                	The additions from the next twenty years


              


              

                	


                	7:1–10:25


                	Exhortations and exchanges


              


              

                	


                	11:1–13:23


                	Jeremiah’s arguments


              


              

                	


                	14:1–17:27


                	Drought, famine, sword


              


              

                	


                	18:1–20:18


                	Things come to a climax


              


              

                	


                	21:1–24:10


                	On kings and prophets


              


              

                	Conclusion 


                	25:1-38


                	


              


            

          


        


      


      On a formal level, this framework provides Jeremiah 1–25 with some structuring, but the same message keeps recurring through the different major sections—because Jeremiah had to keep giving the same message. The difference is more in the rhetoric than in the content—because Jeremiah had to try different ways of getting the same message home. But those sections do begin by seeking to undermine Judah’s false trust:


      

        	

          Jeremiah 2–6 begins by undermining assumptions about the exodus


        


        	

          Jeremiah 7–10 begins by undermining assumptions about the temple


        


        	

          Jeremiah 11–13 begins by undermining assumptions about Sinai


        


        	

          Jeremiah 14–17 begins by undermining assumptions about prayer


        


        	

          Jeremiah 18–20 begins by undermining assumptions about divine sovereignty


        


        	

          Jeremiah 21–24 begins by undermining assumptions about David


        


      


      Jeremiah 25 is then both the end of the first half of the scroll and the beginning of the second half, a kind of hinge, dated in the same year as the story in Jeremiah 36 about the first inscribing of a scroll.


    


    

    

      JEREMIAH 25–52



      The big difference between the first half of the scroll and the second half is that the first half comprises messages incorporating some stories, whereas the second half comprises stories incorporating some messages. The second half suggests another reason why the phrase “the book of Jeremiah” may be misleading. Not only do the reports of his messages not come neatly subject-by-subject. Although the scroll’s introduction provides us with a chronological framework for Jeremiah’s work, the scroll’s stories don’t come in chronological order. In Jeremiah 25–52, the main stories come in two complexes, and the main messages form a collection near the end.


      

        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Introduction


                	25:1–38


                	


              


              

                	Part Three


                	26:1–36:32 


                	How disaster came to look inevitable but not final


              


              

                	


                	26:1–29:32


                	How people keep making the wrong decisions


              


              

                	


                	30:1–33:26


                	How God is nevertheless not finished


              


              

                	


                	34:1–36:32


                	How people keep making the wrong decisions


              


              

                	Part Four


                	37:1–45:5


                	How disaster came, and a new start was thrown away


              


              

                	


                	37:1–39:18


                	How disaster came


              


              

                	


                	40:1–44:30


                	How a new start was thrown away


              


              

                	


                	45:1-5


                	A footnote message for the scribe


              


              

                	Part Five


                	46:1–51:54


                	Messages about other nations


              


              

                	


                	46:1-28


                	Egypt


              


              

                	


                	47:1–49:39


                	Other nations, near and far


              


              

                	


                	50:1–51:64


                	Babylon


              


              

                	Coda


                	52:1-34


                	


              


            

          


        


      


      Part three (Jer 26–36) is a compilation of separate stories and messages. The first and last stories relate to Jehoiakim’s time; most of the others relate to Zedekiah’s time. So they’ve been assembled into an organized sequence but not a chronological one. The sequence is more like a movie that jumps backwards and forwards in time, which keeps the audience on their toes and can clarify how different incidents relate to one other. Sometimes it helps to know the end and then see how things got there (as we will assume in the next chapter of this book, “Reading Jeremiah Backwards”). The gloom of the sequence is moderated by incorporating a compilation of God’s promises, which (like most of Jeremiah’s messages) don’t have dates. Maybe they belong in the dark days when the fall of Jerusalem is about to happen or in the months and years that followed.


      While part four (Jer 37–45) includes a little bit of going backwards as well as forwards, it is basically one continuous narrative, not a compilation. It’s arguably more resolute in facing the stupid nature of the Judahite people and the dire consequences of their stupidity. There are no chapters full of promises here. On the other hand, it does close with a promise for Jeremiah’s scribe, Baruch, who maybe stands for anyone who listens to Jeremiah, responds to his message, and encourages its preservation and sharing. The actual narrative ends with Jeremiah and Baruch in Egypt. Is that where the curators lived? Was Baruch among them? The questions link with a fact about the scroll that we have noted. Like the rest of the First Testament, it was eventually translated into Greek, and tradition says this translation was made in and for the flourishing Egyptian Jewish community in the time when Greek was the international language. Maybe (for instance) the scroll was compiled in Egypt and then taken to Judah or Babylon and expanded there, but also translated into Greek in Egypt.


      Part five (Jer 46–51) broadens the scroll’s horizon to cover Judah’s neighbors, the big regional and world powers, and a couple of other sample far-off peoples. For the most part the messages about them talk of disaster, like the messages to Judah, though many incorporate promises of restoration and renewal, like the messages to Judah.


      The entire scroll then closes (Jer 52) with a repeat of the account of the fall of Jerusalem and the aftermath, and finally with a report of the release of King Jehoiachin in Babylon in 562, which constitutes a little confirmation that Jeremiah’s promises about Judah will ultimately come true.


    


    








CHAPTER TWO

READING JEREMIAH BACKWARDS

[image: ]


IN JEREMIAH AS IN THE GOSPELS, telling stories is a major way of doing theology. A difference is that the Gospels turned the individual stories about Jesus into one coherent story, whereas the stories in Jeremiah come in ones or in series but not in one sequence. It reflects the fact that Jesus is the real subject in the Gospels, whereas Jeremiah is not the real subject in the Jeremiah scroll. But we’ll begin by trying to put the stories about Jeremiah together.

The Gospels tell the Jesus story in the logical way—birth to ministry to death to resurrection. Yet they know from the beginning where the story is going, and Jesus’s entire story is told in light of his being on the way to death and resurrection. We’ll look at the Jeremiah story on the basis of a similar insight, in the sense that we’ll begin from the end and work backwards, as we look for the theology in the story.


JEREMIAH’S SIXTIETH OR SIXTY-FIFTH BIRTHDAY


In about the year 585 Jeremiah must have celebrated his sixtieth or sixty-fifth birthday. It was forty years since God commissioned him as a prophet to the nations, and he was in a foreign country, Egypt, a long way from home. Jeremiah 44 is the last we hear of him or from him, so maybe it would also have been his retirement celebration (priests did retire at sixty), though the chapter suggests it would not have been much of a celebration. We don’t know when he died—the First Testament doesn’t tell us about the death of any prophets except the ones who get lynched. His colleague, Baruch, who wrote down the scroll full of his messages in 604 that maybe lies behind Jeremiah 2–6, was with him in Egypt; perhaps Jeremiah spent a bit of time making sure that Baruch had a fuller reliable scroll with his messages in it for people to learn from. Baruch or someone else will also have compiled stories about Jeremiah and produced a first edition of a big scroll with a record of the messages and the stories. But that’s a guess. All we know is that the last we hear of Jeremiah, he is living in Tanpanhes in the northeast region of Egypt. He is within striking distance of home, but he doesn’t go back as far as we know.

He was there in the company of a community of people from Judah who had taken flight to Egypt a year or two previously. After the 587 catastrophe, they had settled in Mizpah, five miles north of Jerusalem, under the charge of one Gedaliah who had been appointed over the area by the Babylonians. But a man named Ishmael, with his allies, had assassinated Gedaliah, as well as some other Judahites in Mizpah and the Babylonian military garrison there. Ishmael presumably opposed the idea that Judah should simply submit to the rule of a Babylonian collaborator. Ishmael was a descendant of David who might reasonably have had aspirations to ruling Judah himself.

There were other Judahites who supported Gedaliah and his administration, and they set upon Ishmael, who deemed it wise to get out of Judah and take refuge across the Jordan in Ammon. Crisis over? Probably not. It would be a fair guess that the Babylonians would not be very interested in making subtle distinctions between one Judahite group and another, and that they would be sending a more impressive Babylonian military detail to make clear that you can’t mess with the Babylonian-appointed administration in that way and expect to get away with it.

So this other company of Judahites hightailed it south to a country area near Bethlehem where nobody could find them and where they could decide what to do next. There they consulted Jeremiah and promised to do whatever Yahweh told him they should do. A week or so later, Jeremiah came back with the advice we might have expected—perhaps that was why he waited ten days until he was sure it was the right advice. They should sit tight and not be afraid of the Babylonians. Yahweh would look after them.

For all their promises, they behaved the same way as people usually did when Jeremiah gave them advice and did the opposite of what he said. In the Bethlehem area, they were already near Judah’s de facto southern border and on the road to Egypt. They decided to keep going in that direction. So that’s how Jeremiah and Baruch ended up in Egypt. Maybe the others made Jeremiah and Baruch go with them, or maybe Jeremiah and Baruch knew they had to stay with them even if they were doing something stupid. One of the points about Jeremiah is that he represents God, and God often goes with people when they do the stupid thing.

If there’s a similarity between the Jeremiah scroll and a Gospel, you could say that Jeremiah’s story is like a Gospel without a resurrection story. It would be easy to imagine Jeremiah thinking that his life and ministry had been pointless. He had been a failure. But the very fact that we are reading the Jeremiah scroll now shows that it wasn’t. You have no idea what God will do with your life or how God will bless people through you without your knowing it.
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