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CHAPTER 28

28.1-4  A FALSE PROPHET SPEAKS OUT 

Nearly three and a half years after Zedekiah became king of the kingdom of Judah, a prophet called Hananiah [ha-nan-jah] spoke out.  He came from the church at Gibeon [gibby-n].  In the Temple at Jerusalem he spoke to me in front of the priests and the congregation.  He said:  

This is what the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel announces to us.  He says, I have decided to put an end to the hardship you are having under the heathen king of Babylon.  

In just a couple of years the days will come that I shall be bringing back to this land all the holy treasurers and equipment and documents and priests special clothing that belonged to the temple of the Lord.  Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, will return everything that he looted from this place and took to Babylon.  

On top of that, Jeconiah, son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah will return, as well as all the exiles who were taken to Babylon.  I am bringing them all back to Jerusalem, to this place.  This is the decision of the Lord.  He has made this announcement:  I shall destroy the burden that the king of Babylon has put on you.  I shall set you free in just two years’ time.

28.5-9  FALSE AND TRUE PROPHECY

Then Jeremiah the prophet spoke to Hananiah the prophet.  He spoke up in front of the priests and all the assembly of people who were standing there at the temple of the Lord.

Jeremiah the prophet said:  Amen!  Yes, indeed!  I also hope that the Lord will do that for you.  May the Lord carry out the words you have just prophesied.  May the Lord return all the equipment and articles that belong to the temple of the Lord.  Yes, may he bring back all our people in exile from Babylon to this place.  I also look forward to that.

But what I have to tell you is this:  Please listen to me now!  Listen carefully to what I am saying, so that you may clearly understand what I am getting at.  

The prophets from long ago, whom I respect and whom I know you respect, prophesied about what would happen in the future.  They usually prophesied against many countries.  They even prophesied against great kingdoms.  They also prophesied about war, and about a disaster that would come, and about some or other plague that would bring death to a lot of people.

For a prophet to prophesy peace and success was very rare.  But when a prophet did predict good news and success, and it happened as he foretold it would, that man would be respected.  They would realise that he was a genuine and faithful messenger sent straight from the Lord to tell people the truth.  So let’s now wait and see what actually happens.

28.10-11  JEREMIAH’S YOKE GETS BROKEN

Then Hananiah the prophet took the yoke off Jeremiah the prophet’s neck, and broke it.

Hananiah then announced to all the people the meaning of what he had just done.  He said:  This is what the Lord says:  That is how I shall break the yoke of Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon.  I shall put an end to his harsh control over you.  In two years’ time I shall destroy the yoke of Babylon’s rule over all the nations around us.  At that Jeremiah the prophet just left the temple and went on his way.  He did not stay to argue.

28.12-17  GOD ANSWERS THE FALSE PROPHET

But then the Lord spoke to Jeremiah, after Hananiah the prophet had broken the yoke that Jeremiah had been wearing around his neck.  The Lord said:

Go and tell Hananiah:  This is what the Lord says:  You broke the yokes of wood.  But all that you will manage to produce in their place will be yokes of iron.  You are going to make things get much worse for everyone.

For this is what the Lord of heaven’s great armies says.  Listen to what the God of Israel has told me.  He says:  I have put a yoke of iron on the neck of all these nations.  I shall make them serve Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon.  In fact, I have organised that even the wild animals shall belong to him.

Then Jeremiah the prophet said to Hananiah the prophet:  Now you must listen to me, Hananiah:  The Lord did not send you!  But you have made this nation put their trust and confidence in a lie.  You have built up their hopes falsely.

Therefore, this is what the Lord says:  This time I AM going to “send” you!  I’m sending you right out of this world!  Before the year is out you will be a dying man.  That is because you have told the people to turn away from the Lord.  You have encouraged them to disobey God.

Hananiah the prophet died that year.  Two months later he was gone.

Chapter 29

29.1-3  JEREMIAH’S LETTER TO THE EXILES

This is what the letter was about that Jeremiah the prophet sent from Jerusalem to the leaders who had got safely to Babylon.  They were the leaders of the people Nebuchadnezzar had taken as prisoners into captivity from Jerusalem to Babylon.  This was known as the Babylonian exile of the Jews.

These exiles had gone with Jeconiah the king and the Queen Mother and the officials of the king’s court.  These VIP’s were leaders of the people from the city of Jerusalem and the country of Judah.  It also included workmen from Jerusalem, with building skills for woodwork or stonework.  There were also trained metalworkers.

When Zedekiah, king of Judah, sent two responsible men to Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, Jeremiah got a chance to get his letter to the exiles there.  This is what he wrote to the Jewish exiles in Babylon:

29.4-9  GOD SAYS, STAY IN BABYLON

This is what the Lord of Hosts says, the God who controls the whole world from heaven, and who is also the God of the people of Israel:  To all the people in exile whom I sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon, listen!  

You must make your home in Babylon.  Build homes for your families.  Settle down and live in that country.  Establish your farms there and enjoy what your work can produce.  That’s going to be your home.  Accept that!

In Babylon you can go ahead and get married.  You can have children there.  You can even get wives for your sons and husbands for your daughters.  Then they can also have children born and bred in Babylon.  In that way your population can grow and prosper instead of becoming fewer and declining while you are there.

Do whatever good you can for the city of Babylon because that is where I have exiled you to.  Pray to the Lord for Babylon because when the Babylonians do well, so will you.

You see, this is what the Lord says, he who controls the whole world, and he who is the God of Israel, his people:  Don’t allow those prophets who live there in Babylon with you to mislead you.  Take no notice of them.  Don’t let them lead you astray.  They won’t listen to the Lord.  Instead, they come up with false ideas and then take bad decisions.  You must also not pin your hopes on your dreams that you want to dream.  You will not be coming back soon!  

Don’t be deceived because what those prophesying are telling you is a lie.  They say that I have told them these things, but it’s all a lie!  I did not send them to say these things.  This is God’s announcement to you.

29.10-14  EVEN IN EXILE GOD CARES

Now this is what the Lord really does say:  Truly, it is I who shall take the decision as to when your time in Babylon is up.  It will be seventy years.  That is when I shall again take over caring for you and looking after you.  That is when I shall keep my precious promise to bring you back here, back home.  

For I can assure you that I care about you.  I have future plans for you.  You can count on what the Lord says.  My plans for you are that you will be successful and happy.  I don’t want you to fail.  I would like you to have a bright future, and live in hope, the hope of being able to do well.

When that time comes, you will appeal to me.  Then you will turn to me and pray to me, and I shall listen to you.

You people will then plead with me to come back to you.  Well, when you search for me with all your heart and soul, then you will certainly find me.

Yes, you shall certainly be able to find me.  You can count on what the Lord says.  I shall bring you back from your captivity in Babylon.  I shall collect you together from all the nations and all the countries where I scattered you.  You can count on what the Lord says.  I shall bring you back home from where I sent you into exile.

29.15-19  GOD’S WARNING ABOUT JERUSALEM

Of course, you may well say that the Lord has provided us with prophets here in Babylon, who keep on telling us good news.

Well, let me tell you something:  This is what the Lord says to the king who occupies the throne of David.  This is what the Lord says to all the people who remained in Jerusalem.  They are your people who did not go into exile with you.

This is what the Lord of Hosts, who controls all the nations, says:  Listen!  I am sending big trouble to the people of Jerusalem.  War is going to break out against them.  Famine and starvation is going to hit them.  Sickness and plague will pull them down.  All those people back in Jerusalem are going to be like rotten figs in a bag.  Those figs are so bad that they cannot be eaten.  That’s how the rest of the people in Jerusalem are going to be.  They are going to be ruined and good for nothing.

I am going to attack them and chase them to their deaths.  I shall bring war and fighting against them.  I shall bring starvation and sickness to them.  I shall cause all the nations and kingdoms around them to lose all respect for them.  They will regard the king and people of Jerusalem with utter disgust.  Wherever I drive them out into all the other countries, they will be treated horribly.  They will be insulted, hated, mocked and criticised everywhere.

That will be because they refused to listen to what I have said.  This is the Lord’s announcement:  It is that I sent to them my servants the prophets.  Right from the start I went out of my way to send them to you.  But you would not listen to them.  That’s what I am now announcing; that’s what I am now getting at:  You people did not listen to me!

29.20-23  GOD’S WARNING TO FALSE PROPHETS

Therefore you people must now listen to what the Lord has to say.  He says:  I am speaking to all the exiled people whom I sent away from Jerusalem to Babylon.

This is what the Lord says, who is the Lord of the hosts of heaven as well as Israel’s Lord.  I am talking about two men, Ahab and Zedekiah, who are prophesying to you people in Babylon.  They claim to speak with my authority, but what they say is a lie.  What I am going to do with them is hand them over to Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon.  He will put them to death publicly.  You will witness it; you will see it for yourselves.

From what happens to those two men will come a new way for the Jews in exile from Judah, to tell people to get lost.  The way they will curse them in Babylon will be by saying, “May the Lord deal with you like Zedekiah and like Ahab whom the king of Babylon roasted in the fire.”

The reason for this is because of their disgraceful behaviour among the people of Israel.  They committed adultery with the wives of their fellow Jews and then preached in my name, and what they said was a lie!  It was a lie I had not told them to say.  And I knew all about what they were up to.  I’ve been watching what they have been doing.  This is the announcement of the Lord!

29.24-29  ANOTHER ATTACK ON JEREMIAH

On top of that, said the Lord to Jeremiah, you can also speak to Shemaiah [sh’migh-jah].  Tell him:   

This is what the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel, says:  You have used your reputation to send letters to all the people in Jerusalem.  You also wrote to Zephaniah [ze-fan-igh-a] the priest, and to all the priests.  You wrote:

The Lord made you priest under Jehoiadah the High Priest [ja-hoi-a-da.]   So you and your committee are in charge of the House of the Lord, the Temple.  You should therefore see to it that you arrest every crazy person who works himself up and puts on a show pretending to be a prophet.  You should put such a person in the stock with an iron collar around his neck.

So now, why did you not rebuke Jeremiah, who pretends to be a prophet for you people?

That’s why he sent to us here in Babylon a message.  It’s because you’ve done nothing to stop him.  Jeremiah told us we are going to have to be here in exile a long time.  He says we must build homes and settle down here.  He advises us to plant gardens and live off what grows in them.  He tells us we’ve got to do this instead of getting ready to come back soon to Jerusalem.  Zephaniah [z’fun-jah], you’ve got to deal with this man!

But what Zephaniah did with Shemaiah’s letter was to take it and bring it to the prophet Jeremiah’s attention.

29.30-32  THE LORD ANSWERS SHEMAIAH’S LETTER

Then the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah.  The Lord said:

Send a message to all the exiles.  Tell them that this is what the Lord says to Shemaiah.  Shemaiah has prophesied to you people though I did not send him.  He has made you believe in, and trust, a lie!  

Because he has done this, therefore this is what the Lord says:  I am punishing Shemaiah and his family.  Not one of them who are living among this community shall ever live to see the good that I am doing for my people.  That is the sentence of the Lord, because he preached that people must not listen to the Lord.

Chapter 30

30.1-3  GOD’S MESSAGE TO JEREMIAH

This is the message or word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord.  It said:

This is what the Lord God of Israel says:  I want you to write down in a book all the messages that I have spoken to you.

For listen!  The time is coming, announces the Lord, when I shall bring back those of my people Israel and Judah who are in exile.  That’s what the Lord says.  I shall restore them to the land that I gave to their forefathers and they will occupy it.  It shall be theirs again!

30.4-7  JEREMIAH’S PROPHECY OF HOPE

Now this is the message that the Lord addressed to Israel and to Judah:

For this is what the Lord actually said:  We hear people crying out in fear and terror.  There is no peace for them.  

One really must ask oneself whether these soldiers are men!  It looks as though the men are going to have babies!  I say this because I see all those tough soldiers, supposed to be such strong men, clutching their tummies the way women do when they give birth.  Their faces have all been turned a pale, sickly green sort of colour.

They are in trouble – that’s for sure!  What an awful day that is going to be for them!  There has never been such devastation before for them.  It’s going to be a time of trouble for the people of Jacob, but out of it they shall be saved; they shall be delivered.  For them it will be the day of victory!

30.8-11  GOD SHALL END THEIR EXILE

This is what the Lord of the supreme armies of heaven, the Lord of Hosts, announces:  I shall bring an end to their exile and put a stop to all your slavery.  Foreigners will no longer force you to serve them.  

And then, they will live for the Lord their God and David will be their king.  I shall produce him and set him up for them.  

This is what the Lord announces:  You descendants of my servant Jacob, you mustn’t be scared.  Israel, don’t panic!  Don’t be devastated!  Look!  You can be quite sure that I am going to come to your aid and save you from that faraway foreign place.  I’ll get your children and grandchildren out of the land of their exile!  The people of Israel will come back home, and live in peace, undisturbed and untroubled.  And then no one will ever give them a nasty fright.

Yes, I am with you, announces the Lord, to rescue you.  I shall carry out my punishment on all the nations.  I’ll deal severely with all of them wherever I have scattered you.  But I won’t destroy you people.  No, I shall just discipline you.  You must face proper justice.  I shall see to that.  You can’t go completely unpunished, for you cannot get away with your sins.

30.12-15  GOD’S JUSTICE FOR HIS PEOPLE

For this is what the Lord says:  Yes, I shall discipline you.  You must face proper justice.  You can’t go completely unpunished, for you cannot get away with your sins.  There is something very wrong with you people that just cannot be got right.  It’s like a sore or an injury that won’t heal.

Your problem is so bad that there is no-one who can protect or defend you.  No one is able to do anything with you to get you right.

All those who were supposed to be your friends have forgotten you and left you.  That’s because they don’t care about you.  They won’t look for any way to help you.  So the only thing for me to do was to punish you myself.  I had to get your enemies attacking you.  I needed to use strong discipline because your guilt was great and your sins were many.  That was the only way to deal with you and get you right.

Why are you getting so upset about how you have been hurt?  Why are you complaining so much that your pain doesn’t go away?  It’s because your guilt is so great, and your sins are so many.  That’s why I have done this to you.  That’s why you are in exile.

30.16-17  GOD STANDS UP FOR HIS PEOPLE

But you have been badly treated.  Therefore, all who have raided your land, and looted your country, will be raided and looted themselves.  All your enemies will go into exile, the whole lot of them.  Those who have stolen your treasures will have their treasures stolen.  I shall see to it that everyone who has robbed you and ruined you will themselves be robbed and ruined.

But I am going to get you out of exile and back on your feet.  I’m going to make you feel better.  I shall put an end to your misery.  This is what the Lord has announced.  That’s because they say that Zion has been thrown away.  It’s not wanted anymore.  No one is interested in her.  No one cares about her anymore.  So God is going to change all that.

30.18-22  GOD WILL GET HIS PEOPLE BACK

This is what the Lord says:  You see, I am putting an end to the slavery and exile of my people who belong to the community of my friend Jacob.  I’m going to bring them home.  I shall bring them home because I care for them and love them.  I am their best friend.  So their city will be rebuilt on top of the heap of ruins that you now have.  There will also be a safe and strong castle standing there in its proper and rightful place.  (That castle will be Fort Zion, including the new temple.  It will be the new Jerusalem, surrounded by new walls for its safety.)

From Fort Zion you are going to hear people giving thanks to God.  There will be the sound of lots of happy laughter.  I shall see to it that the numbers of my people grow, and that they do well.  They will not get fewer and fade away.  I shall bring honour to them and get the nations to respect them.  They will no longer be ignored and rejected and regarded with contempt.

Their children will be as well cared for as they were in the good old days.  The whole family that belongs to me will be safe and sound.  I shall deal with all those who put pressure on them and cause them unhappiness and distress.

My people shall have a glorious and magnificent leader, who shall be one of them.  He shall be in charge of my people and fully in control.  He will be one of them, one who is dedicated to God.  He will come out of, or emerge, from their number.  I shall become very close to him, and he will worship me and be close to me.  Yes, you will never find someone else like this who will dedicate his soul to worship me, says the Lord.  He shall dedicate his life to me for his people.

Because of him, you will truly be my people, and I shall truly be your God.

30.23-24  GOD’S WARNINGS

You must know that the Lord is going to send a violent storm.  It comes from his great anger.  The storm will break out with great power and do a lot of damage and harm.  It will be a punishment that the wicked deserve, and it will bring upon them agony and severe suffering.

The Lord will not change his mind about sending this awful punishment.  He is very angry with wicked people.  He will stay angry until he does what he has said, and until he carries out his warnings.  That’s because he meant those warnings.  In time to come you will realise that the Lord means what he says.

Chapter 31

31.1-2  GOD WILL SAVE ALL ISRAEL

The Lord has an announcement:  When the punishment of the exile is over, I shall be the true God of all the clans of Israel, and they will be my faithful people.  

This is what the Lord said:   The people, who lost everything and have been gone and forgotten, will get back the goodwill and favour of God.  The people who lived through a time of great slaughter, and were stunned and lost everything, will be able to come back.  Israel will suddenly find rest from their suffering in foreign lands.  They will come back home.  They will find peace at last.  God has promised that.

31.3-6  GOD WILL RESTORE ISRAEL

Long ago the Lord appeared to me.  He said, I have always loved you a lot.  The reason I showed you so much kindness was to make our relationship good, strong and lasting.

Yes, I am going to restore you so that you will be set up as my people again.  Israel will be mine, pure and religious.  She and I shall be like a newly-married couple.  Once again you will have the lovely pleasure of making music and dancing with happiness.  

Once again you are going to be able to plant gardens and orchards, and be established in your land on the hills of Samaria [sa’meh-r’ia].  Those who plant will be able to grow fruit that everyone can enjoy.  

For sure a day is coming when you will hear good news.  The leaders who look after the country will send out a message to the people.  They will invite them to worship the Lord.  They will call out:  Come on!  Let’s go up to Zion, to the Lord our God.

31.7-9  THE TRIBES OF EPHRAIM CAN ALSO CELEBRATE

So then, this is what the Lord says to us:  Israel, you can now celebrate!  Sing, sing for joy.  Give a loud shout for joy!  You are supreme among the nations.  Tell everyone!  Praise God with thanksgiving and music.  You can say, Lord, save your people.  Save those of Israel who have survived.

The Lord says:  Let me point out that I am bringing them back, back from Babylonia in the north.  I’ll fetch them all, and collect them together from far away, from remote places.  Among them will be those who are blind and those who are lame.  There will be mothers who are going to have babies and those who have babies to look after.  I’ll gather the whole lot together, however weak or helpless they may be.  A great crowd of my people will come here, back to own their home.

They will be so excited: they will arrive with crying and with prayers.  I shall guide them.  I shall bring them back.  I shall lead them so that they get what they need.  They will no longer be desperate.  I shall make life easier for them so that they do not land up falling into trouble and weakness.  I shall do this for them because I am their Father, and the lost tribes of Ephraim are mine.  Ephraim is still very special to me.

31.10-14  GOD SHALL RANSOM AND REDEEM ISRAEL

Listen to what the Lord says.  All the nations of the world, listen!  Tell all the countries that are around the seas, as well as those that are far away.  Announce to them that the Lord, who scattered them when they sinned, will now collect them.  He will fetch them back and look after them the way a shepherd watches over his flock of sheep.

For the Lord will ransom and redeem Israel.  He will ransom Jacob, and he will redeem them from the power of their enemies who are too strong for them.

They will come back, and shout for joy with pride for their precious Zion.  They will be so happy because of the goodness of the Lord.  He will provide them with good crops of grain and good harvests of wine as well as olive oil.  Their flocks of sheep and their herds of cattle will grow as they have young.  They will have their own well-watered gardens.  They will no longer live in a state of misery.

Then girls will celebrate by dancing, and young men too, and even old men will join in.  I shall also turn their sadness into gladness.  I shall comfort them, and change their suffering into happiness.

I shall make sure that my priests have plenty of what they need.  My people shall also enjoy lots of good things from me.  This is what the Lord has promised.

31.15-17  ISRAEL CAN STOP THEIR CRYING

This is what the Lord said:  A loud and awful sound will be heard in Ramah.  Rachel [ray-chel, ch as in chuch], the second wife of Jacob, was buried near Ramah.  That noise in Ramah is Rachel, groaning and crying bitterly.  She is crying like that for her children. She refuses to be comforted by anyone, because her children are gone.

This is what the Lord said:  You can stop that noise of crying, and wipe away the tears in your eyes.  You will be paid back, or compensated, for all that you have been through, says the Lord.  You are going to leave the country of your enemy and come back home.

So there’s hope for your future, declares the Lord.  Your children shall return to your homeland.

31.18-20  THEY WANT GOD, AND GOD WANTS THEM

Let me assure you that I have seen the people of Ephraim getting upset about what they have done.  I can see that they regret their misbehaviour in the past.  The people said:  Lord you disciplined me.  You corrected me.  I now realise that I have been disciplined by God.  I needed it.  I was like a young farm animal that has not been trained to work.  If you will take me back, I’ll get back to doing what I should, because you are the Lord my God.  I belong to you.

You know, after I became wild, I regretted it.  And, once I realised what I had been like, and what I had done, I was thoroughly upset.  I felt awful!  I punched myself on my hip.  I felt ashamed.  I also felt humiliated because I carried the guilt of having behaved disgracefully when I was young.

Look, Ephraim is my dear son, isn’t he?  Truly, he is a favourite child of mine.  For whenever I criticise him and find fault with him, I still come back to remember this: that I love him!  I love him with all my heart.  I long for him.  What I really want is to comfort him, to treasure him, to hold him tight.  

31.21-26  GET READY TO GO HOME

The time has come to prepare yourselves to leave your exile and go home.  Raise up pillars for yourselves along the route.  Put up signs for yourselves to guide you.  Set your heart on going back along the highway.  Take the road home, girl!  Go back, young lady.  Go back home, Israel my dear.  Return to these towns that belong to you, sweetheart.

Surely you are not going to go on being an unreliable and unfaithful daughter, are you?  No, because the Lord is going to produce something that works better in the country you came from:  “A gentle and lovely female will look after a strong and successful male.”  That means that God is going to use women to turn men back to God.  This will protect the country.  

(In the Hebrew God is saying, I will have to use women the way a soldier has to get his sword out and sharpen it, so that he can use it to fight with, if he hears the dreadful news that an enemy is attacking his country.)

This is what the Lord of heaven’s hosts said, who is the God of Israel:  I shall tell you the sort of thing that people in the land of Judah, and in its towns, are going to be saying.  When I bring them back from captivity they are going greet one another by saying, “May the Lord bless the Temple, the House of God that stands for what is Right and Just, Zion, the Holy Mountain of God.”  They will surely be completely converted back to me, says the Lord.

They will live happily together in the land of Judah and peacefully in all its towns.  Farmers will be able to move about freely to find grazing for their flocks and herds.  They won’t be restricted anymore.

I shall revive those who are tired, worn-out and depressed.  Those who have failed and are ready to give up, I shall make successful and satisfied.

With this, the prophecy ended, and I woke up.  I looked around, and realised once more what trouble our country was in.  However, my sleep had been very pleasant and refreshing to my soul.  Once again I could face life because of that encouraging prophecy from the Lord.

31.27-30  GOD WILL REBUILD ISRAEL AND JUDAH

This is the promise the Lord has made:  Listen!  The days are coming when I shall set up the nation of Israel and the nation of Judah.  I shall build them up again with people and with animals.

I used to keep a watchful eye on them when they misbehaved.  Then I punished them.  I pulled them out of their country like weeds.  I pulled them down like knocking a building down.  I broke them up like smashing a plate.  I destroyed their country.  I ruined them!  But this time I am going to keep a careful eye on them to see that they are safe and well.  I shall see to it that they are built up in their country and settled down.  This is what the Lord has promised.

In those days people will no longer complain as they did during the exile.  They used to say: Our parents were the ones that sinned, but we are being judged and punished for it.  The saying that they used was, “Our forefathers ate sour grapes but it is our teeth that are set on edge.”

But now you will see that each one is going to be judged and punished for his own sin.  If someone sins, he will be the one who dies.  Yes, in future the person who eats sour grapes will set his own teeth on edge, not anyone else’s.  

31.31-34  GOD’S NEW COVENANT WITH HIS PEOPLE

Listen to this announcement by the Lord:  A time is coming when I shall make a new covenant with my people.  It will be a different and better arrangement, with both Israel as well as with Judah.

It will not be like the covenant I made with their ancestors.  That was when I gave them my support and took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt.  I shall have to change the covenant because they broke their promise.  They betrayed that original covenant.  They left me, even though I was their lord and their husband, and looked after them.  That is what the Lord says.

This is the covenant that I shall make with the people of Israel after those days, says the Lord.  I shall put my law right into their soul.  I shall set it up in their heart.  I shall record it in their mind and feelings.  Then I shall truly be their God, and they shall be my faithful people.  God becomes real once he gets us to love him and obey him, and to keep it up.

No longer will anyone have to teach his friend how to get to know the Lord.  No more will someone have to train anyone he knows to get him to understand the Lord.  For under the new covenant all of them will know me and understand what I want.  From the least important person to the most important person, they will all believe in me and obey me, declares the Lord.  That’s because I shall forgive their sins and pardon their crimes.  I won’t remember their faults and foolishness anymore.

31.35-37  THE LORD IS FAITHFUL

This is what the Lord says:  I am he who sets the sun in the sky to provide light during the day.  I produce the rules by which the moon and the stars give light during the night.  I control the sea and keep its waves moving.  The name of the One who does all this is THE LORD OF HOSTS, who is Almighty; who is in Control, and who is Reliable.

Only if these laws of nature stop operating while I am the Lord – only then will the future generations of Israel cease to be a nation as far as I am concerned.  That is how it will always be.  This is what the Lord has announced.

This is what the Lord says:  If the heavens above can be measured, or the core of the earth below could be explored, only then would I give up on the future generations of Israel because of what they have done.  This is what the Lord declares.

31.38-40  JERUSALEM WILL BE REBUILT TO BE HOLY

I want you to look forward to the time, declares the Lord, when the city of Jerusalem will be rebuilt for the Lord.  The northern wall will be restored, from the north-east tower to the north-west corner.

Then the wall will go in a line to the south-west, opposite a small hill, and then turn to go to the south-east, where the Kidron Valley is.  Jerusalem will be surrounded by walls in the form of a large square.

The whole Kidron Valley will become holy for the Lord.  Everything in the valley will be holy, even the carcasses and the ashes and all the fields, right up to the corner at the gate the horses use.  

Now you can read Jeremiah 28 to 31 in your own Bible.
An INTRODUCTION for Beginners

The Prophet 
JEREMIAH
Chapters 28-31

INTRODUCTION
Jeremiah is one of the greatest men in history.  He was the most popular prophet in the Bible.  
When one first reads the prophet Jeremiah [jerra-migh-a] one gets the idea that he was a very unhappy man.  He seems to be more miserable than any of the other prophets.  The reason why he was so depressed was because God gave him a very difficult and terrible job to do.  Jeremiah had to warn God’s people that he was going to punish them.  What made that worse was that nobody wanted to listen to him, for the simple reason that they would not listen to the Lord.  Jeremiah was not even able to perform any miracles like other prophets, to prove that God had called him and told him what to say.  On top of that, the punishment that Jeremiah was predicting was going to be the worst disaster to hit God’s people in the whole of the Old Testament.  Jerusalem was going to be utterly destroyed.  The blow, when it came, was so great that in July every year Jews the world over still remember the shock.  That was their first great holocaust [holla-korst] in their history.  A holocaust is something so terrible and traumatic happening to a nation that no one living at the time would have expected or imagined that such a thing could happen to them.

Jeremiah is remarkable, like John the Baptist:  both of them were born as strong believers in God.  Then, because God called Jeremiah to serve him in such a difficult way, it meant that he never had any family or friends.  He lived a lonely, bitter and dangerous life.  The only reason he was never put to death by the leaders of Judah was because God looked after him and saved him.  All the leaders were against Jeremiah: the king, his officials, the rulers, the priests and the prophets, all the religious leaders, as well as the rich people.  Even the ordinary people, whom Jeremiah was trying to warn and save, turned against him just as their leaders did.  They all regarded Jeremiah as a false prophet and a coward.  They accused him of being a traitor.  They said that he was discouraging the whole nation at a very difficult time.  If he worked for God, they said, then he should be encouraging people and helping them, not criticising them and getting them upset and worried.  

The prophets and leaders based their arguments against Jeremiah on two exceptional things that happened in their history:  

First, over a hundred years before 600 BC Assyria had attacked Judah and laid siege to Jerusalem.  But Isaiah the great prophet in Jerusalem had told King Hezekiah not to be scared of the Assyrian army.  He must trust God to defend the city and rescue the country.  And the Lord did exactly as Isaiah said he would.  God came to Jerusalem’s aid and destroyed the enemy army.  Everybody believed that God would do the same again if the Babylonian army attacked Judah and Jerusalem.  They were sure that God would never let Jerusalem be conquered.  It was, after all, the city of David, and the city of God, in which was the Temple of the Lord.  

Secondly, just over ten years before 600 BC Nineveh, the capital of Assyria had been captured.  This had been predicted by the prophet Nahum [nay-hoom].  All the religious leaders preached and taught that God would do the same to the Babylonians that he had done to the Assyrians.  The people had high hopes about this.  God’s temple was their guarantee that no heathen gods or armies would ever take Jerusalem.  But Jeremiah, all on his own, disagreed with all this.  The reason why Jerusalem was in danger, and in deadly danger, was because the nation of Judah had sinned so much and so greatly against the Lord.  They had become utterly disobedient.  Their behaviour was as bad, and even worse, than the wickedness of the other nations who worshiped false gods.  What had happened in Isaiah’s time was NOT a sign of what was going to happen again if the people continued to turn their backs on God.  What had happened to the cruel city of Nineveh did not mean that Jerusalem could get away with being unfaithful to the Lord.  Nineveh was a very wicked city, and Jonah warned them that God was going to punish them unless they repented.  They repented!  So God did not destroy them.
But the people of Jerusalem hated the way Jeremiah criticized them.  They were especially angry with the way he interfered with their religion.  Jeremiah told them that God was unhappy and angry with the way people worshiped him.  Their worship was not genuine.  They were hypocrites.  The way they worshiped, with their grand ceremonies in the temple, looked good, but the way they behaved in their daily lives was bad.  They did not want to listen to what Jeremiah had to say.  Then, because he went on and on about what was wrong with them, they tried to silence him.  He went through a very, very hard time.  He wished he had never been born.  Life became, for him, a miserable, lonely, dangerous thing.  Jeremiah lived to see God destroy Jerusalem.  When he died the kingdom of Judah had been wiped out.  The tribe of Judah, known as Jews, never again had a king.  

Jeremiah lost everything, his home, his country, his king and his people.  He lost any hope of ever finding happiness in life.  As an old man he was kidnapped and taken to Egypt.  As far as we know he died in Egypt, the last place he ever wanted to see.

All this only goes to show what a brave man Jeremiah was.  He loved his people and his country.  He obeyed God.  He said what God told him to say.  He truly deserved a gold medal!

There were two very special things about Jeremiah:  

First, what he said was always right.  It was all true.  What he predicted happened. 
Secondly, he promised the people hope despite his predictions of disaster.  He prophesied that things would come right in the end.  At first they would get worse, but later on they would turn out well.  What the people could rely on was God’s patience and kindness and goodness.  God would bring something good out of the mess that the people were getting themselves into.  The whole nation was disobeying God, and would therefore be punished.  God would use the Babylonians to discipline them.  But God would keep his promise to be their God, to look after them, and to lift them up again.  God would make good people out of them in the end.  This good news, when it eventually came true, after Jeremiah had died, made him a great hero in the eyes of future Jews.  Jeremiah is one of the greatest and most popular prophets the Jews have ever had.

Let’s now look at what happened in those times.  We turn to ancient history, around 600 BC.  

The first great empire in the world was that of the Assyrians.  They ruled the Middle East for over a thousand years.  Their capital was Nineveh.  Everyone feared and hated them because they were so extremely cruel.  The Assyrians were the super-power roughly from the time the Israelites were living as a nation in Egypt until the time of King Hezekiah of Judah.  Moses, Joshua, Ruth, David and Solomon, Elijah and Isaiah all lived during the time when the Assyrians controlled the northern parts of the Middle East, which are Iran and Iraq in modern times.  But by 600 BC the Assyrian Empire was gone.  

They were conquered by the Babylonians just before 600 BC.  Babylon, under its famous king Nebuchadnezzar then ruled the Middle East.  The gardens of the city of Babylon were one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  But for all its greatness the Babylonian empire lasted only 70 years.  

Then it was conquered by the Persians.  The city of Babylon was wiped out.  Babylon became a pile of rubble that no one ever lived in again.  The Persians ruled the Middle East all the way from Greece to India for 200 more years.  

Then they were conquered by the Greeks under Alexander the Great.  The Greek civilization took over and Greece ruled the Middle East and the Mediterranean for 100 years.  

The last great ancient empire was that of the Romans who took over control in the Middle East, the Mediterranean, North Africa and Europe as far as England.  The Roman Empire lasted about 700 years and then it completely collapsed.  

That is how we see God dealing with the powerful nations of the ancient world.

600 BC was when great changes were taking place that affected the history of Judah in an important way.  The prophet Jeremiah lived during that time.  

Jeremiah lived during the rule of the last good king in Judah, called Josiah [jo-sigh-a].  He and Jeremiah were born roughly at the same time.  

Josiah was only 8 years old when he became king of Judah.  He became a believer in the Lord when he was still a boy, and started a great work to get the people of his country to respect God.  He realised that the land was in an ugly mess.  People would not listen to God, and their behaviour had got very bad.  As a teenager Josiah decided to sort this out.  He started by tidying up the Temple.  It was in an utter shambles.  While working on the repairs inside the building someone discovered a copy of the Bible, that is, what Moses had written.  They took the scroll to the young king, who read it.  He was horrified!  He said, “We have broken all God’s laws!  God says that he will punish us for this.”  With fear in his heart, he began to do what he could to get the nation back to listening to God.  

Just outside Jerusalem, to the south, is a valley that curves towards the north and runs between the city and the Mount of Olives.  In that valley was a place of worship of a heathen god.  It had become a popular place.  Joshua ordered that it should become the site of Jerusalem’s rubbish dump so that it could never be used again as a place of worship.  All the city’s rubbish was thrown onto it, and it was set alight, to burn nonstop, day and night.  It became known as Gehenna [ge-henna].  In time Gehenna became a symbol for hell, just as the Garden of Eden became a symbol for heaven.
But all Josiah was really able to achieve was to get his people to do what he told them to do.  He was not able to change their attitudes.  Even though they went to church regularly they still preferred to live like everyone else in the world, rather than love God most of all and obey him faithfully every day.  The people liked to worship God the way their parents and grandparents had always done.  Their ancestors preferred to be like the nations around them.  They worshiped the Lord, but they also wanted to be popular with people.  What they wanted came first in their lives; God came second.  This was called idolatry.  Wherever there was idolatry there was also a problem with sex, or morality.  God created sex for a man and his wife.  The purpose of that was for the two of them to get married, to love each other, to have children, and to be faithful to each other for life.  Together they would become a father and a mother.  Immorality is where people have sex with anyone they feel like.  Where there is immorality life becomes complicated and goes wrong.  People without principles become corrupt.  When society is corrupt tensions break out among people.  Tensions turn into hatred and violence.  That is when the people in the nation end up suffering.  

Josiah tried to fight this by getting people to listen to God.  People did what they were told, and for a while there was peace in the country.  But at heart they preferred idolatry.  There were things they wanted more than God.  God was just someone they needed when they had problems.  The things they wanted meant that they began to drift back to immorality after a while.  Then tragedy struck: King Josiah was killed.  

To understand why Josiah died we must go back to the Assyrian empire.  Before 600 BC the great Assyrian country was beginning to struggle.  Its main trouble was caused by a country to the south of Nineveh, a city built on the Tigris River.  The country causing trouble was Babylon, which was on the Euphrates River.  Nebuchadnezzar’s father was the king of Babylon who challenged Assyria.  Assyria was the country that had destroyed the kingdom of Israel to the north of Judah in the time of Hezekiah and the prophet Isaiah.  Josiah was Hezekiah’s great grandson.  When Assyria went to attack Babylon along the upper Euphrates River, the Egyptian Pharaoh Necho [ne-koh] travelled up through the Gaza Strip to go to help Assyria.  King Josiah was furious.  He took his army north to the area of Galilee to try to ambush the Egyptian army.  But he was killed in the battle.  He was nearly 40 years old.  This was a tragedy for the kingdom of Judah.  Assyria failed to defeat Babylon, as Josiah had hoped, but it also meant that Egypt took control of Palestine and Judah.
Josiah’s eldest son became king, but Pharaoh Necho promptly dismissed him and took him away to Egypt.  He put another son of Josiah in his place as the new king.  The young man’s name was Jehoiakim [je-hoi-a’kim]. Jehoiakim was a nasty man.  He was one of the worst kings that Judah ever had.  Jehoiakim had no time for God whatsoever.  He became Jeremiah’s greatest enemy.  Jehoiakim ruled Judah for over 10 years.  It was while he was king that the great and terrible problems happened.  Jehoiakim was king of Judah in 600 BC.

A few years before 600 BC the king of Babylon sent his son, Prince Nebuchadnezzar, with an army to attack the army of Assyria.  The Babylonian army marched up-river along the Euphrates towards the Mediterranean Sea.  At a place called Carchemish [kar-ke-mish] the two armies met in one of the most famous battles in ancient history.  Carchemish changed the history of the world.  The Babylonians utterly defeated the Assyrians.  Carchemish was the end of the old and powerful Assyrian empire, and the beginning of the great Babylonian empire.  

The battle of Carchemish happened while Jehoiakim was king of Judah.  This caused a great change in the politics of Judah.  Before Carchemish Judah was paying heavy taxes or tribute to the Egyptian government and obeying hard orders from them.  After Carchemish Judah had to start paying tribute to Babylon and doing what Nebuchadnezzar told them to do.  Nebuchadnezzar took some people back to Babylon with him when he heard that his father had died.  He went back to be crowned king.  Among his prisoners were Daniel and his three brave friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego [shad-rak, mee-shak, a-bed-ni’goh.]  

But after a few years Jehoiakim decided to rebel against Nebuchadnezzar.  Jeremiah warned him not to do this.  Jeremiah said that God had given Babylon the powers it now had over the whole of the Middle East.  God was going to use Babylon to punish all the nations that had disobeyed him, including his own people in Judah.  But Jehoiakim would not listen to the prophet.  God told Jeremiah to write a book about what he had been preaching for well over twenty years.  When Jehoiakim read the book he reacted the opposite way to what his father had when he read Moses’ Bible.  Jehoiakim tore up Jeremiah’s scroll and threw it into the fire he was sitting by to keep warm.  Jeremiah had to write his book all over again.  That is the book that is in the Bible.  
King Jehoiakim then persecuted Jeremiah.  Jeremiah nearly died, but God saved his life.  However, the king made the terrible mistake of rebelling against Babylon.  He thought that Egypt would save him from Nebuchadnezzar.  In those days the nation was politically divided.  A few people, like Jeremiah, believed that God wanted them to accept the authority of the Babylonians.  But most people thought that they must take the side of Egypt, which had become a strong nation that opposed Babylon.  Judah was right between the Babylonian Empire in the north and the Egyptian Empire in the south.  Since most people preferred Egypt to Babylon the local prophets adjusted their preaching to suit what the people wanted.  They predicted that Babylon’s rule over them would last only a very short while.  Jeremiah, alone, prophesied that they would be under Babylon’s control for three generations.  It would last 70 years, and they must accept that because God was using Nebuchadnezzar to punish them for their bad behaviour.  But no one took any notice of Jeremiah.  They regarded him as a sell-out to the Babylonians.  So, just after 600 BC, Nebuchadnezzar decided to teach Jehoiakim a lesson.  Jeremiah was now about 60 years old.
The Babylonian army attacked and conquered Judah.  This was what Jeremiah had been warning his people about for years.  The Babylonians besieged Jerusalem for many months.  Jehoiakim was killed during the siege.  He was replaced as king by his son called Jehoiachin [je-hoi-a’chin: ch as in loch] who was still a teenager.  Then the Babylonian army broke through Jerusalem’s walls and took over the city.  Nebuchadnezzar raided the temple of God and took the most precious articles away to his temple in Babylon.  He also took some of Judah’s top people as prisoners to Babylon, something like a thousand miles away.  
One of the prisoners was the young king Jehoiachin who had ruled for only three months.  Jehoiachin, the last proper king of Judah, was an ancestor of Joseph, the husband of Mary and the step-father of Jesus Christ.  King Jehoiachin spent the rest of his life in Babylon under a sort of house arrest.  Nebuchadnezzar put Josiah’s youngest son, Jehoiachin’s uncle Zedekiah [zed’a-kigh’a], in Jehoiachin’s place as king.  
The people of Judah now had a problem: they had two kings.  The real king was a thousand miles away in Babylon.  This was a result of the sins of the nation.  Jehoiachin himself, though still a teenager, was also guilty of sinning against God.  But once settled in Babylon he discovered that he was being quite well-treated there.  So were the other prisoners who had gone there with him.  But back in Jerusalem there was another acting king, Zedekiah.  Nebuchadnezzar had made Zedekiah promise to be loyal to him.  Judah had to stop paying taxes to Egypt and taking orders from them.  They now had to obey Babylon and send taxes there.  Zedekiah promised to do this.  The prophet Jeremiah told him that that was the right thing to do.  This was how God would punish Judah for all its sins against him.  As long as Judah accepted Nebuchadnezzar as its new master, nothing worse would happen to them.  Since they had not obeyed God for generations, they would now have to obey someone who did not believe in God.  This would be a problem for them.  That was their punishment.

Acting King Zedekiah ruled Judah for ten years.  But he was not happy about taking orders from Babylon.  His officials and other leaders were strongly against Babylon.  They much preferred Egypt’s leadership and control.  It gave them more freedom, not much more, but a bit more because Egypt was less harsh than Babylon.  Egypt used Judah as a barrier between them and the more powerful Babylon.  Zedekiah was a weak man and a poor leader.  Although he respected Jeremiah, he was more influenced by leaders with stronger characters.  Jeremiah warned the king not to rebel against Nebuchadnezzar.  It will lead to the destruction of Jerusalem if you do.  King Nebuchadnezzar is not someone you can betray and get away with it.  
Jeremiah stressed that the exiles who accepted Babylon’s authority over them would be far better off than the Jews in Jerusalem if they should rebel against Nebuchadnezzar.  Loyalty to King Nebuchadnezzar would be unpopular among the people of Judah and Jerusalem, yet it would actually be a sign of true loyalty to God.  That was because being conquered by Babylon and ruled by their heathen government was God’s will.  This was God’s punishment, and they must accept it, because they deserved it.

But no one would listen to Jeremiah; they were all against him.  Even the prophets of that time turned against Jeremiah.  They predicted that Judah would soon be free of Babylon’s control.  They even preached that King Jehoiachin would come back in a couple of years.  Jeremiah announced that God had said that the people of Judah would be slaves under Babylon for 70 years.  But everybody just jeered at him.  When he stood his ground, they got nasty.  He was put in prison, and nearly died because of the way he was treated.  They regarded him as a traitor.  

The prophets of those days got their ideas from Isaiah.  Isaiah had told the kings of Judah to stand up to the army of Assyria and not give in to them when they attacked Judah and besieged Jerusalem.  Isaiah said that God would support them.  He did, in a miraculous way.  Now, said the prophets, we must do the same.  We must not be cowards.  We will not be slaves to Babylon.  We are a proud people, the people of God.  All Jeremiah’s attempts to get them to listen to God were of no use.  

After ten years Judah rebelled against Babylon.  Nebuchadnezzar was furious.  This time he was in an utterly ruthless mood.  He besieged Jerusalem.  This was what Jeremiah had been dreading and warning everyone about.  Two other things happened that caused Jeremiah more grief.  The Egyptians sent an army up to Judah to oppose the Babylonians.  Nebuchadnezzar had to break off his siege of Jerusalem to go and face the Egyptians.  This caused the other prophets to say that God was going to save Jerusalem from the Babylonians.  Jeremiah tried in vain to argue that the Babylonian army would soon come back.  No one would listen to what he had to say.  
The other thing that annoyed Jeremiah intensely (and God too!) was what the rich people did when the siege started.  They set their slaves free so that they did not have to feed them anymore.  During a siege the city runs out of food.  Things got so desperate that some people became cannibals: they ate the bodies of those poorer people who had died of starvation or sickness.  But when the siege was lifted for the Babylonians to go to deal with the Egyptian army, the owners forced their ex-slaves to become slaves again.  Jeremiah said that to treat poor people like that made God very cross.

Because God was angry with the people of Jerusalem and Judah, the Babylonians were also furious with them.  Their army drove the Egyptians back to Egypt and then returned to besiege Jerusalem again.  This time they succeeded in breaking through the walls and into the city.  The victorious soldiers had orders to riot.  They burnt and destroyed all the important buildings.  This included even the temple that Solomon had built.  They tore it down because they thought that the cause of all Judah’s rebellion was their religion.  The soldiers knew that the priests and the prophets all hated Babylon.  So the army of Babylon took all the gold and precious articles from the temple and carried them off to Babylon, to put in their temple there.  They knocked down the palace and the homes of all the rich people.  They knocked down the walls that surrounded Jerusalem.  They wiped out the city.  No one was able to live in it anymore.  
King Zedekiah tried to get away but was captured.  The soldiers killed his sons in front of him and then tore out his eyes and took him in chains to Babylon where he died.  Zedekiah was the last descendent of David to sit on the throne of Judah.  He died because he broke his word to the king of Babylon.  That was the horrible and embarrassing end of the monarchy and the kingdom of Judah.  Never again would Judah have a king descended from David.
A large number of people were taken as prisoners to Babylon in chains.  Among those prisoners was a young man called Ezekiel [ee-zee-kee’l] who would one day be a great prophet in the Jewish exile.  The Babylonian soldiers made everybody a slave, except for just one man.  He was allowed complete freedom, and could choose whether to go to Babylon and retire, or stay in Judah on his own farm.  He could do whatever he liked.  That man was Jeremiah.  This was because the Babylonians had found out how he had tried all his life to tell his people not to rebel against the Babylonian authorities.

Archaeologists who search ancient ruins for clues to help us understand the remote past discovered some documents in the rubble of what used to be Babylon.  They were written by officers of the Babylonian army to their king.  They mentioned “a prophet” in Judah who had been warning his people to co-operate with the Babylonian army.  They do not say who that prophet was.  There were also other bits of information written by army officers about what happened in Judah.  These writings agree with what is written in the book of Jeremiah.  This helps us appreciate how reliable Jeremiah’s writings are.  He spoke the truth.  

A man called Gedaliah [gedda-ligh-a] was appointed as governor of Judah.  He was one of those who had preferred submitting to Babylon rather than turning to Egypt to get help to rebel against Nebuchadnezzar.  He did not last long.  The politicians who wanted Egypt’s support assassinated him.  Having killed him, they rushed off to Egypt for safety.  They forced the old man Jeremiah to go with them.  Jeremiah was now over 70 years old.  He was broken-hearted to end up there.  

In Egypt old Jeremiah did two things:  He wrote the book of LAMENTATIONS, which is also in the Bible, next to the book of JEREMIAH.  Lamentations means crying miserably.  Jeremiah was utterly overcome with sadness for the suffering of his people and the fact that they had treated God so badly.  If ever you feel miserable, try reading Lamentations.  You will find that you are not alone.  Jeremiah was the best poet of all the prophets, and he really knows how to touch one’s heart – especially if one has a heart for God.

The other thing that Jeremiah did in Egypt was to warn those who had gone there in order to try to escape Nebuchadnezzar’s punishment.  He predicted that one day Nebuchadnezzar would conquer Egypt.  He would even pay a visit to the very place where these disobedient Jews were hiding from him.  That did in fact happen.  Jeremiah spent his last days among the Jews who had gone to Egypt and who refused to listen to anything he said.  
But far, far away, in the north, the Jews who had gone into exile in Babylon were beginning to study Jeremiah’s writing, which we now have in the Bible.  To them Jeremiah had proved himself to be a true messenger of the Lord.

By now all the religious Jews had learnt respect for Jeremiah.  He was indeed God’s true prophet.  Jeremiah did more than just warn his people that they would be punished for their sins.  He also prophesied that the people who were taken to Babylon would be treated quite well there.  They would be able to live in peace, make money, and be allowed to worship God.  God would look after them in that foreign country.  That did in fact happen.  

But Jeremiah also prophesied that Babylon would be conquered because of the cruelty with which they had attacked Jerusalem.  Jeremiah also foresaw that the Jews who truly loved God would never be really happy in Babylon because they would suffer from the idolatry of the Babylonians.  He had a message of hope for them: Not only would the Babylonians be defeated and broken, but the nations that conquered them would allow the Jews to go back home.  They would be in exile only for 70 years.  
Jeremiah wrote them a letter to tell them all this.  A special messenger took the letter to Babylon and read it out aloud to the Jews.  Then, as Jeremiah had told him to, he tied a stone to the scroll and threw it into the Euphrates River.  Jeremiah said:  “Watch the scroll disappear under the water.  That is how Babylon is going to disappear in history.” That is indeed what happened.  The Medes and the Persians burst into Babylon city by surprise one night after nearly 70 years and put a complete end to all its power.  In time the whole city was emptied, and in due course it was all broken down.  Of the greatest city in the Middle East, nothing was left except ruins.  No one ever lived in it again, right up to our time.  

The Persian king, Cyrus [sigh-ris] announced that all Babylonian prisoners and slaves were free to go back to their homelands.  In fact, the Persian government would actually help them do so if they needed any help.  From the time that Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Solomon’s temple to the time that the Jews were able to get back to Jerusalem and build it again was 70 years.  Jeremiah went even further than that:  God told him that the Jews in exile would learn their lesson from what they had suffered under the Babylonian army.  They would once again become God’s people, and then God would again become their God and be kind to them.  Again, that is truly what happened.  
The Jews in exile organised themselves into synagogues or assemblies and began to study the Bible as they had not done for generations.  They became a godly people, and God did look after them.  You can read about this in the books of Ezekiel and Daniel, and in some of the later Psalms.  You can also read about how God saved the whole nation in the book of Esther.  You can even read about how God brought the exiles back to Jerusalem in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah [ez-ra & nee’a-migh’a].  Jeremiah had prophesied all of this.  
So when the Jews in exile studied Jeremiah’s writings, it filled them with hope.  God had promised them that they would recover.  After all the pain they had been through, and all the regrets they lived with, they knew that God was going to support them once more.  Since Jeremiah had always been right in what he had said and predicted, the Jews in exile could now believe in him.  The great miracles that God performed through Jeremiah were that all his prophecies and warnings came true.  It was now thanks to Jeremiah that those who believed in God knew that the Lord was going to get their grandchildren back to Jerusalem and Judah.  That thought gave them peace when life got frustrating and even dangerous in a foreign and heathen land.  Jeremiah’s truthfulness and reliability, and his caring and love for God’s people, meant that they had good grounds for living in hope.  Jeremiah had preached that they must just stick it out for seventy years, because God was going to get their children back home again.  
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Chapter 28
This chapter shows us the kind of criticism and opposition Jeremiah had to face, and how he dealt with it.  
28.1-4  A FALSE PROPHET SPEAKS OUT 

At this point Jeremiah himself is speaking:

Nearly three and a half years after Zedekiah became king of the kingdom of Judah, a prophet called Hananiah [ha-nan-jah] spoke out.  He came from the church at 1Gibeon [gibby-n].  In the Temple at Jerusalem he spoke to me 2in front of the priests and the congregation.  He said:  

This is what the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel announces to us.  He says, I have decided to put an end to the hardship you are having under the heathen king of Babylon.  
In just a couple of years the days will come that I shall be bringing back to this land all the holy treasurers and equipment and documents and priests special clothing that belonged to the temple of the Lord.  Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, will return everything that he looted from this place and took to Babylon.  
On top of that, 3Jeconiah, son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah will return, as well as all the exiles who were taken to Babylon.  I am bringing them all back to Jerusalem, to this place.  4This is the decision of the Lord.  He has made this announcement:  I shall destroy the burden that the king of Babylon has put on you.  I shall set you free in just two years’ time.
1Gibeon:  Gibeon was a town about 6 miles north of Jerusalem.  Gibeon was where Joshua made a mistake when the Israelites moved into the Promise Land of Palestine.  God had ordered Joshua and the Israelites to conquer and drive out all the nations in Palestine because of their hideous sins.  They were not to make any peace treaty with any of the heathen living in the territory that God was going to give them.  
The elders of Gibeon were scared of the invasion by Israel, so they decided to try to trick Joshua and the leaders of Israel.  They sent some men to Joshua who pretended that they had come from a foreign country far away.  The bluff worked, and the Israelite leaders made a treaty with them.  When the Israelites discovered that they had been tricked all they could do was to make the people of the town of Gibeon their servants. 
 You can read about this in Joshua chapter 9.
That was about 800 years before Jeremiah’s time.  Now a false prophet of Judah from Gibeon was trying to bluff the people of Jerusalem.  He told them just what they really wanted to hear: that in two years’ time the Babylonians would leave Judea altogether, and that what they had taken to Babylon would be restored, including their young king Jehoiakin.
 The problem was that it was not the truth.  God had NOT said any such thing.  God had told Jeremiah that their punishment would last 70 years.
2in front of the priests and the congregation:  This would have been very embarrassing for Jeremiah.  His father and grandfather were priests.  To be singled out and spoken to in front of the whole assembly of worshipers would also have been very hard on Jeremiah’s feelings.  Hananiah was trying to humiliate him in front of everyone.
3Jeconiah, son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah:  Jeconiah [je-kon-igh-a] was another name for Jehoiachin.  He was also called Coniah.  Jeconiah was more popular than his uncle Zedekiah.  Jeconiah, like his dad Jehoiakim, was anti Babylon and pro Egypt.  But Zedekiah was pro Babylon and anti Egypt.  That was why Nebuchadnezzar made him king.  However, Zedekiah was a weak character, and could not resist the pressures of the many officials who opposed Babylon.  He eventually gave in to those pressures, and joined with the anti Babylon feelings.  It cost him his life.  Most Jewish people were anti Babylon.  Egypt was nearer to Judah and less foreign than Babylon.  What was worse was that Babylon had conquered them.
4This is the decision of the Lord:  One of the most harmful things any Christian can do is to say that God has said something when God has said nothing of the sort.
This, of course, was the news everyone wanted to hear.  One can imagine the priests nodding with approval when Hananiah said this.  One can even imagine the people clapping in support of what he was announcing.  Jeremiah must have felt intense embarrassment at being made to look an utter fool in public, in the church.  He must also have felt horror.  If people believed a lie about God they were going to suffer terribly.  
28.5-9  FALSE AND TRUE PROPHECY 

Jeremiah now shows what courage he has.  He has just received a tremendous shock by what Hananiah has said.  If the priests did in fact support Hananiah, and if the people were on Hananiah’s side, Jeremiah would have found himself in a very awkward and difficult position.  But he decided to do his duty.  He came forward to speak to the people.  He knew he would get a cold reception.  So he began by telling them that he sympathised with the way they felt and with what they wanted during these difficult times.  
Then he told them what they all knew, in their hearts, to be true.  
Then Jeremiah the prophet spoke to Hananiah the prophet.  He spoke up in front of the priests and all the assembly of people who were standing there at the temple of the Lord.
Jeremiah the prophet said:  Amen!  Yes, indeed!  I also hope that the Lord will do that for you.  May the Lord carry out the words you have just prophesied.  May the Lord return all the equipment and articles that belong to the temple of the Lord.  Yes, may he bring back all our people in exile from Babylon to this place.  I also look forward to that.

But what I have to tell you is this:  Please listen to me now!  Listen carefully to what I am saying, so that you may clearly understand what I am getting at.  
The prophets from long ago, whom I respect and whom I know you respect, prophesied about what would happen in the future.  They usually prophesied against many countries.  They even prophesied against great kingdoms.  They also prophesied about war, and about a disaster that would come, and about some or other plague that would bring death to a lot of people.
For a prophet to prophesy 1peace and success was very rare.  But when a prophet did predict good news and success, and it happened as he foretold it would, that man would be respected.  They would realise that he was a genuine and faithful messenger sent straight from the Lord to tell people the truth.  So, let’s now wait and see what actually happens.
1peace and success was very rare:  Everybody longs for good news and peace, but there seems to be so little of it.  The reason for this is the way people behave, or rather, the ways in which they misbehave.  People doing what’s wrong and people causing trouble seems to go on and on.  It appears to be what normally happens.  It’s hard to imagine everyone doing what’s right and treating everyone else well.  When people sin it causes trouble and brings about suffering.  When this gets bad, people long for things to come right. 
This would then bring out the difference between a true prophet or minister and a false one.  The false one would say that it will all come right; don’t worry!  The true prophet or leader, like a good coach, would focus on what they were doing that was wrong.  He would warn them of the consequences if they did not correct their bad conduct.  This, of course, would always be unpopular.  Prophets who spoke like this would always pay a heavy price for their honesty and integrity.
The time that the servants of God would have good news for people was when those people wanted to listen to God and change their behaviour.  When they decided to stop disobeying God and do what he wanted, then prophets would encourage them with promises of God’s kindness and help and support.  Usually those would be times when people had given up hope and had even given up on themselves.  They would be too ashamed of themselves to be able to think that God could possibly be kind to them.  That was precisely the time that God would send a prophet or a leader to lift them out of their despair.  When God performed a miracle that got them out of trouble, that prophet would be highly respected.  He would be deeply loved.  There are times in the Bible when this happened.  But no such thing was happening in Jeremiah’s time, no such thing at all!  The people and their leaders were wicked and stubborn.  No one was listening to God.  Sin had piled up like a huge heap of rubbish that no one takes away.  To live in those times was awful!
28.10-11  JEREMIAH’S YOKE GETS BROKEN
For a long time Jeremiah had been warning people that God was dissatisfied with the way they were living.  But they all ignored him and hated him.  Because God had called him, Jeremiah could not give up.  To try to get people to take notice of what he had to say, Jeremiah did some strange and unusual things.  At one stage he got hold of a cattle yoke.  This was a pole with a sort of wooden collar that was put around the necks of oxen.  Leather straps were attached to the wooden bars.  These yokes were so that the oxen could be tied together as a team.  A cart or a plough could then be fastened to the yoke for the oxen to pull it.  
When a foreign country ruled harshly over the nation, people would say that the government of that country had put a heavy yoke on their necks.  Having to pay heavy taxes and obey cruel masters was indeed a rough and heavy yoke to have to carry.  
In chapter 27 God told Jeremiah to get hold of an ox yoke and put it around his neck.  He must wear it as a sign that God was putting the yoke of Babylon’s rule onto the necks and shoulders of the people of Judah.  Wearing this ridiculous looking animal’s yoke was meant to wake people up to listen to God.  Jeremiah also did this to warn King Zedekiah.  God’s warning about Babylon’s rule was not only meant for Judah and Jerusalem, but for the all the kings of the other nations in the Middle East as well.
And, of course, they are meant for us too.
Jeremiah did what God told him to do.  He even wore the yoke when he went to the temple to worship God, along with all the people.  He must have looked utterly ridiculous!

Then Hananiah the prophet took the yoke off Jeremiah the prophet’s neck, and broke it.
Hananiah then announced to all the people the meaning of what he had just done.  He said:  This is what the Lord says:  That is how I shall break the yoke of Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon.  I shall put an end to his harsh control over you.  In two years’ time I shall destroy the yoke of Babylon’s rule over all the nations around us.  At that Jeremiah the prophet just left the temple and went on his way.  He did not stay to argue.
28.12-17  GOD ANSWERS THE FALSE PROPHET
But then the Lord spoke to Jeremiah, after Hananiah the prophet had broken the yoke that Jeremiah had been wearing around his neck.  The Lord said:
Go and tell Hananiah:  This is what the Lord says:  You broke the yokes of wood.  But all that you will manage to produce in their place will be 1yokes of iron.  You are going to make things get much worse for everyone.
For this is what 2the Lord of heaven’s great armies says.  Listen to what the God of Israel has told me.  He says:  I have put a yoke of iron on the neck of all these nations.  I shall make them serve Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon.  In fact, I have organised that 3even the wild animals shall belong to him.
Then Jeremiah the prophet said to Hananiah the prophet:  Now you must listen to me, Hananiah:  The Lord did not send you!  But you have made this nation put their trust and confidence in a lie.  You have built up their hopes falsely.
Therefore, this is what the Lord says:  This time I AM going to “send” you!  I’m sending you right out of this world!  Before the year is out you will be a dying man.  That is because you have told the people to turn away from the Lord.  You have encouraged them to disobey God.
Hananiah the prophet died that year.  Two months later he was gone.
1yokes of iron:  It is important to understand the difference between “yokes of wood” and “yokes of iron.”  A yoke means slavery and hardship.  But there are two kinds of slavery.  The one kind is where the slave has to work for a foreigner, but is treated quite well.  He can live at home.  He can grow food for himself and his family.  He can even get promotion and make money.  That is what the “yoke of wood” means. 

   The other kind of slavery is the cruel kind, where the slave is kept in a prison, cut off from his family who then starve in poverty.  He gets nothing but beatings for not working hard enough, and humiliation to satisfy the cruelty of his master.

   What Jeremiah is saying is that if they accept Babylon’s authority over them, their punishment will not be too bad.  The king and his army won’t cause them too much trouble if they behave themselves and don’t cause trouble.  This is because it is God’s will that Nebuchadnezzar must rule over them as punishment for their sins.  

   But if they rebel against Nebuchadnezzar, he is going to crush them.  Rebellion will bring out the cruel side of the king and his soldiers.  He will then punish them very severely, and cause them far more suffering.  By rebelling they will bring a worse disaster on themselves.  This will apply not only to the king and people of Judah, but to the kings of the other nations in the Middle East as well.
2the Lord of heaven’s great armies:  The usual title which means the Lord of heaven’s great armies is “The Lord of Hosts.”  What this really means is that supreme power is in the hands of the Lord.  The armies of heaven are far more powerful than any of the armies on earth.  Whatever kings and generals decide to do, the Lord, in heaven, takes the final decision.  He either allows them to do as they plan, and uses their efforts for his own purposes, or he changes their plans for them, or even puts an end to their big ideas.  The Lord of Hosts means that God decides, and God commands – and then, that’s what happens.
3even the wild animals:  Animals have often played a part in God’s plans and actions, just as the weather has done.  In parts of Judah, especially in what was called the desert Wilderness there were quite a lot of dangerous wild animals such as lions or snakes.  These could prove to be a problem for any foreign army moving through the bush to attack the towns of Judah.  But God told Jeremiah that when Nebuchadnezzar’s army came, they would have no problems with dangerous wild creatures.  It would be as if nature was on the side of the Babylonian forces.  This would be a clear sign that God was allowing Babylon to attack Judah, and that God was using King Nebuchadnezzar to punish and control the people of Judah.
Chapter 29

This chapter has in it the first letter that was written in the Bible.  It was written by Jeremiah to the Jews in exile in Babylon.  When Nebuchadnezzar took King Jehoiachin prisoner to Babylon, he also took about 3,000 other prisoners from Jerusalem and Judah with him.  Those prisoners included a lot of leaders such as priests and prophets and teachers and officials and the people who worked for the king in his palace.  
The problem that Jeremiah had was with what some of the leaders were teaching.  In Babylon they were saying to the Jews that God was going to turn against Babylon soon.  It would not be long before they would all be free to go back home, with their young king.  

Jeremiah wrote to tell them not to say or believe such things.  The problem for Jeremiah as a spiritual leader was that all these people were a thousand miles away.  They were so far away from him and from their homeland and their temple for worshiping God.  They were cut off from what was most precious to them.  This was because God was using Nebuchadnezzar to punish them for the sins they had committed.  Therefore they were going to be in Babylon for a long time.  So they must settle down and make the most of it.  Life would be uncomfortable for them in a country of foreign, heathen and rough people.  But it would not be too hard or too bad.  The Jews main way of earning a living was by farming.  They must just get on with it, and be faithful to God.  Their exile would not be forever.  God says that it shall be just for 70 years.

29.1-3  JEREMIAH’S LETTER TO THE EXILES 

This is what the letter was about that Jeremiah the prophet sent from Jerusalem to the leaders who had got safely to Babylon.  They were the leaders of the people Nebuchadnezzar had taken as prisoners into captivity from Jerusalem to Babylon.  This was known as the Babylonian exile of the Jews.
These exiles had gone with 1Jeconiah the king and the Queen Mother and the officials of the king’s court.  2These VIP’s were leaders of the people from the city of Jerusalem and the country of Judah.  It also included 3workmen from Jerusalem, with building skills for woodwork or stonework.  There were also trained metalworkers.
When Zedekiah, king of Judah, sent two responsible men to Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, Jeremiah got a chance to get his letter to the exiles there.  This is what he wrote to the Jewish exiles in Babylon:
1Jeconiah the king and the Queen Mother:  The other name for the young king Jeconiah was Jehoiachin.  He was still a teenager, about eighteen.  The Queen Mother was his mother, the wife of his father Jehoiakim who was killed during the siege of Jerusalem a couple of years after 600 BC.  Jehoiakim had been Jeremiah’s greatest opponent and enemy.  So his young son Jehoiachin spent the rest of his life in Babylon as a prisoner.  
However, King Jehoiakin was well-treated in Babylon.  Then, when Nebuchadnezzar died, about 40 years later, Jehoiachin was set free and even got on good terms with the next king of Babylon.  He had a much easier time than his Uncle Zedekiah who was acting king in his place back in Jerusalem.  
2These VIP’s were leaders:  The V.I.P’s, the Very Important Persons.  The first lot of exiles that Nebuchadnezzar took from Jerusalem to Babylon were top people.  There were 3,000 of them.  Many of them were skilled, well-qualified and competent and respected people.  Nebuchadnezzar wanted to use them to run his empire more efficiently.  So he actually treated them well.  He made them at home in Babylon.  Some of them not only became his royal workmen, but even his royal officials.  The prophet Daniel was one of these. 

3workmen from Jerusalem:  The Jews who were the best workmen and builders usually ended up working in Jerusalem.  There the best of the best would be promoted to work for the most important people, and the richest people, in the city.  These were exactly the sort of people that Nebuchadnezzar wanted in Babylon, which he planned to turn into one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  He was a very good organiser.

When Nebuchadnezzar conquered a country and took many of its people prisoner back to Babylon, he had two purposes for them:  The gifted and intelligent and well-trained ones were trained by the Babylonians, and then given important jobs to help make Babylon great.  But all the ordinary prisoners were to be used as slaves and servants, to do the hard work for their masters.

29.4-9  GOD SAYS, STAY IN BABYLON
This is what the Lord of Hosts says, the God who controls the whole world from heaven, and who is also the God of the people of Israel:  To all the people in exile whom I sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon, listen!  
You must make your home in Babylon.  Build homes for your families.  Settle down and live in that country.  Establish your farms there and enjoy what your work can produce.  That’s going to be your home.  Accept that!
In Babylon you can go ahead and get married.  You can have children there.  You can even get wives for your sons and husbands for your daughters.  Then they can also have children born and bred in Babylon.  In that way your population can grow and prosper instead of becoming fewer and declining while you are there.
Do whatever good you can for the city of Babylon because that is where I have exiled you to.  1Pray to the Lord for Babylon because when the Babylonians do well, so will you.
You see, this is what the Lord says, he who controls the whole world, and he who is the God of Israel, his people:  Don’t allow those prophets who live there in Babylon with you to mislead you.  Take no notice of them.  Don’t let them lead you astray.  They won’t listen to the Lord.  Instead 2they come up with false ideas and then take bad decisions.  You must also not pin your hopes on your dreams that you want to dream.  You will not be coming back soon!  
Don’t be deceived because what those prophesying are telling you is a lie.  They say that I have told them these things, but it’s all a lie!  I did not send them to say these things.  This is God’s announcement to you.
1Pray to the Lord for Babylon:  Jeremiah is saying: Pray for your enemies, even though you are their prisoners.

This idea of praying for one’s enemies was unknown in the ancient world.  Jeremiah is the first person in history to come up with such a thought and suggestion.  600 years later it would be part of Jesus’ teaching:  “Pray for your enemies!”  Since then it has been an important part of what Christianity stands for.  
Most people reject the idea.  It is too much to ask of anyone, they say.  It is too painful to do.  Even many Christians don’t want to do this.  It is a huge inner struggle.

But there are advantages to praying for people who hate one or have hurt one or have caused one trouble or frustration, as there are advantages to praying for one’s country:

- As Jeremiah said, when one prays for others, one usually ends up better off oneself.  This usually happens when one treats others well or is kind to people even if they are unkind to one or treat us poorly or badly.  It is the same with praying.  If our prayers help others, it is possible that this will somehow make life easier for us.  If we prayed for someone who has been nasty to us, God will especially reward us.
If we pray for our country, we can do more good than many leaders do, though they have the power and authority to govern the nation.  Praying for our country will result in a reduction of what is bad and evil in the land, and an increase in what is good and helpful for many of its people, including even the people who govern the nation.
- Praying for others makes us better people.  It gets us caring for them.  It does our character good to care for people even though they do not care at all for us.  To care about someone who has been rude or unkind to us makes us an even greater person.  This is the sort of thing we often do in our own families.  Once we can rise above being irritated with people, and get proper control of our anger, and get rid of bitterness, we become what true Christians should be.
- We are told to pray for people who run the country, or take charge of the city or town we live in.  In most cases such people are not very friendly towards us.  Some of them are actually bad characters.  Others are too busy to listen to us.  Few would worry about our problems.  Most of them are more concerned with their own problems and interests.  Often the news is full of criticism about them and how they do their jobs.  Yet we must pray for them, because if they get things right, lots of people benefit, and can benefit a lot.  If they get things wrong, there could be a lot of suffering.
- God has commanded us to pray even for our enemies.  One day we shall have to stand in his court and give a full and honest answer as to whether we obeyed God’s commands, or not.  That will include all God’s commands, including this one:  Pray for your enemies!  We shall then wish that we had taken this law seriously.
- Something we need to be careful about is that we do not always know all the facts.  We sometimes don’t understand why people do things.  But God does.  So if we pray to him for them, God can turn our prayer into something good.  For example, if someone was rude to us, but was soon going to die of an illness, and we knew that, we would not want to be very cross with him, would we?  We never know what is going to happen in the future, but it is so good to have a clear conscience, whatever does happen to people.

- One more thing about praying for people who don’t like us:  As we have to answer to God for the way we treat people, so do other people have to answer for the way they treat others, including us.  When God makes records of how well we have handled others, and felt about them, though they have treated us badly, he will certainly have something to say about it.  God can handle someone who deserves to be punished far better than we ever could.  
In this case Jeremiah tells God’s people to pray for Babylon.  But God was going to give Babylon only seventy years of his patience.  Then, because of the cruel ways they had treated Judah, and made life hard for the Jews, God destroyed Babylon.  He destroyed it so completely that it ceased to exist.  One would have expected the Medes and the Persians to have kept it and taken it over because of Nebuchadnezzar’s famous Hanging Gardens.  But in time the whole city just became a heap of rubbish in the desert.  
The Hanging Gardens of Babylon are the only one of the seven ancient wonders of the world that we cannot find any trace of.
Pray for your enemies.  That could mean that God will deal with them.  It could also mean that you, and others, will be better off as a result of those prayers.
2they come up with false ideas and then take bad decisions:  People have always had problems with religion.  If one chooses a religion that is false, one is going to end up with ideas that are false.  Once one accepts false ideas, one is going to take wrong decisions.  Wrong decisions can do a lot of harm.
   In those days there were all sorts of religions in the world.  The nations living around Judah believed in all kinds of ideas.  They believed whatever suited them.  Different views suit different peoples.  
God had originally intended that his people would obey him and so receive his support and favours.  Other nations would then see what a difference God makes when we listen to him.  They might then turn away from their false religions.  
Unfortunately, this did not happen.  What did happen was the opposite.  God’s people began to listen to false religions, and to copy them.  As a result they stopped believing in the Lord and listening to him.  This resulted in their bad behaviour, which then resulted in God punishing them.  After many, many years of on-going disobedience God took the decision to send many of them into exile, especially the leaders.  He hoped that this would teach them to appreciate him and obey him in future.
29.10-14  EVEN IN EXILE GOD CARES
Now this is what the Lord really does say:  Truly, it is I who shall take the decision as to when your time in Babylon is up.  It will be seventy years.  That is when I shall again take over caring for you and looking after you.  That is when I shall keep my precious promise to bring you back here, back home.  
For 1I can assure you that I care about you.  I have future plans for you.  You can count on what the Lord says.  My plans for you are that you will be successful and happy.  I don’t want you to fail.  I would like you to have a bright future, and 2live in hope, the hope of being able to do well.
When that time comes, you will appeal to me.  Then you will turn to me and pray to me, and I shall listen to you.

You people will then plead with me to come back to you.  Well, when you 3search for me with all your heart and soul, then you will certainly find me.
Yes, you shall certainly be able to find me.  You can count on what the Lord says.  I shall bring you back from your captivity in Babylon.  I shall collect you together from all the nations and all the countries where I scattered you.  You can count on what the Lord says.  I shall bring you back home from where I sent you into exile.
1I can assure you that I care:  This is the biggest problem that Christians have when things get difficult for them.  Seventy years would seem such a long time to be banished from their home country.  This would especially be the case for those who were born in Babylon.  But these are the consequences when people sin against God.  We land in trouble.  When trouble or sadness lasts a long time, and we cannot see light at the end of the tunnel, we should remember what the Lord says: “I can assure you that I care.”  Even when we are guilty, and even when we are depressed, God cares for us.  And if God cares, then things are going to come right one day.
2live in hope:  One of the main truths about believing in the Lord is that we live in hope.  In this life we are going to suffer.  There are several reasons for that.  But whatever goes wrong, and however hard or disappointing it may be, God’s people have reason to hope.  God himself has told us that we can live in hope.  God guarantees us that things are going to end well.  They are going to turn out wonderfully one day.
Our struggling and suffering can go on for a long time.  We may even have failure and hardship for most of our lives.  But God has a purpose for us.  It’s a wonderful, marvellous and glorious plan.  
As an example, imagine a game where one side is clearly winning.  The losing side is finding it hard going, but does not give up.  By their courage they stay in the game even though they just cannot catch up however hard they try.  Then, right at the end, the winning side loses concentration, and someone makes a mistake.  The losing side throws everything they have got into the game, and pulls off a stunning victory in the last moments.  
Now see how they celebrate!  Their joy goes on and on.  They are ecstatic!  They feel like champions.  That was their greatest performance.  That’s the game that will live in their minds for years.  That struggle and that result is what made it all worthwhile!  When the final whistle blows no one will be complaining about what it was like to be losing for most of the game.
Well, that’s the sort of plan that God has for his people.  They are going to triumph eventually.  The harder the efforts and the discouragements along the way, the more glorious will be the joyful outcome.  God has lovely, big plans for his people.  This is what is meant by hope.  It means living in hope whatever goes wrong along the way.  Trust God and just keep going, with hope in your soul.  God will be watching over you.  
This is the message that God gave to his prophets for his people.  This was why Jeremiah was loved so much by the Jews in exile in Babylon.  Jeremiah got his people hoping that the Lord would get them back home again, even when life was sour so far away from home.
3search for me with all your heart:  There are always many people who want God.  This is especially so when life gets horrid for them.  There are even times in our lives when we are desperate for God.  That is when we need to search for God.
Searching for God is not easy.  People try all sorts of things and usually find that they do not work.  They cannot really find God.  

There are two ways in which we know that we have found God:  
The first is when we find the peace and love of God filling our soul.  It is when we know that we have given him our heart, and that he has accepted our love.  Finding God is when we realise, with joy, that we have formed a real friendship with him.  It is when we have fallen in love with our Lord.
The second way we know that we have found God, is when we discover that he answers our prayers.  This is what makes God especially precious and important to us.
The big question is, how do we search for God in order to find him?  Searching for God involves something that nobody, but nobody, wants to do.  It means that we have to begin by repenting for our sins against God.  We have to face the fact that we have disobeyed him.  We have not listened to him.  We have ignored him.  We have done what we felt like doing, what suited us.  We have failed to live the right way.  We are guilty of things we regret.  We have treated others wrongly or badly.  We have not worshiped God the way the Bible tells us to.  We have all done this in the past, and many are still doing it at the present time.
If we need to start searching properly for God we must face our faults.  We admit our sins.  We must ask God to forgive us, and also to change us.  We must stop disagreeing with him and stop disobeying him.  We must put things right, where we can, and we must do what’s right in future.  

Where we do this, we shall certainly be able to find God.  He has promised that.

29.15-19  GOD’S WARNING ABOUT JERUSALEM
Of course, you may well say that the Lord has provided us with prophets here in Babylon, who keep on telling us good news.
Well, let me tell you something:  This is what the Lord says to the king who occupies the throne of David.  This is what the Lord says to all the people who remained in Jerusalem.  They are your people who did not go into exile with you.

This is what the Lord of Hosts, who controls all the nations, says:  Listen!  I am sending big trouble to the people of Jerusalem.  War is going to break out against them.  Famine and starvation is going to hit them.  Sickness and plague will pull them down.  All those people back in Jerusalem are going to be like rotten figs in a bag.  Those figs are so bad that they cannot be eaten.  That’s how the rest of the people in Jerusalem are going to be.  They are going to be ruined and good for nothing.
I am going to attack them and chase them to their deaths.  I shall bring war and fighting against them.  I shall bring starvation and sickness to them.  I shall cause all the nations and kingdoms around them to lose all respect for them.  They will regard the king and people of Jerusalem with utter disgust.  Wherever I drive them out into all the other countries, 1they will be treated horribly.  They will be insulted, hated, mocked and criticised everywhere.
That will be because they refused to listen to what I have said.  This is the Lord’s announcement:  It is that I sent to them my servants the prophets.  Right from the start I went out of my way to send them to you.  But you would not listen to them.  That’s what I am now announcing; that’s what I am now getting at:  You people did not listen to me!
1they will be treated horribly:  This is how God’s people are going to be punished for the sins against him.  We can see from this how serious sin is.  Even religious people will not get away with sin.  What is sin?  Sin is not listening to God.  The consequences of not listening to God are horrible.  It is not difficult to listen to God.  The only reason why we don’t is because we do not want to.
What Jeremiah warns about is just what Jesus had to suffer in order to save us from the punishment of sin.  He saved us from being insulted, hated, mocked and criticised, by being treated horribly instead of us.  He was insulted, hated, mocked and criticised in our place.  By doing that he made it possible for God to give us a pardon that covers all our sins.  Once God has forgiven us, we can start all over again.  A new start means to become careful to listen to God from now on.
29.20-23  GOD’S WARNING TO FALSE PROPHETS
Therefore you people must now listen to what the Lord has to say.  He says:  I am speaking to all the exiled people whom I sent away from Jerusalem to Babylon.
This is what the Lord says, who is the Lord of the hosts of heaven as well as Israel’s Lord.  I am talking about two men, 1Ahab and Zedekiah, who are prophesying to you people in Babylon.  They claim to speak with my authority, but what they say is a lie.  What I am going to do with them is 2hand them over to Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon.  He will put them to death publicly.  You will witness it; you will see it for yourselves.
From what happens to those two men will come a new way for the Jews in exile from Judah, to tell people to get lost.  The way 3they will curse them in Babylon will be by saying, “May the Lord deal with you like Zedekiah and like Ahab 4whom the king of Babylon roasted in the fire.”
The reason for this is because of their disgraceful behaviour among the people of Israel.  They committed adultery with the wives of their fellow Jews and then 5preached in my name, and what they said was a lie!  It was a lie I had not told them to say.  And I knew all about what they were up to.  I’ve been watching what they have been doing.  This is the announcement of the Lord!
1Ahab and Zedekiah:  These were two Jews who were in Babylon, claiming to be prophets to the people in exile.  When life gets difficult for people, they become keen to listen to anyone who has got something to say.  

Zedekiah was, of course, not King Zedekiah back in Jerusalem.  Ahab and Zedekiah had names with special meanings.  Ahab means ‘Brother [ach] father [av, spelt ab.]  Ach-av.’  Zedekiah means ‘Righteous [tsedek] Lord Yahweh [Jah, spelt Iah for YaH-WeH or YHWH], or,  Righteous is the Lord:’ – Zedekiah: what a name for an immoral fraud!  And how un-brotherly and un-fatherly was Achav!
2hand them over to Nebuchadnezzar:  King Nebuchadnezzar was an absolute dictator and tyrant.  He was a very hard man who put up with no nonsense from anyone.  Everyone was very scared of him.  He could also be cruel when he was angry.  
3they will curse them:  A curse is a hard thing to understand.  It is something bad.  Although we do not use the word ‘curse’ much, a lot of people do a lot of cursing much of the time.  You will hear people say, ‘Get lost!’  That is a mild form of a curse.  It means one does not want anything to do with that person.  One dislikes or hates him.  Of course, there are people who deserve to ‘get lost,’ who deserve to be disliked and not wanted. 
The most severe type of curse is where someone says, ‘Go to hell!’  When people get very, very angry about someone who has done something really appalling, then sometimes someone might say, ‘Go to hell!’  This happens especially when someone’s nastiness causes others a lot of suffering.  This is what Jeremiah is saying about Ahab and Zedekiah, the immoral false prophets who have made God so angry.  When God deals with them, and people see it, they are going to say to anyone who causes even more suffering to them, “May the Lord deal with you like Ahab and Zedekiah!”  That will be a horrible curse.
4whom the king of Babylon roasted in the fire:  One of the ways in which Nebuchadnezzar punished people was to throw them into a fiery furnace.  The furnace was set at a temperature that would roast the unfortunate victim.  This, of course, meant a very painful death.  That was the King Nebuchadnezzar’s purpose.  It was publicly done to intimidate people.  Such a human roasting would scare the people so much that everyone would be too afraid to argue with or disobey the king.
This is a severe warning because it comes from God.  It is a reminder to us that there is such a thing as hell.  God, who judges us all, will send people to hell who have opposed God’s truth, and misled people.

It is horrible to think that burning people in order to punish them was often practiced in Europe and Britain in the Middle Ages.  It was done not only by kings and queens, but also by the Christian Church.  Kings and queens burnt people alive in order to frighten everyone into obeying them so that there would be no treason.  The church chained people to a pole and burnt them to death.  They claimed that this was the way to deal with a heretic who would not repent.  They claimed that by burning the body to death in such a painful and public way they would save the heretic’s soul, and the souls of other would-be heretics.  But the real reason, of course, was for the church to have as much control over people’s lives as the kings and queens had.  In fact, the church wanted even more control over their people’s souls.  They wanted not only to control their behaviour but also even their thinking and feeling.

This kind of awful fate raises the subject of hell.  Many people think that there is no such thing as hell.  That’s what people want to think.  It means that they hope to get away with all the sins they have committed.  The problem is that God has warned us that there is such a thing as hell.  And the one thing that we know about it is that it will be extremely hot there.  It will be much too hot for anyone to bear.  There will be no relief or escape.  And the punishment will be permanent.  It will never be reversed.  It will be for people who are sinful, wicked and evil.  The Bible gives us lots of examples of such people, like Ahab and Zedekiah in Babylon.  

But the way to escape hell is simply to listen to God.  That’s what God has given us the Bible for.  The Christian Church is there to try to turn people away from hell and into heaven.  Every single individual must know that heaven is for good people, and that hell is for the bad ones.  That’s why the Bible not only gives us examples of bad people, but it also gives us lots of examples of good people, like dear, faithful Jeremiah, God’s prophet.  Jeremiah wrote this letter to save Jewish people from listening to unreliable and fraudulent teachers.
In the twenty first century the world is getting another warning about the dangers of hell. This comes not only from the Bible but even from nature.  It is the problem of global warming.  The whole world is affected.  It is a problem that mankind is bringing on itself.  People won’t listen to what God says in the Bible.  Even churches and Christians say nothing, or very little, about what people don’t want to hear.  The result is that God has to warn people some other way.  It is so important to warn people not to end up in hell, even if that is very unpopular.  The prophet Jeremiah experienced how unpopular it was to warn people that they would be punished if they did not listen to God.  But he did keep on warning them for the whole of his adult life, once God called him to do so.  God does not want to punish people.  He does not want people to go to hell.
5preached in my name:  Here are two of the worst things that any preacher can do.  It is to claim to speak to people for God or about God, and then behave immorally and speak dishonestly and untruthfully.  This is scandalous!  It is shameful!  It deserves to be punished.  Jeremiah had the courage and godly character to expose it.  We can thank God for that!
29.24-29  ANOTHER ATTACK ON JEREMIAH
God now tells Jeremiah to send a message to another false prophet in Babylon.  This man has been attacking Jeremiah and trying to silence him.

On top of that, said the Lord to Jeremiah, you can also speak to 1Shemaiah [sh’migh-jah].  Tell him:   
This is what the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel, says:  You have used your reputation to send letters to all the people in Jerusalem.  You also wrote to 2Zephaniah [ze-fan-igh-a] the priest, and to all the priests.  You wrote:
The Lord made you priest under Jehoiadah the High Priest [ja-hoi-a-da.]   So you and your committee are in charge of the House of the Lord, the Temple.  You should therefore see to it that you arrest every crazy person who works himself up and puts on a show pretending to be a prophet.  You should put such a person in 3the stock with an iron collar around his neck.
So now, why did you not rebuke Jeremiah, who pretends to be a prophet for you people?
That’s why he sent to us here in Babylon a message.  It’s because you’ve done nothing to stop him.  Jeremiah told us we are going to have to be here in exile a long time.  He says we must build homes and settle down here.  He advises us to plant gardens and live off what grows in them.  He tells us we’ve got to do this instead of getting ready to come back soon to Jerusalem.  Zephaniah [z’fun-jah], you’ve got to deal with this man!
But what Zephaniah did with Shemaiah’s letter was to take it and bring it to the prophet Jeremiah’s attention.

1Shemaiah [sh’ma-jah]:  Here is another false prophet with a good name.  Sh’ma-jah means “Listen to the Lord Yahweh.”  But, of course, Shemaiah does not listen to the Lord, despite his name.  Yet he seems to have had a great reputation among the Jewish people.  Often people with powerful personalities and great reputations will not listen to God.  There are even people who claim to serve God, or who call themselves Christians, who will not listen to God.
2Zephaniah [zeffa-nigh-a OR tse-fun-jah in Hebrew] the priest:  Zephaniah was the Deputy High Priest in the temple at Jerusalem.  The High Priest was Jehoiadah [je-hoi-a-dah].  Zephaniah was in charge of the temple police force.  He was responsible for law and order, not just in the temple, but in the city.  He was rather like a police commissioner, but had to look after the peace of the nation’s religion.
3the stock with an iron collar:  “The stock” was a heavy wooden frame.  It had two holes like handcuffs for gripping someone’s wrists so that he could not move his hands.  It also had a heavy iron collar that was fixed around someone’s neck so that he could not move his head.  This heavy stock was put in the street.  It meant that people could mock the person who was trapped in it.  They could even throw rotten tomatoes or eggs at his face, or spit on him, and he would be powerless to duck or wipe the mess off his face and eyes.  
This cruel form of punishment was also used in Europe and Britain in the Middle Ages.  Its purpose was to stop people causing trouble in public.  It also made people scared to make enemies of anyone.  Insulting someone openly could land one in a helpless and ugly mess.  
29.30-32  THE LORD ANSWERS SHEMAIAH’S LETTER

God now tells Jeremiah to send a message back to Shemaiah in Babylon.  

Then the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah.  The Lord said:
Send a message to all the exiles.  Tell them that this is what the Lord says to Shemaiah.  Shemaiah has prophesied to you people though I did not send him.  He has made you believe in, and trust, a lie!  
Because he has done this, therefore this is what the Lord says:  I am punishing 1Shemaiah and his family.  Not one of them who are living among this community shall ever live to see the good that I am doing for my people.  That is the sentence of the Lord, because he preached that people must not listen to the Lord.
1Shemaiah and his family:  The problem with having a reputation and preaching to people is that one has to live up to what one says.  Shemaiah persuaded people that God would soon punish Babylon and break its hold on the Jews in exile there.  Then they could all go home.  The result was that he refused to settle in that country.  So he did not provide a home and a plot for his family.  The whole family would die out before 70 years were up, which was when God brought the Jews back to Judaea [joo-dee-a.]
Chapter 30

Now Jeremiah gives the exiles hope.  This hope is brilliant!  It is inspiring even for us.

30.1-3  GOD’S MESSAGE TO JEREMIAH
This is the message or word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord.  It said:

This is what the Lord God of Israel says:  I want you to write down in a book all the messages that I have spoken to you.

For listen!  The time is coming, announces the Lord, when I shall bring back those of my people Israel and Judah who are in exile.  That’s what the Lord says.  I shall restore them to the land that I gave to their forefathers and they will occupy it.  It shall be theirs again!
30.4-7  JEREMIAH’S PROPHECY OF HOPE
Now this is the message that the Lord addressed to Israel and to Judah:
Now Jeremiah is going to talk about the Babylonians.  At present the Babylonians have conquered the people of Judah.  But the day will come when the Babylonians will be conquered.  They are going to be utterly defeated when God punishes them at the end of the Jewish exile.  Their defeat will be so complete that God actually mocks their soldiers for putting up such a pathetic showing when they are attacked.  

So, this is a message of hope for Israel and Judah.
For this is what the Lord actually said:  We hear people crying out in fear and terror.  There is no peace for them.  
 Now God mocks the Babylonian soldiers:  
One really must ask oneself whether these soldiers are men!  It looks as though the men are going to have babies!  I say this because I see 1all those tough soldiers, supposed to be such strong men, clutching their tummies the way women do when they give birth.  Their faces have all been turned a pale, sickly green sort of colour.
They are in trouble – that’s for sure!  What an awful day that is going to be for them!  There has never been such devastation before for them.  It’s going to be 2a time of trouble for the people of Jacob, but out of it they shall be saved; they shall be delivered.  For them it will be the day of victory!
1all those tough soldiers:  What people often forget is that there are two sides to war.  If soldiers are winning the battle, they look like, and feel like, heroes.  They become mighty men.  It is the same with sport: when a side is winning, they seem great; they feel great!  The same applies to life: when someone is successful, he or she feels tall, feels good, looks special.  He is confident, proud of himself, a big person that others look up to.
But there is another side to war, and to sport and to life.  When soldiers are losing the battle, they are the most miserable of souls.  Their comrades who died are the lucky ones!  They are devastated.  It is the same with sport:  when a team loses a game they hoped or expected to win, they are disappointed; they feel down.  They have to swallow their pride.  They don’t want to talk about it.  The same applies in life when someone finds that he has failed.  He loses confidence in himself.  He suffers emotionally.  Life seems bitter, and it’s hard to look anyone in the eye.
The Babylonian soldiers in the time of Nebuchadnezzar had fought brilliantly.  They terrified the whole Middle East.  No one could challenge them.  They felt that they were magnificent.  But they also became cruel.  God did not like that.  So God set a day when he would punish them.  Their army would be utterly defeated.  It was, by the armies of the Medes and the Persians.  This is what Jeremiah was predicting.  That’s what he prophesied in the name of the Lord.

2a time of trouble for the people of Jacob:  The people of Jacob were the Jews.  They would have been in exile in Babylon for three generations, for 70 years.  By then they had got used to living among the Babylonians.  They had made homes and farms for themselves.  They had brought their children up in the safety of the great city of Babylon and its surrounding areas.  By then none of them wanted another war.  They wanted peace, to be able to get on with their lives.
But war, according to Jeremiah, would come.  The Babylonians were going to be punished by God for their pride and their cruelties to many foreign nations.  Their army was going to be defeated, utterly defeated!

The result of this was going to be that the Jews would be set free.  They would be allowed to go back to Jerusalem by the Medes and the Persians.  So, although the war would be frightening for them, it was actually going to end in a classic victory in Israelite and Jewish history.

The reason that these Jews in exile are called the people of Jacob is this:  Jacob, in his life-time, got into great trouble and even danger.  He had deserved that because he was a cheat.  (That is what the name Jacob means: a cheat, a tricky customer, a fraudster.)  But Jacob turned to God and was forgiven.  He even became one of God’s great favourites.  And God saved Jacob from all sorts of trouble and danger and heartache.  That is what God was now going to do to the Jewish exiles as well.
But Jeremiah was not just predicting the defeat of Babylon.  He was also prophesying.  The Lord had clearly told him exactly what to say.  The prophecy that came from God had a double meaning.  This is what the end of the world is also going to be like.  Wicked people will rule over God’s people until the end.  But the end is going to come.  God is going to save us from the wickedness and nastiness of powerful people who will not listen to him.  Life will be hard, and we do deserve that.  But God is kind, and loves us.  He will look after us and care for us.  
Finally, the great day of victory is going to come, and all his people will be set free from this whole world’s suffering, and from all who hate us.  Christ is going to come back, after a long time, and take control of the whole world.  It is going to be a glorious victory in the end.  We must keep reading God’s prophecies and promises until that wonderful day comes.

30.8-11  GOD SHALL END THEIR EXILE
This is what the Lord of the supreme armies of heaven, the Lord of Hosts, announces:  I shall bring an end to their exile and put a stop to all your slavery.  Foreigners will no longer force you to serve them.  
And then, 1they will live for the Lord their God and David will be their king.  I shall produce him and set him up for them.  
This is what the Lord announces:  You descendents of my servant Jacob, you mustn’t be scared.  Israel, don’t panic!  Don’t be devastated!  Look!  You can be quite sure that I am going to come to your aid and save you from that faraway foreign place.  I’ll get your children and grandchildren out of the land of their exile!  The people of Israel will come back home, and 2live in peace, undisturbed and untroubled.  And then no one will ever give them a nasty fright.
Yes, I am with you, announces the Lord, to rescue you.  I shall carry out my punishment on all the nations.  I’ll deal severely with all of them wherever I have scattered you.  But I won’t destroy you people.  No, I shall just discipline you.  You must face proper justice.  I shall see to that.  You can’t go completely unpunished, for you cannot get away with your sins.
1they will live for the Lord their God and David will be their king:  What God tells Jeremiah to announce shows us what true prophecy is like.  The false prophets told people what they wanted to hear.  The true prophets told people what God wanted them to hear.  What the false prophets predicted did not happen.  What true prophets predicted did happen.
The Lord’s prophecy not only predicts the future accurately.  It also brings into our hearts a huge and brilliant hope that no one can imagine who does not believe in God.  God’s prophets predicted that the exile in Babylon of the Jews would end after 70 years.  By that time many Jews had given up hope of ever going back to their home country.  In fact, there were many of them who did not want to go back.  They had settled so well, and done so well, in Babylon, that they were not interested in going back to Judah.  This was also because Judah was in a mess.  Jerusalem had been destroyed and devastated.  The city and the country would have to be rebuilt, and that would be very hard work.
But there were also many Jews who believed in God, and worshiped him, and loved him.  Jeremiah had long since died, but his prophecies had given these people hope.  They wanted to go back to Jerusalem because they knew that that was what the Lord wanted them to do.  Jeremiah’s prophecy kept that hope alive for them. 

At the end of 70 years what Jeremiah had prophesied did happen.  It was extraordinary and amazing and wonderful.  The Jews got the news that they were free to go back home.  But that was only a sign of something much greater and much more glorious.  For people who loved God, and for all people who love him, the next part of Jeremiah’s prophecy is really the best news of all: 
They will live for the Lord their God and David will be their king.
This tells us that God has a marvellous plan for us all that is even greater than the return from exile for the Jews.  The Lord has announced the prophecy that the day will come when God’s people live for the Lord their God.  That is the best news there could possibly be!  At last, in the end, God’s people are going to be faithful and loyal to him.  That is how the history of mankind is going to end.  
When David was king of Israel, the people of God enjoyed two great privileges:  
The first was that they had a leader who was an exceptionally godly man.  David was a king the people could trust and follow and be proud of.  David had a very close relationship with the Lord.  In fact, he was a prophet.   
Secondly, the nation became great.  God blessed and supported them under David’s leadership.  They became the most respected people in the Middle East.  The best time in Israel’s whole history was in the time when David was their king.

So important was David’s rule that future generations looked back on his time with admiration.  When the nation sank into sin after David’s time, many Israelites hoped that another David would one day come.  Another David, called The Son of David, was needed to get the nation right again.  The prophets of God all preached that God would one day send to them the son of David to save them.  He would save them from their sins as well as from their enemies. 
 The Son of David was also known as the Messiah, The Saviour.  He would not only be the saviour of the Israelites and the Jews, but also of the whole world.  And his Kingdom would replace all other governments in the world, and would rule heaven as well as the whole world, forever.
It is obvious that this hope is more than just a prediction.  No one could predict something as amazing and as glorious as this.  This is what is meant by prophecy in the Bible.  The Bible is full of prophecy.  When Jesus rose from the dead he began to explain the prophecies that were in the Bible to his disciples.  It was their knowledge of Jesus and their understanding of biblical prophecy that made them fit to be apostles.
How do we know that all prophecy is true and reliable, that we can trust it and depend on it?  Simply because prophecy contained extraordinary predictions that nobody could have guessed.  When these predictions came true in unexpected ways, it shows us that the prophecies are given by God.  If God said it, we can be sure of it.

Prophecy comes from God.  Prophecy says that whatever problems we have in life, we have hope.  If we are faithful to our Lord our lives will all end up in perfect happiness and love forever.  
2live in peace, undisturbed and untroubled:  This promise is from God.  He will get his people home, safe and sound, and happy.  This promise is a prophecy of heaven.  It is what heaven is going to be like: our home, where we are forever safe and sound, undisturbed and untroubled.  Then we shall be forever together, forever with the Lord, and all of us, with him, forever happy.  This is our hope, based on God’s promise.  It comes to us by faith in the Lord.
30.12-15  GOD’S JUSTICE FOR HIS PEOPLE 

Jeremiah the prophet now explains to the Jews why God has punished them by sending them into exile.

For this is what the Lord says:  Yes, I shall discipline you.  You must face proper justice.  You can’t go completely unpunished, for you cannot get away with your sins.  There is something very wrong with you people that just cannot be got right.  It’s like a sore or an injury that won’t heal.
Your problem is so bad that there is no-one who can protect or defend you.  No one is able to do anything with you to get you right.
All those who were supposed to be your friends have forgotten you and left you.  That’s because they don’t care about you.  They won’t look for any way to help you.  So the only thing for me to do was to punish you myself.  I had to get your enemies attacking you.  I needed to use strong discipline because your guilt was great and your sins were many.  That was the only way to deal with you and get you right.
Why are you getting so upset about how you have been hurt?  Why are you complaining so much that your pain doesn’t go away?  It’s because your guilt is so great, and your sins are so many.  That’s why I have done this to you.  That’s why you are in exile.
Here the Lord says that if people do what’s bad and will not listen, then they must be punished.  God punished them in order to teach them a lesson, and get them right.
30.16-17  GOD STANDS UP FOR HIS PEOPLE
But you have been badly treated.  Therefore, all who have raided your land, and looted your country, will be raided and looted themselves.  1All your enemies will go into exile, the whole lot of them.  2Those who have stolen your treasures will have their treasures stolen.  I shall see to it that everyone who has robbed you and ruined you will themselves be robbed and ruined.
But I am going to get you out of exile and back on your feet.  I’m going to make you feel better.  I shall put an end to your misery.  This is what the Lord has announced.  That’s because they say that 3Zion has been thrown away.  It’s not wanted anymore.  No one is interested in her.  No one cares about her anymore.  So God is going to change all that.
1All your enemies will go into exile:  The country of Judah was surrounded by many enemies.  Their old enemies, the Philistines, had been dealt with by David, 400 years before.  Their bitter enemies, the ten tribes of Israel to the north, had been taken into exile by the Assyrians 150 years before.  The Syrians, their big neighbour to the north-east, had also been defeated by the Assyrians.  
But there still remained three nations on the other side of the Jordan and the Dead Sea, and to the south.  These were Moab and Ammon.  They were descendents of Abraham’s nephew Lot.  Moab was where Ruth had come from.  The third nation that hated Judah was Edom, to the south of the Dead Sea.  Edom was the descendent of Esau, Jacob’s brother.  Jacob, of course, was the father of the twelve tribes of Israel, including Judah.  The Babylonians would also attack and raid these three countries, as well as Judah.  
But Jeremiah’s warning would apply especially to the Babylonians themselves.  Although they treated the Jews who went into exile quite well, their attack on Judah and Jerusalem was ruthless.  In return the Babylonians were suddenly completely defeated by the Medes and Persians.  Then it was their turn to be made prisoners and taken away into exile.

2Those who have stolen your treasures will have their treasures stolen:  When the Babylonians attacked Jerusalem just after 600 BC, they looted the Holy Temple of the Lord, and took the gold articles of worship and put them in their own heathen temple in Babylon.  Then, when they attacked the second time, about ten years later, they were cruel and pitiless.  They destroyed the temple and Jerusalem.  They caused great suffering to the Jews.  
But Jeremiah’s warning came true.  The Babylonians were defeated by the Medes and the Persians.  The Persians not only allowed the Jews to go back to Jerusalem, but let them take all their golden articles of worship with them.  They were allowed to rebuild their temple and their city.  But Babylon was destroyed, completely.  It had been one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  It became a heap of ruins that no one ever lived in again.
3Zion has been thrown away:  Zion [zigh-in] was another name for Jerusalem.  Mount Zion was the heart of Jerusalem.  Zion was the beginning of the building of ancient Jerusalem.  It was at the south east corner of Jerusalem, squeezed between three valleys in a U-shape.  Mount Zion was in the same area where Abraham had been willing to offer up Isaac as a sacrifice of faith to the Lord.  Mount Moriah [maw-righ-a] was where Abraham took Isaac to, and Mount Zion is right next to it, to the south of it.  Zion was where David made his capital in the early years of his rule as king.  In Jerusalem, Solomon built the temple of the Lord on Mount Moriah.  That hill also came to be known as Mount Zion.  The word Zion [tsi-awn] means ‘a place of sunshine.’
Zion stood for what the Israelites believed in.  It was the centre or core or headquarters of their faith.  Zion was to the Jews in Jeremiah’s time what the Bible and the gospel is to Christianity.  Jerusalem is often called Zion in the Bible.  God’s people, the Israelites and the Jews, are also referred to as the people of Zion, just as believers in Christ are called Christians.  Zion was what gave them confidence in their relationship with the Lord, and in what they believed.  Zion stood for safety and hope and blessing.  Zion meant that God is with us and we are going to win.  You could even think of Zion as heaven on earth.  Zion was the heart of the Promised Land.
Jeremiah is talking about Judah’s enemies.  Those people were always looking for ways to criticise the Jews.  The Jews worshiped God and made a big thing of the wonderful things that God had done for them in their history.  Now their enemies were saying that God had given up on them.  The exile proved that God had thrown his people away.  No one wants to worship a God like that, who gives up on his people.  
Jeremiah’s message to the Jews is that God has punished them just to teach them a lesson.  Once they have learnt to be faithful to the Lord, then God is going to reverse their exile.  He is going to bring them back home.  He has NOT thrown his people away, even though they had sinned against him.  He had not broken his promises to them, nor given up on them.  He is just getting them right, and then he will go on caring for them, as he has always done.  This is what he has promised to do.
30.18-22  GOD WILL GET HIS PEOPLE BACK
This is what the Lord says:  You see, I am putting an end to the slavery and exile of my people who belong to the community of my friend Jacob.  I’m going to bring them home.  I shall bring them home because I care for them and love them.  I am their best friend.  So their city will be rebuilt on top of the heap of ruins that you now have.  There will also be a safe and strong castle standing there in its proper and rightful place.  (That castle will be Fort Zion, including the new temple.  It will be the new Jerusalem, surrounded by new walls for its safety.)
From Fort Zion you are going to hear people giving thanks to God.  There will be the sound of lots of happy laughter.  I shall see to it that the numbers of my people grow, and that they do well.  They will not get fewer and fade away.  I shall bring honour to them and get the nations to respect them.  They will no longer be ignored and rejected and regarded with contempt.
Their children will be as well cared for as they were in the good old days.  The whole family that belongs to me will be safe and sound.  I shall deal with all those who put pressure on them and cause them unhappiness and distress.
My people shall have 1a glorious and magnificent leader, who shall be one of them.  He shall be in charge of my people and fully in control.  He will be one of them, one who is dedicated to God.  He will come out of, or emerge, from their number.  I shall become very close to him, and he will worship me and be close to me.  Yes, you will never find someone else like this who will dedicate his soul to worship me, says the Lord.  He shall dedicate his life to me for his people.
Because of him, you will truly be my people, and I shall truly be your God.

1a glorious and magnificent leader:  The Jews always looked back to three great leaders that they had had in their history.  The first was Abraham, the father of their nation, a man close to God, a man of high standards.  The second was Moses, the lawgiver of their nation, a man close to God, a man of high standards.  The third was David, their greatest king, a man close to God, a man of high standards.
At the time of the exile, and the return from exile, what the nation desperately needed was good leadership.  
At the time of the exile God provided his people with the leadership of Jeremiah, Habakkuk [ha-ba-kook], Daniel, Ezekiel [e-zee-ki-l], Obadiah [oh-b’digh-a], Mordecai [mor-d’kigh] and Esther.  These were men (as well as a brave and caring woman) who were all close to God, and of high standards.
At the time of the return from the exile God provided his people with the leadership of Zerubbabel [zeroo-ba-bel, which means, Born in Babylon], Nehemiah [nee’a-migh-a], Ezra [which means, Help], Haggai [ha-gigh], and Zechariah [zak-a’righ-a].  These were men who were close to God, and of high standards.
But now Jeremiah prophesies about a special leader who is going to come.  He will be great like their greatest leaders.  In fact, he will be even greater.  He would be very close to God and live by very high standards.  He would be someone magnificent and glorious, who would give his life to getting people to be faithful to God, and getting God to belong to people.  This was the idea of a Messiah [the Hebrew word, m’sigh-a] or Christ [the Greek word, krigh-st] that God would provide for his people.
The Jews from the exile had learnt how perfectly accurate Jeremiah’s prophecies had been.  They had learnt the hard way to listen to God and believe him.  So they came away from the exile believing that this magnificent and glorious Messiah would one day come to their nation.  One day they would get the greatest leadership in the world.  They would even get the most magnificent and glorious leadership in all history.  If Jeremiah had been absolutely right about the exile, despite being attacked for his prophecies, then they knew that he was right and reliable in his prophecy about the Messiah.  They would have to wait over 500 years for the Messiah, but they never gave up hoping.  After the exile the Jews-and-their-Messiah was as strong a belief as the Jews-and-their-Zion.
30.23-24  GOD’S WARNINGS 

You must know that the Lord is going to send 1a violent storm.  It comes from his great anger.  The storm will break out with great power and do a lot of damage and harm.  It will be a punishment that the wicked deserve, and it will bring upon them agony and severe suffering.
The Lord will not change his mind about sending this awful punishment.  He is very angry with wicked people.  He will stay angry until he does what he has said, and until he carries out his warnings.  That’s because 2he meant those warnings.  In time to come you will realise that the Lord means what he says.
1a violent storm:  This is how the prophets often describe trouble that is coming.  It means that God is going to send it, as he sends rain storms.  It usually means an attack by ruthless and cruel enemies.  It could also be by disease or plague.  It always comes because the people have deserved it.
2he meant those warnings:  In this life many wicked people seem to get away with doing what’s bad.  But God has warned them that they shall be punished.  That is absolutely certain, whatever we may think, especially when we suffer and get discouraged.  The Lord always means what he says.  He will deal with bad people in his own time and in his own way, and we shall be most thankful when he does.  Bad people do a lot of harm and cause a lot of suffering.  They deserve their punishment.
God is quite right to get angry with people who cause trouble, and who cause others pain and heartache.  We are most fortunate that God is just and fair.  We know where we stand with him.  He will not put up with wickedness and evil.  He will wipe them out.  A part of his justice is to warn them that they are going to be severely dealt with.  This gives them a chance to get worried, and to change their attitude.  If they won’t repent, they will have to pay the price for the harm they cause.

Those warnings also apply to all of us.  If we listen to them, we shall make sure that we don’t ever do anything that angers God and makes life horrible for others.

Chapter 31
Now we come to the most famous chapter in the long book of Jeremiah.  It is because of a special and wonderful prophecy:
The Lord has a new announcement: 

The time is coming when I shall make a new deal with Israel and Judah.

I shall put my law in their minds and write it deep in their hearts.

I shall be their God, and they shall be my people.

Jeremiah 31.31

In the past, says God, my people broke the deal I made with them.  They would not listen to me.  But the time will come when I do something new:
I’m going to get them to want to listen to me.
Then I shall look after them, and they will obey and worship me.

This is one of the clearest statements in the Bible that tells us what the work of 
the Messiah is going to be:  

The Messiah is going to bring God’s love to his people.

The Messiah is going to get God’s people to love him.

What also makes chapter 31 extra special, and wonderful, is that Jeremiah is prophesying not only about Judah but also about Israel.  Remember that the ancient empire of Assyria destroyed the northern ten tribes of Israel, just before 720 BC.  Only Judah survived.  They survived until the Babylonians took the main people of Judah into exile, just after 590 BC, that is, 130 years later.  Then God brought the exiles back to Judah 70 years later.  But for the rest of Old Testament history, the tribes of Israel were lost.  By the time Judah came back from exile Israel had been gone for about 200 years.  They were never heard of again.  So if we read the Old Testament, without studying it carefully, we forget about those ten tribes.  We just write them off.
But in chapter 31 the prophet Jeremiah is told by the Lord that God has not forgotten Israel.  He would not only get Judah back from exile.  He is even going to restore Israel, even though they have been lost to history.  God is going to do the impossible: there will be a resurrection and the whole of Israel shall live again.  All God’s people shall survive in the end.  
This prophecy is repeated in the last book of the Bible.  Revelation chapter 7 is a vision of all the tribes of Israel being found in heaven when God has finished his great, miraculous work of salvation.

The apostle Paul says the same thing in Romans chapter 11:  He points out that he is a descendent of Abraham, and belongs to the tribe of Benjamin, not Judah.  He ends up praising God because what God has promised cannot fail.  So,

“all Israel shall be saved.”
God, who created the world and life and us, has told us that he is also going to raise the dead.  This prophecy of restoring all Israel is a beginning, or sign, of the resurrection to come.  The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead showed us that God means what he says.  But the greatest event of all will be our resurrection from the dead, when Jesus returns at the end of the world.  That is what the Lord of heaven and earth has promised.  We put our faith in his word.  We believe him, and wait faithfully for him to do it.
31.1-2  GOD WILL SAVE ALL ISRAEL
The Lord has an announcement:  When the punishment of the exile is over I shall be the true God of 1all the clans of Israel, and they will be my faithful people.  

This is what the Lord said:   The people, who lost everything and have been gone and forgotten, will get back the goodwill and favour of God.  The people who lived through a time of great slaughter, and were stunned and lost everything, will be able to come back.  Israel will suddenly find rest from their suffering in foreign lands.  They will come back home.  They will find peace at last.  God has promised that.
1all the clans of Israel:  All the clans of Israel actually mean the whole of Israel.  Israel was divided into twelve tribes.  These were named after the twelve sons of Jacob, whose name was changed to Israel by the Lord.  The clans of Israel were usually named after all Jacob’s grandchildren.  There were lots of them.  The clans were the great family groups in the nation.  The tribes were rather like the provinces or states in a country, while the clans were like the cities or towns in a country.  

By saying all the clans, instead of all the tribes, this prophecy is making sure that we understand that it means all the Israelites.  To say, “all the provinces” does mean the whole country.  But to say “all the towns in the country” really means lots of people from the whole country.  God is making sure that everyone understands that he means to save the whole of Israel, not just the Jews.  So Israel here is not just another name for the Jews.  It includes all the Israelites who were God’s people before the Assyrians took them far away and destroyed them as a nation.

31.3-6  GOD WILL RESTORE ISRAEL
Long ago the Lord appeared to me.  He said, I have always loved you a lot.  The reason I showed you so much kindness was to make our relationship good, strong and lasting.

Yes, I am going to restore you so that you will be set up as my people again.  Israel will be mine, pure and religious.  She and I shall be like a newly-married couple.  Once again you will have the lovely pleasure of making music and dancing with happiness.  
Once again you are going to be able to plant gardens and orchards, and be established in your land on 1the hills of Samaria [sa-mary-a].  Those who plant will be able to grow fruit that everyone can enjoy.  
For sure a day is coming when you will hear good news.  The leaders who look after the country will send out a message to the people.  They will invite them to worship the Lord.  They will call out:  Come on!  2Let’s go up to Zion, to the Lord our God.
1the hills of Samaria:  When the Israelites conquered the Promised Land, they settled along the highlands.  This is a range of mountains that run from Hebron in the south to the great valley of Jezreel [jez-reel] in the north.  In the middle of this range was the area given to the tribe of Ephraim [ef-ree-im.  Ephraim was Joseph’s younger son.  Their territory included Jericho in the Jordan Valley and Bethel on the highlands, to the north of Jerusalem.  Joshua led the Israelites into the Promised Land.  Joshua is the Hebrew name for Jesus, which is the Greek name.  Joshua belonged to the tribe of Ephraim.  When he had finished conquering Palestine, he retired to a big farm in the territory of Ephraim.  
The capital of Ephraim was a town called Samaria [sa-meh-ree’a].  The name Samaria means a town built on top of a mountain.  The mountains of Ephraim were higher than the mountains of Judah.  This meant that Ephraim got better rains than the territory of Judah, and so could produce better crops and orchards and gardens.  In time Ephraim became the rival of Judah, in other words, the second most powerful tribe.  After King Solomon died, the northern tribes, under Ephraim’s leadership, broke away from Judah and Jerusalem, to form a separate kingdom.  
But by breaking away from Jerusalem and Zion, Samaria, the capital of the northern tribes, also broke away from God.  The kings of Samaria became more and more wicked.  The worst king was Ahab [ay-hab], and his evil wife, Jezebel [jez-a’bel].  In the end the Assyrians came and conquered the country and took the Israelites into captivity.  They were never heard of again.  They are known as the lost tribes of Israel.  In their place the Assyrians brought foreigners from other countries they had also conquered.  These foreigners settled in Ephraim’s territory, and became known as the Samaritans.  They were living between Judaea in the south and Galilee in the north in the time of Jesus, 700 years later.
2Let’s go up to Zion, to the Lord our God:  This is what the leaders of the northern tribes had always refused to do, throughout their entire history.  From the time after the death of King Solomon, until the Assyrians destroyed their country, the people of Israel had boycotted Jerusalem and its temple in Zion.

31.7-9  THE TRIBES OF EPHRAIM CAN ALSO CELEBRATE
So then, this is what 1the Lord says to us:  Israel, you can now celebrate!  Sing, sing for joy.  Give a loud shout for joy!  You are supreme among the nations.  Tell everyone!  Praise God with thanksgiving and music.  You can say, Lord, save your people.  Save those of Israel who have survived.
The Lord says:  Let me point out that I am bringing them back, back from Babylonia in the north.  I’ll fetch them all, and collect them together from far away, from remote places.  Among them will be those who are blind and those who are lame.  There will be mothers who are going to have babies and those who have babies to look after.  I’ll gather the whole lot together, however weak or helpless they may be.  A great crowd of my people will come here, back to own their home.
They will be so excited: they will arrive with crying and with prayers.  I shall guide them.  I shall bring them back.  I shall lead them so that they get what they need.  They will no longer be desperate.  I shall make life easier for them so that they do not land up falling into trouble and weakness.  I shall do this for them because I am their Father, and the lost tribes of Ephraim are mine.  Ephraim is still very special to me.
1the Lord says to us:  Israel, you can now celebrate:  This is what prophecy is really all about.  It is good news in the end.  God is going to get everything right for all of us who belong to him.  Prophecy is the good news in the Old Testament, while the gospel is the good news in the New Testament.  Prophecy and the gospel are the same thing.  God has given us the good news of his promise to save us and take us all home in the end.  Whatever happens to us now, and however much we suffer in this life, we are all going to end up celebrating God’s victory over sin, suffering and death.  He will gather us all together, get us out of this cruel world, and take us home.  When that happens there shall be wonderful happiness and singing, with lots of praise and love.

31.10-14  GOD SHALL RANSOM AND REDEEM ISRAEL
Listen to what the Lord says.  All the nations of the world, listen!  1Tell all the countries that are around the seas, as well as those that are far away.  Announce to them that 2the Lord, who scattered them when they sinned, will now collect them.  He will fetch them back and look after them the way a shepherd watches over his flock of sheep.
For 3the Lord will ransom and redeem Israel.  He will ransom Jacob, and he will redeem them from the power of their enemies who are too strong for them.
They will come back, and shout for joy with pride for their precious Zion.  They will be so happy because of the goodness of the Lord.  He will provide them with 4good crops of grain and good harvests of wine as well as olive oil.  Their flocks of sheep and their herds of cattle will grow as they have young.  They will have their own well-watered gardens.  They will no longer live in a state of misery.
Then girls will celebrate by dancing, and young men too, and even old men will join in.  I shall also turn their sadness into gladness.  I shall comfort them, and change their suffering into happiness.
I shall make sure that my priests have plenty of what they need.  My people shall also enjoy lots of good things from me.  This is what the Lord has promised.
1Tell all the countries:  It is important to the Lord that the whole world knows what he has done.  Israel is not in trouble because God cannot look after them.  They have gone into exile because they have disobeyed God and behaved very badly.  But the day will come when they have learnt their lesson.  Then the Lord is going to set them free from their exile.  He then wants the world to know that he has restored them because he loves them and is able to look after and care for them.
2the Lord, who scattered them:  When God used the Assyrians to take the Israelites to foreign countries and scatter them amongst strange people, they felt as though God had given up on them.  But the Lord had done this only because the Israelites had given up on him, and had started to live the way the heathen lived.  They ignored and disobeyed God’s commandments.  
But God never forgot them.  They were his people and he kept his eye on them over the centuries, even when they completely forgot about their heavenly Father.  But one day he will bring them back to him.  He will take them home.  He will again look after them, the way good people look after their animals.  He will save them, comfort them, encourage and support them, and give them lots and lots of love and happiness.  That is how it is all going to end.  That is what is written in prophecy.  That is what the gospel says.  That is the wonderful message of the Bible, which is the Word of God.

3the Lord will ransom and redeem Israel:  “Ransom and redeem” is what the message of the Bible is about.  This is the key to understanding God, and what hope and faith in him is really about. 

In this life we have all lost our way.  We have got ourselves and the world into a mess.  Mankind has preferred NOT to listen to God.  We have chosen not to obey him.  We do what we want to do, and we do what is wrong and bad, and gets ugly.  

Most people just go along with this, and suffer from it.  They end up dying, and dead, and gone.  It is tragic!

Even those who think about these problems, and get worried about them, cannot find any answer to this hopelessness.  No one can help us.  We cannot help ourselves, or others.  Nobody has the answer.  All religions are just different forms of guessing what the answer could be.

The God who created us has the answer.  The Lord who has told us how to live is able to save us.  To ransom us means to set us free, to release us from the grip of sin and fear.  God’s ransom means that he gets us out of slavery, for we are all the slaves of death.  Every one of us is going to have to die.  But God has found a way to save us from death.  

Here’s an example of what a ransom is:

Imagine a dog without an owner, wandering around the streets making a nuisance of itself.  It is caught and put in a cage.  It cannot stay there very long, because they will need the cage to get another dog off the streets.  If it does not get an owner, it will have to be put down.  Then someone comes and pays a price for the upkeep and costs of that dog, to ransom it.  She feels sorry for the animal and takes the dog home, and she and the dog become friends for the rest of the dog’s life.  Because that person ransomed the dog, it became happy in its new home.  What made it so happy was being wanted and cared for, and free to enjoy itself with someone it loved.
That’s what a ransom is.
To redeem someone is about redemption.  When the Israelites were scattered among foreign nations, they had no home.  They were no longer a nation.  They did not belong anywhere.  No one wanted or liked them.  They were treated like rubbish.  They got hurt and depressed.  In all those years they did not realise that they still belonged to God, and that God still wanted them.  Because they had turned away from God, they thought that God had turned away from them.  They felt worthless.  But, unknown to them, God had plans to redeem them.
Here is another example of what redemption is:

Imagine a dog without an owner, wandering around the streets making a nuisance of itself.  It is caught and put in a cage.  They hope someone will save the dog.  A man who works for the police ransoms the dog.  When he makes friends with the dog at his home, he discovers that it is quick to learn tricks.  So he takes it to work with him, and trains it to sniff for drugs.  The dog becomes a top drug-buster.  It is able to find drugs cunningly hidden away so that human policemen cannot find them.  From being a dog that was no use to anyone, it has been redeemed to become a first-class drugs detector.  It is now used to save young people’s lives.  More than that, he is now that policeman’s most precious possession, as well as his best friend.  On top of all that, the whole police force is absolutely proud of that dog.  He’s a famous hero, and is quite often in the news!
That’s what redemption is about.  Once we were sinners, causing trouble.  Then God redeems us, and we become rulers and officers in the Kingdom of Heaven, governing wisely and usefully and happily with heaven’s King.  And God is going to do this for lots and lots of people.  I hope to God that YOU will be one of them!
4good crops of grain:  In those days most people were farmers, either with big farms or small plots.  To them the important things in life were crops and harvests, flocks and herds, rain and water.  They did not have to worry about jobs and travel, salaries and promotion, bosses and workers.  But crops and herds meant to them what jobs and salaries mean to modern people.
31.15-17  ISRAEL CAN STOP THEIR CRYING
This is what the Lord said:  A loud and awful sound will be heard in Ramah.  1Rachel  [ray-chel, ch as in chuch], the second wife of Jacob, was buried near Ramah.  That noise in Ramah is Rachel, groaning and crying bitterly.  She is crying like that for her children.  2She refuses to be comforted by anyone, because her children are gone.
3This is what the Lord said:  You can stop that noise of crying, and wipe away the tears in your eyes.  You will be paid back, or compensated, for all that you have been through, says the Lord.  You are going to leave the country of your enemy and come back home.
So there’s hope for your future, declares the Lord.  Your children shall return to your homeland.
1Rachel [ray-chel, ch as in church], the second wife of Jacob, was buried near Ramah:  Ramah was a town built on a hill, about 8 kilometres north of Jerusalem.  (Ramah [ra-ma] means “High up on a hill.”) That was the home town of the prophet Samuel.  Ramah was where the Israelites asked for a king, which resulted in Saul becoming the first king of Israel.  
Ramah was on the main road that ran from north to south along the top of the long mountain range in the centre of Palestine.  After King Solomon died, Israel separated from Judah, and they became enemies.  Ramah was the fort on the border between the two countries.  There was a border post at Ramah.  Israelite soldiers guarded the highway at that point.  Ramah was a hot-spot in Israel and Judah’s history.
When the Assyrians came to attack Israel and Judah, they marched along the main road, right past Ramah.  When the Babylonians attacked Judah, 130 years later, they used Ramah as the centre for their prisoner-of-war concentration camp.  All prisoners were taken there before being marched off to Babylon, which was a thousand miles away.  Jeremiah himself spent a short time in that concentration camp, but was allowed to go free – the only Jew allowed to go.
When Jacob went to Syria to escape being killed by his twin, Esau, he married two women.  They were Leah and Rachel.  Rachel was the one Jacob preferred.  She was particularly pretty.  But Leah was able to have children.  She had six sons and a daughter.  Her pretty sister Rachel could not have children.  This was a source of bitter grief in Rachel and Jacob’s life for a long time.  But eventually God was kind to her and she had two sons of her own: Joseph and little Benjamin.  Sadly she died giving birth to Benjamin at Ramah.  As she gave birth, Rachel knew that she was dying.  So Jacob buried her there, with great sadness.  She was his love.  Rachel’s tomb at Ramah became a national heritage site for the Israelites.
2She refuses to be comforted by anyone, because her children are gone:  This is a prophecy.  If one visited Rachel’s tomb one would have a solemn feeling of sadness.  It would be like visiting any cemetery or graveyard.  This prophecy is based on the great grief that Jacob felt at the time of Rachel’s tragic death.  Jacob’s name by then had been changed by God to Israel.  
Now this prophecy that Jeremiah writes about will apply to the people of Israel who went into exile over a hundred years before.  That was a great tragedy in their history.  This prophecy would also apply to the Jews going into exile over a hundred years after the Israelites.  That was also a terrible tragedy in Jewish history.  It was their first holocaust.  
Then Jeremiah’s prophecy would be applied to a third, incredible, tragedy by the gospel of the Apostle Matthew (in chapter 2.)  It was a year or so after Jesus was born, when Herod murdered all the baby boys under two years old, to try to get Jesus killed.  That would be another six hundred years after Jeremiah’s time.
3This is what the Lord said:
When you read the prophets, notice how many, many times they say this, that the Lord himself spoke to them.  Those prophets had contact with God often.  God would say something to them, and their responsibility was to tell it to the people.  Since what God said was so important, the prophets were afraid that people might think or say that they were saying these things themselves.  Every time God spoke to them, they began their prophecy or message with these words:  This is what the Lord said.

Some people believed them, especially those who loved God.  But there were people who would not listen to God.  Today it’s the same; everywhere there are some people who love God, but many, many people who will not listen to him.  But what was so bad in Jeremiah’s time is that there were people who were jealous of the prophets, and therefore claimed that God had spoken to them.  What they said was usually the opposite of what God had said to his prophets.  They said what people wanted to hear.  They were false prophets.  But what God DID say got written into the Bible, and we are in a good position to know that what they wrote came from God.  God now speaks to us through the Bible, and through people who read and study and pray about the Bible, and make sure that what they are saying is truly what the Bible is saying.  They do not say what people want to hear, but what God wants people to listen to, to think about and pray about.  
The Bible is God speaking to us through the prophets, just as he spoke to those people in those days, and as he has communicated with us through the apostles, who told us what Jesus taught them.

31.18-20  THEY WANT GOD, AND GOD WANTS THEM
Let me assure you that I have seen the people of Ephraim getting upset about what they have done.  I can see that they regret their misbehaviour in the past.  The people said, Lord you disciplined me.  You corrected me.  I now realise that I have been disciplined by God.  I needed it.  I was like a young farm animal that has not been trained to work.  If you will take me back, I’ll get back to doing what I should, because you are the Lord my God.  I belong to you.
You know, after I became wild, I regretted it.  And, once I realised what I had been like, and what I had done, I was thoroughly upset.  I felt awful!  I punched myself on my hip.  I felt ashamed.  I also felt humiliated because I carried the guilt of having behaved disgracefully when I was young.
1Look, Ephraim is my dear son, isn’t he?  Truly, he is a favourite child of mine.  For whenever I criticise him and find fault with him, I still come back to remember this: that I love him!  I love him with all my heart.  I long for him.  What I really want is to comfort him, to treasure him, to hold him tight.  
1Look, Ephraim is my dear son, isn’t he?  Remember that Jeremiah is writing to the Jews.  For generations Jews and Israelites (that is, Ephraim,) were bitter enemies.  It was not easy for Jews to think that the Lord loved the people of Ephraim as well as the people of Judah.  Ephraim and the other tribes had rebelled against the Solomon’s son and against the tribe of Judah.  They had also been conquered by the Assyrians and taken into slavery and exile.  They had been lost for over a hundred years.  Therefore most Jews felt that God had got rid of those tribes that followed Ephraim.  
But now, how can anyone argue with God, and with such marvellous love that he has for his people?  We usually don’t love people if we don’t like them.  But even if we don’t care for others, for any reason, God does.
When God says, he’s my son, isn’t he? he means that Ephraim is definitely his son, and that no one can argue with this.

31.21-26  GET READY TO GO HOME
The time has come to prepare yourselves to 1leave your exile and go home.  Raise up pillars for yourselves along the route.  Put up signs for yourselves to guide you.  Set your heart on going back along the highway.  2Take the road home, girl!  Go back, 3young lady.  Go back home, Israel my dear.  Return to these towns that belong to you, sweetheart.
Surely you are not going to go on being an unreliable and unfaithful daughter, are you?  No, because the Lord is going to produce something that works better in the country you came from:  “A gentle and lovely female will look after a strong and successful male.”  That means that 4God is going to use women to turn men back to God.  This will protect the country.  
(In the Hebrew God is saying, I will have to use women the way a soldier has to get his sword out and sharpen it, so that he can use it to fight with, if he hears the dreadful news that an enemy is attacking his country.)
This is what the Lord of heaven’s hosts said, who is the God of Israel:  I shall tell you the sort of thing that people in the land of Judah, and in its towns, are going to be saying.  When I bring them back from captivity they are going greet one another by saying, “May the Lord bless the Temple, the House of God that stands for what is Right and Just, Zion, the Holy Mountain of God.”  They will surely be completely converted back to me, says the Lord.
They will live happily together in the land of Judah and peacefully in all its towns.  Farmers will be able to move about freely to find grazing for their flocks and herds.  They won’t be restricted anymore.
I shall revive those who are tired, worn-out and depressed.  Those who have failed and are ready to give up, I shall make successful and satisfied.
With this, the prophecy ended, and I woke up.  I looked around, and realised once more what trouble our country was in.  However, my sleep had been very pleasant and refreshing to my soul.  Once again I could face life because of that encouraging prophecy from the Lord.
1leave your exile and go home:  Jeremiah is now speaking to the Jewish exiles in Babylon (even though he calls them “Israel.”)  He is telling them to get themselves ready to go back to Judah.  Any move from one home to another is a big and unsettling thing.  To go all the way to Judah from Babylon, after they had lived there for three generations, would be a massive and very emotional challenge.

But among the exiles would be some grandparents who had come from Judah when they were very young.  They would have quite a good idea of how to get back.  Remember that they had walked from Judah to Babylon.  When you walk you get to know the places you go through quite well.  Jeremiah tells them that as the leading group goes back, they are to put up pillars, like monuments, to show the way to the groups following later.  They must set up signposts along the way to serve as map-guides for the others.  

The route that they were to take was nearly a thousand miles, or 1500 kilometres.  They had to go north-westwards, following the long Euphrates River upstream all the way towards Carchemish [kar-ka-mish].  That’s where the young Prince Nebuchadnezzar had defeated the Assyrians.  When they got to Aleppo, where the river bends to go northwards, they would turn south.  They would then take the highway through Lebanon towards the Sea of Galilee, and then down past Samaria to Judah and Jerusalem.  This journey could easily take four months.  They could not go straight from Babylon to Jerusalem because that would take them into the Saudi Arabian desert.  They had to go around it, to the north of it.  (Years later they used a slightly shorter route going through Damascus and Syria, instead of all the way to Aleppo and Lebanon.)
2Take the road home, girl:  At this point we see something in the Hebrew that one does not see easily in the English Bible.  The Lord is speaking to the Israelites as if they are a young woman.  It’s as if Israel is the girl that he fell in love with.  When she was young, she was lovely.  She and the Lord got on very well, as couples in love do.  
But later on she became unfaithful.  That was when the Lord had to send her away into exile.  She had to live in a country ruled by arrogant and ruthless heathens.  She then came to realise what a mistake she had made in turning away from her Lord.  

But now that she had come to her senses, the Lord found her very attractive again.

3young lady:  The Hebrew word that is used here is “virgin.”  In earlier times in English, girls were called maidens.  In ancient times girls were called virgins.  The main idea of a virgin was that a girl was not yet married.  She usually lived with her parents.  When a young man fell in love with her, they would become engaged.  She would still be a virgin, a girl, but she would now belong to her fiancé.  Once they got married, she would no longer be a girl; she had become a wife and a mother.  Here the Lord is talking about Israel as if she is still a virgin who is engaged to him.  What this means is that he finds her very attractive.  He is in love with her.  He is looking forward to them belonging to each other for the future.
4God is going to use women:  By the way, if you have come to believe in prophecy, and believe that prophecy means good news in the end, then here is something of a secret:  The prophecy that God is going to use women is a faint and distant idea that God is going to use a woman to bring the Messiah into the world one day.  The more clearly you believe in the prophecies of the Bible, the more you will pick up tips and hints or signs that the Lord has plans to use his Son to save his people.  Only God knows exactly when that is going to happen and exactly how that is going to happen.  But in this prophecy we have a small clue, so that we know what to look for and keep our eyes and ears open for.  God used Mary to look after her child, Jesus, and to give him a good start in life.
There is also one outstanding, lovely and very brave woman that God used to save the Jewish nation before the exile ended.  That was Queen Esther.
In history there have been many times when godly women encouraged their husbands or sons to turn to the Lord in times of trouble.

In modern times you will also find that there are often, or usually, more women in church than men.  Women, wives, mothers play such an important role in every home.  It also applies to churches.  So often women are so vital.  It is not their strength and abilities that God uses so much as their lovely character and nature.  God uses women, especially lovely and noble ladies like Deborah and Ruth, Esther and Mary.

31.27-30  GOD WILL REBUILD ISRAEL AND JUDAH
This is the promise the Lord has made:  Listen!  The days are coming when I shall set up the nation of Israel and the nation of Judah.  I shall build them up again with people and with animals.
I used to keep a watchful eye on them when they misbehaved.  Then I punished them.  I pulled them out of their country like weeds.  I pulled them down like knocking a building down.  I broke them up like smashing a plate.  I destroyed their country.  I ruined them!  But this time I am going to keep a careful eye on them to see that they are safe and well.  I shall see to it that they are built up in their country and settled down.  This is what the Lord has promised.
In those days people will no longer complain as they did during the exile.  They used to say, Our parents were the ones that sinned, but we are being judged and punished for it.  The saying that they used was, “Our forefathers ate sour grapes but it is our teeth that are set on edge.”
But now you will see that each one is going to be judged and punished for his own sin.  If someone sins, he will be the one who dies.  Yes, in future the person who eats sour grapes will set his own teeth on edge, not anyone else’s.  
31.31-34  GOD’S NEW COVENANT WITH HIS PEOPLE
Now we come to the most important part of the whole book of Jeremiah.  It is called Jeremiah 31.31, chapter 31, verse 31.  This is where Jeremiah prophecies that God is going to do a new thing: he is going to do his work with people in a different way.  That means that when the Messiah comes something is going to change.  Some things will stay the same, but some things will also be different.  That is what one would expect if God sent a Messiah, especially if the Messiah was his Son from heaven.  What Jeremiah says is quoted in the gospels of Matthew (26), Mark (14) and Luke (22).  It is also quoted in the epistles of Romans (11), 1 Corinthians (11), and Hebrews (8 and 10).
In the past God dealt with his people as a nation.  In any nation there are always some good people as well as some bad people. God looked after the nation for the sake of the good people.  If the nation did the right thing and people said the right thing, God would care for them.  But it did not work.  In time the good people became fewer and fewer, while the bad people became more and more, and took over running the country. 
 As the years went by people said and did the right things when they went to church, to worship together, but they did the wrong things when they went home and when they went to work.  People would say the right things, but they would not do what was right.  They told lies to cover up the wrong things they did.  People got more and more interested in what the heathen nations were like, and what they did, and listened less and less to God.  Over a period of time people came to regard what was wrong as normal, and what was right as goody-goody and ridiculous, as fanatical and bizarre.  They even thought that what was bad was either acceptable or just unfortunate.  They also believed that what was good was weird and frustrating and irritating.  Listening to God became unacceptable.  Doing what everyone did became quite acceptable.
But, said Jeremiah in 31.31, God is going to work in another way:  Instead of working with a nation that keeps on going wrong, he is going to work with individuals.  He is going to get persons to love him, to listen to him, and to obey him.  He is going to change certain people’s hearts.  He is going to correct and improve their attitudes.  He is going to teach them how he wants them to love and to live, how he wants them to trust him, and what he wants them to hope for.  He is going to inspire them to be good, and to do good, whatever other people do or don’t do, or what they like or don’t like.  God is going to get all who believe in him ready to go to heaven.
Listen to this announcement by the Lord:  A time is coming when I shall make a new 1covenant with my people.  It will be a different and better arrangement, with both Israel as well as with Judah.

It will not be like 2the covenant I made with their ancestors.  That was when I gave them my support and took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt.  I shall have to change the covenant because they broke their promise.  They betrayed that original covenant.  They left me, even though I was their lord and their husband, and looked after them.  That is what the Lord says.
This is the covenant that I shall make with the people of Israel after those days, says the Lord.  I shall put my law right into their soul.  I shall set it up in their heart.  I shall record it in their mind and feelings.  Then I shall truly be their God, and they shall be my faithful people.  God becomes real once he gets us to love him and obey him, and to keep it up.
No longer will anyone have to teach his friend how to get 3to know the Lord.  No more will someone have to train anyone he knows to get him to understand the Lord.  For under the new covenant all of them will know me and understand what I want.  From the least important person to the most important person, they will all believe in me and obey me, declares the Lord.  That’s because I shall forgive their sins and pardon their crimes.  I won’t remember their faults and foolishness anymore.
1covenant:  A covenant means making a deal, making a promise, coming to an agreement with someone else.  A marriage is a covenant.  It’s a promise that is made to keep.  A covenant means that one means what one says.  It demands faithfulness and loyalty, pride and honour.  It’s important; it’s a priority.  It makes sure, or guarantees, that one will do the right thing.  
In Hebrew the words are “to cut a covenant” with someone.  When people made, or cut, a covenant with anyone, they would hold a ceremony.  The purpose of the ceremony was two things:  
First, to make quite sure that everyone is serious, that they really mean what they are doing.  The promises they make must be genuine.  All involved must make a show, a demonstration, that what they say is honest.  Any covenant with anyone must be made with integrity.  To encourage integrity they would invite guests to be witnesses to the making of these promises or vows.
Secondly, a covenant must be celebrated.  Eating and drinking together, and having a good time with one another, is the right way to show that a covenant is made in the right spirit.  People must like one another and relax together.  It must all be done in a good mood. 
So, in those days and in that culture they “cut a covenant”.  An animal would be slaughtered.  Its carcass would be cut into two parts.  There would be lots of blood coming from that.  Then the two partners of the covenant would each walk between the two parts.  They would get some of the blood on them, and each one would make the promise:  
“I promise that if I break my word to you
then I am willing to be cut in half like this animal
that we have sacrificed together.
I promise you that I will not let you down!”
After making that promise, the carcass was cut into pieces of meat to be cooked, and a party was organised for everyone, including the witnesses, to enjoy together.  

That is what was meant by “cutting a covenant.”
2the covenant I made with their ancestors:  That covenant was cut, or made, between God and the nation of Israel at Mount Sinai in the Sinai Desert after the exodus from Egypt.  It was made while Moses was their leader.  With this covenant Moses’ older brother Aaron became the High Priest of the Israelites.  He was the priest between God and his people.  When he died his son would replace him, and then his grandson after his son died, and so on.  At that time Moses was given God’s laws to give to the Israelites, the people of God, for them to obey permanently.  The most famous laws are the Ten Commandments.  God wanted Israel not only to live up to those excellent laws, but also make them known to the world.  As people anywhere got to know those laws, they would also get to know the true, living God who created all mankind.

3to know the Lord:  To know the Lord means to believe in him and love him, and to trust him and obey him.  The better we know God the more willingly we shall obey him and the more fully we shall trust him.  The better we know the living God the more deeply we shall love him.  That is what the covenant is really about.  It’s a thing of the heart, the soul and the attitude.
31.35-37  THE LORD IS FAITHFUL
God now guarantees that when he makes a covenant with his people, he keeps his promise.  He does not break his covenant.  We can always count on him to be faithful.  The Lord is perfectly and powerfully reliable forever.

This is what the Lord says:  I am he who sets the sun in the sky to provide light during the day.  I produce the rules by which the moon and the stars give light during the night.  I control the sea and keep its waves moving.  The name of the One who does all this is THE LORD OF HOSTS, who is Almighty; who is in Control, and who is Reliable.
Only if these laws of nature stop operating while I am the Lord – only then will the future generations of Israel cease to be a nation as far as I am concerned.  That is how it will always be.  This is what the Lord has announced.
This is what the Lord says:  If the heavens above can be measured, or the core of the earth below could be explored, only then would I give up on the future generations of Israel because of what they have done.  This is what the Lord declares.
31.38-40  JERUSALEM WILL BE REBUILT TO BE HOLY
I want you to look forward to the time, declares the Lord, when the city of 1Jerusalem will be rebuilt for the Lord.  2The northern wall will be restored, from the north-east tower to the north-west corner.
Then the wall will go in a line to the south-west, opposite a small hill, and then turn to go to the south-east, where 3the Kidron Valley is.  4Jerusalem will be surrounded by walls in the form of a large square.
5The whole Kidron Valley will become holy for the Lord.  Everything in the valley will be holy, even the carcasses and the ashes and all the fields, right up to the corner at the gate the horses use.  
1Jerusalem will be rebuilt for the Lord:  This prophecy means that the people of Judah will be given another chance.  They can make a new start in life.  It also means that they can get back to a good friendship or relationship with God.  God will accept them and once again look after them as he used to do long ago.

2The northern wall:   Jerusalem is protected on three sides by natural means, which are valleys.  Above the valleys were high walls.  The valley slopes and the walls were a strong defence.  But the northern wall faces a flat landscape outside.  So the northern wall was vital for offering protection to the city.  
The only part of the wall that has survived until now is a part of the western wall.  It is now a special place where Jews can go to offer special prayers to God, a place where tourists can witness this.  It was part of the wall around the ancient temple area, and Jews worship there in the hope that one day the temple will be rebuilt.  Jerusalem’s walls were destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD, but they left this part of the wall standing.  It is about 20 metres high, or over 100 feet.  On the other side of the wall are the Muslim mosques, built where Solomon’s temple used to be.
It is called the Wailing Wall because Jews are grieving over the loss of their temple.  The first temple was built by Solomon.  It was destroyed by the Babylonians.  In its place was the other temple built by the Jews who returned from exile in Babylon.  It was spectacularly renovated and improved by Herod the Great in the time of Jesus, but was destroyed by the Romans about 40 years after Jesus.

3the Kidron Valley:  The Kidron Valley lies to the south of the city wall, and then turns northwards and runs outside the wall on the eastern side.  In the east the valley lay between the temple and the Mount of Olives.  In the valley in the south lay the huge dump called Gehenna.  That was where all the rubbish was burnt.  The fires of Gehenna never stopped burning.  They reminded people of hell.
4Jerusalem will be surrounded by walls in the form of a large square:  The city of Jerusalem was what the people of God believed in, in the same way that believers treasure the Bible and the church.  The walls around the holy city gave to the believers the idea that they were safe.  The large square meant that the walls that protected Jerusalem and her people were extra safe.  God would surely look after them.  

Jeremiah is prophesying that the Lord is not just going to get his people home again, but that their home is going to be completely safe in future.  Their grandparents had been conquered by the Babylonian army, and the walls were broken open so that they had no protection.
To understand this prophecy of Jerusalem’s safety better we can go to the book of Revelation at the end of the New Testament.  In chapter 21 we read about what the New Jerusalem in heaven is like.  In John’s vision of the city, it was measured, which means that it was explained to the Apostle John, and to all of us, so that we know what it’s going to be like.  
In the vision Jerusalem will also be a square, but it will be HUGE!  And it will not only be a square: it will be a cube.  It will be 12 000 stadia long, 12 000 stadia wide and 12 000 stadia HIGH!  If you realise that one stadium is the length of two football fields, you will begin to see how stunning this heavenly city is.  Our new home will not only be very big, and very safe, and also reach right up to heaven.
But we must remember that this vision in Revelation is also prophecy.  It is not about building or engineering or architecture.  If walls mean safety, and the square walls around a city mean extra safety, then what does a cube of walls mean?  That cubic city, completely covered by walls, means that it is completely, absolutely, utterly, perfectly, ideally and permanently safe.  So are all God’s people who are proud of the New Jerusalem. 
“Twelve thousand” has two meanings in prophecy:  The “twelve” means all God’s people (who used to be in twelve tribes.)  The “thousand” just means lots and lots and lots of them, more than one can count.  

There will be many, many, many people in heaven, because God is so kind, so powerful, and so wise. 

5The whole Kidron Valley will become holy for the Lord:  The Lord has promised that Jerusalem is once again going to be safe for God’s people.  But there is something else that God has his eye on, that is important to him.  And it should be important to us too.  Jerusalem is going to be holy.  Now what does “holy” mean?  It is not a word that we usually use day by day.
Holy means that something is different.  It is special.  It is not just like ordinary things.  Holy means that something is pure or clean.  Holy means that it is connected with God, or used for the worship of God.  One example is the Bible.  Another is the church.  Another is money that is given to God’s work.  It also applies to people.  Ministers or priests or missionaries do holy work for God.  They try to get people to worship God.  They are special people.  Where people do worship God, they also become holy.  People who love God and obey him and are faithful to him are also holy.  They are special.  All God’s angels are also holy.  Every one of God’s people who is in heaven is holy.  
But, of course, holy applies especially to God.  He is perfectly pure and absolutely clean.  He is utterly good.  He is also amazingly and marvellously majestic and awesome.  His holiness is special: it is glorious!  The Lord is very proud of his holiness.  God’s holiness is lovely!
The Lord wants his people on earth to be holy.  That is why Jerusalem and the temple were there, and why they were holy.  So what does God expect of us, if we are to live holy lives?  It helps us to compare holiness with soldiering.  

Being a soldier means that the army and one’s country must come first.  The army even comes before one’s family.  

HOLINESS means that God comes first.  He comes before anything else in our lives.  
A soldier puts his country even before his own life.  

HOLINESS means that we live for God.  My life is not as important as God.  
A soldier must do his duty.  Duty comes first.

HOLINESS means that we always obey God.  
A soldier will always obey his commander.  


HOLINESS means we must do what God expects us to do.  Believers have a duty to stand up for what is true and right.  We have a duty to be honest and kind.  We have a duty to support one another.  We all belong to God.  
A soldier is different from a civilian.  He wears a uniform.  If you look more closely you should see that he is smart, tough and well trained.  He is proud of the unit he belongs to.

HOLINESS means that God’s people are different.  We don’t just live for ourselves.  We live for God.  It is an honour for us to live for the Lord.  That is the basic idea of holiness.  The Lord wants his people to be holy, for his own sake, because holiness is so good!  God’s people should be people one can trust, people who are unselfish and care about others.  They are people whom God has trained to be good and to do good.  You can tell who is a believer because he or she is proud of the Lord.
In this prophecy the Lord says that the whole Kidron Valley will be holy.  The Kidron Valley, south east of the city, was where all the rubbish was dumped and burnt.  But it was not just rubbish as we understand it.  It was especially the leftovers from the sacrifices made at the temple.  Bits and pieces of animal carcasses were taken down to Kidron.  The fat that was burnt on the altar produced grease that was scrapped off and added to the fires in the valley.  The gate that the horses used was also a messy place, but their droppings would be cleaned up and used as manure in the fields in the valley.  All the waste and rubbish and leftovers, as well as dead things, was to be burnt or incinerated in the Kidron Valley.  Fire makes things very clean, even cleaner than water can wash them.  In this way the temple and Jerusalem were kept clean.  
Now, says the Lord, when you get back to Jerusalem, it is going to be holy.  Even the most filthy place will be holy.  It will be acceptable to God.  That is where his people get rid of everything that is foul and ugly, everything that stinks.  That is just what God wants.  He wants us to get rid of sin and whatever is sinful, and nasty, and horrible, and anything and everything bad.  God wants sinners to come right.  God wants us all to repent of sin.  True repentance automatically makes us holy, no matter what wrong or rotten things we have done in the past.  Once we come clean, the Lord is proud to have us as his children.
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