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Jeremiah in the Jewish Tradition  
Rabbi Esther Hugenholtz 

 
Introducing Jeremiah: 

 

Historical context: 

The book of Jeremiah open in approximately 627 B.C. in the 13th year of King Josiah’s 

reign.  

His ministry starts from 627 B.C. till the Babylonian Exile of 586 B.C. and continues until 

582 B.C., spanning a 45 year career, the longest prophetic career in the Bible.  

Book of Jeremiah records Josiah’s reforms (622), his death (609), his son Johoiakim’s 

rule (609 – 598), kings who follow on (and their failures) as well as the Babylonian exile, 

starting with the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem in 598 and the final exile of 586. 

Jeremiah continues on with his prophetic activity until 582. The book also reflects on the 

Assyrian conquest of the Northern Kingdom a century earlier.  
Shift of power dynamic during Jeremiah’s lifetime: Assyria was dominant power in 

Jeremiah’s youth, to be overtaken by Egypt and Babylon. Babylon was the regional 

power but was challenged by Egypt, an ally of Assyria. Egypt/Assyria (allied to Josiah) 

failed to hold on to their power and hold back Babylonian conquests but did pull small 

nations (ie. the Israelite nations) into their political orbit until they were conquered by 

Babylon when Nebuchadnezzar defeated the Egyptians.  

Davidic lineage through Josiah saw his three sons ascend the throne: Jehoahaz, 

Jehoiakim, Zedekiah and the son of Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin (boy-king who surrendered to 

Nebuchadnezzar). All were unstable rulers.  

Zedekiah tried to rebel against Babylon through an alliance with Egypt but Babylon 

sieged Jerusalem for 2 years and starved the people. He tried to flee but was captured, 
had his sons killed before his eyes, was blinded, exiled and imprisoned. 1st Temple was 

destroyed.  
Nebuchadnezzar exiled majority of Judean population (Israelite/Northern kingdom had 

already been destroyed) but left Jeremiah and a remnant to safeguard the land.  
The book is not chronologically but thematically structured. 

 

Structure of the book: 

Chapters 1 – 25: discusses the evil of Judah under 3 kings: Josiah, Jehoiakim and 

Zedekiah. 
Chapters 26 – 36: stories about Jeremiah and prophecies concerning Jehoiakim and 

Zedekiah. 
Chapters 37 – 45: Jeremiah’s last days before his death, narrated by Baruch. 

Chapters 46 – 51: prophecies against the nations. 
Chapter 52: fall of Jerusalem.  

Classed as ‘Deuteronomistic’ genre: very similar in themes and style to the book of 
Deuteronomy.  

 

Biography: 

When Jeremiah is called, he is young and from a Priestly family from Anatoth, a small 

town north of Jerusalem, tribe of Benjamin. 
Defends and draws on Deuteronomy and Hosea, favours Zion (Jerusalem) and Southern 

Kingdom.  
Follows on from Isaiah (and Hosea) and prepares the way for Ezekiel.  

Major concerns for him were idolatry and injustice and the covenant.  
Emotionally-involved prophet.  

Remains unmarried by demand of God. (Jer. 16:1-4).  

Is seen by royal authorities as a traitor and imprisoned.  (Jer. 37-39).  

Exposes false prophets like Hananiah who claimed God would destroy the Babylonians.  
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Buys a farm as an expression of hope despite the conquest and exile (Jer. 32) 
 

Themes in Jeremiah: 

Theodicy: God is punishing Israel through the nations (God is righteous; therefore Israel 

must be unrighteous to merit punishment through the Babylonian exile).  

Universalism and pure monotheism 

God’s election of Israel is about a foundation of correct behavior (morally and ritually) 

not just about loyalty 

Jeremiah is making a case: look at what happened to the Northern Kingdom/Shiloh 

(destroyed) – God already destroyed a temple – don’t be arrogant 

How can Davidic lineage be overthrown given the promise of eternal rule? Jeremiah 

talks about the remnant returning from exile. So Davidic lineage is eternal but there can 

still be destruction and exile 

David’s family will always rule Israel as long as Israel exists as a polity. But the Jewish 

people remaining in the land is not an absolute promise: if you fall astray, you will be 
exiled from the land (Deuteronomistic theme) – and then David’s family cannot reign 

 

Verses of study and interest: 

 

Jer. 2:2-3 (covenant as marital relationship, similar theme to Hosea) 

 
2 “Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem: 

“This is what the LORD says: 

“‘I remember the devotion of your youth, 

    how as a bride you loved me 

and followed me through the wilderness, 
    through a land not sown. 
3 Israel was holy to the LORD, 
    the firstfruits of his harvest; 

all who devoured her were held guilty, 
    and disaster overtook them,’” 

declares the LORD. 

 

Jer. 2:27-28 (idolatry) 

 
27 They say to wood, ‘You are my father,’ 

    and to stone, ‘You gave me birth.’ 
They have turned their backs to me 

    and not their faces; 
yet when they are in trouble, they say, 

    ‘Come and save us!’ 
28 Where then are the gods you made for yourselves? 

    Let them come if they can save you 

    when you are in trouble! 

For you, Judah, have as many gods 

    as you have towns. 
 

 
Jer. 2:33-35 (Israel’s betrayal of God in marital metaphor) 

 
33 How skilled you are at pursuing love! 

    Even the worst of women can learn from your ways. 
34 On your clothes is found 

    the lifeblood of the innocent poor, 
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    though you did not catch them breaking in. 
Yet in spite of all this 
35     you say, ‘I am innocent; 
    he is not angry with me.’ 

But I will pass judgment on you 

    because you say, ‘I have not sinned.’ 

 

Jer. 3:12 (God’s forgiveness in the face of repentance) 

 
12 Go, proclaim this message toward the north: 

“‘Return, faithless Israel,’ declares the LORD, 

    ‘I will frown on you no longer, 

for I am faithful,’ declares the LORD, 

    ‘I will not be angry forever. 

 
Jer. 3:16-17 (the irrelevance of the Ark of the Covenant and ‘material’ religion) 

 
16 In those days, when your numbers have increased greatly in the land,” declares 

the LORD, “people will no longer say, ‘The ark of the covenant of the LORD.’ It will never 

enter their minds or be remembered; it will not be missed, nor will another one be 

made. 17 At that time they will call Jerusalem The Throne of the LORD, and all nations will 

gather in Jerusalem to honor the name of theLORD. No longer will they follow the 

stubbornness of their evil hearts. 

 

Jer. 3:19-20 (unfaithfulness of Israel) 

 
19 “I myself said, 

“‘How gladly would I treat you like my children 
    and give you a pleasant land, 

    the most beautiful inheritance of any nation.’ 
I thought you would call me ‘Father’ 

    and not turn away from following me. 
20 But like a woman unfaithful to her husband, 

    so you, Israel, have been unfaithful to me,” 

declares the LORD. 
 

Jer. 7 (Temple sermon: God will destroy Jerusalem (Southern Kingdom) just like He 
destroyed the sanctuary at Shiloh (Northern Kingdom) which had hosted the Ark of the 

Covenant. Jeremiah calls people to recognise their idolatry, injustice and hypocrisy). 
  

7 This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 2 “Stand at the gate of the LORD’s 
house and there proclaim this message: 

“‘Hear the word of the LORD, all you people of Judah who come through these gates to 

worship theLORD. 3 This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: Reform your 

ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place. 4 Do not trust in 

deceptive words and say, “This is the temple of theLORD, the temple of the LORD, the 
temple of the LORD!” 5 If you really change your ways and your actions and deal with 

each other justly, 6 if you do not oppress the foreigner, the fatherless or the widow and 
do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not follow other gods to your own 

harm, 7 then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your ancestors for ever and 
ever. 8 But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless. 
9 “‘Will you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury,[a] burn incense to Baal and 

follow other gods you have not known, 10 and then come and stand before me in this 

house, which bears my Name, and say, “We are safe”—safe to do all these detestable 
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things? 11 Has this house, which bears my Name, become a den of robbers to you? But I 
have been watching! declares the LORD. 
12 “‘Go now to the place in Shiloh where I first made a dwelling for my Name, and see 
what I did to it because of the wickedness of my people Israel. 13 While you were doing 

all these things, declares theLORD, I spoke to you again and again, but you did not listen; I 

called you, but you did not answer.14 Therefore, what I did to Shiloh I will now do to the 

house that bears my Name, the temple you trust in, the place I gave to you and your 

ancestors. 15 I will thrust you from my presence, just as I did all your fellow Israelites, the 

people of Ephraim.’ 
16 “So do not pray for this people nor offer any plea or petition for them; do not plead 

with me, for I will not listen to you. 17 Do you not see what they are doing in the towns of 

Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem? 18 The children gather wood, the fathers light the 

fire, and the women knead the dough and make cakes to offer to the Queen of 

Heaven. They pour out drink offerings to other gods to arouse my anger. 19 But am I the 

one they are provoking? declares the LORD. Are they not rather harming themselves, to 
their own shame? 
20 “‘Therefore this is what the Sovereign LORD says: My anger and my wrath will be 

poured out on this place—on man and beast, on the trees of the field and on the crops of 

your land—and it will burn and not be quenched. 
21 “‘This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: Go ahead, add your burnt 

offerings to your other sacrifices and eat the meat yourselves! 22 For when I brought 

your ancestors out of Egypt and spoke to them, I did not just give them commands about 

burnt offerings and sacrifices, 23 but I gave them this command: Obey me, and I will be 

your God and you will be my people. Walk in obedience to all I command you, that it 

may go well with you. 24 But they did not listen or pay attention; instead, they followed 

the stubborn inclinations of their evil hearts. They went backward and not 
forward.25 From the time your ancestors left Egypt until now, day after day, again and 

again I sent you my servants the prophets. 26 But they did not listen to me or pay 
attention. They were stiff-necked and did more evil than their ancestors.’ 
27 “When you tell them all this, they will not listen to you; when you call to them, they 
will not answer.28 Therefore say to them, ‘This is the nation that has not obeyed 

the LORD its God or responded to correction. Truth has perished; it has vanished from 

their lips. 
29 “‘Cut off your hair and throw it away; take up a lament on the barren heights, for 

the LORD has rejected and abandoned this generation that is under his wrath. 
The Valley of Slaughter 
30 “‘The people of Judah have done evil in my eyes, declares the LORD. They have set up 
their detestable idols in the house that bears my Name and have defiled it. 31 They have 

built the high places of Topheth in the Valley of Ben Hinnom to burn their sons and 
daughters in the fire—something I did not command, nor did it enter my mind. 32 So 

beware, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when people will no longer call it 
Topheth or the Valley of Ben Hinnom, but the Valley of Slaughter, for they will bury the 

dead in Topheth until there is no more room. 33 Then the carcasses of this people will 

become food for the birds and the wild animals, and there will be no one to frighten 

them away. 34 I will bring an end to the sounds of joy and gladness and to the voices of 

bride and bridegroom in the towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem, for the land 
will become desolate. 

 
Jer. 29:11 (a hopeful future) 

 
11 For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not 

to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. 

 

Jer. 31:31-34 (a new covenant) 
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31 “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, 

    “when I will make a new covenant 
with the people of Israel 

    and with the people of Judah. 
32 It will not be like the covenant 

    I made with their ancestors 

when I took them by the hand 

    to lead them out of Egypt, 

because they broke my covenant, 

    though I was a husband to[a] them,[b]” 

declares the LORD. 
33 “This is the covenant I will make with the people of Israel 

    after that time,” declares the LORD. 

“I will put my law in their minds 
    and write it on their hearts. 

I will be their God, 

    and they will be my people. 
34 No longer will they teach their neighbor, 

    or say to one another, ‘Know the LORD,’ 

because they will all know me, 

    from the least of them to the greatest,” 

declares the LORD. 

“For I will forgive their wickedness 

    and will remember their sins no more.” 

 
Jer. 33:11 (joy returns to Zion) 

 
11 the sounds of joy and gladness, the voices of bride and bridegroom, and the voices of 

those who bring thank offerings to the house of the LORD, saying, 
“Give thanks to the LORD Almighty, 

    for the LORD is good; 

    his love endures forever.” 

For I will restore the fortunes of the land as they were before,’ says the LORD. 
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