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01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1
JERUSALEM; THE GRIEVING WIDOW,[1]
THE THEME OF LAMENTATIONS
Lamentations 1:1-3
"How doth the city sit solitary that was full of people!
She has become as a widow, she that was great among the nations!

She that was a princess among the provinces is become tributary!

She weepeth sore in the night, and her tears are on her cheeks;

Among all her lovers she hath none to comfort her:

All her friends have dealt treacherously with her;

they are become her enemies.

Judah is gone into captivity,

because of affliction and because of great servitude;

She dwelleth among the nations, she findeth no rest.

All her persecutors overtook her within the straits."

"How doth the city sit solitary" (Lamentations 1:1). "The word `How' is the characteristic introduction to an elegy, or a dirge."[2] The Hebrew text used the word as the title of the book; and it carries the sense, "Behold, how great a tragedy!"

There is no continuity of thought in Lamentations. "It repeats themes in various ways, with numerous descriptions of calamity, along with psychological and emotional reactions of the people."[3]
"She is become as a widow" (Lamentations 1:2). "Many years later, a Roman coin struck by Titus (70 A.D.) depicted a woman sitting under a palm-tree with the inscription `JUDEA CAPTA' (as in Lamentations 1:3)."[4] A grief-stricken woman sitting in misery and poverty represented the common fate of countless widows in antiquity, and this was an apt portrayal of the humiliation of the Chosen People.

"Among all her lovers ... none to comfort her" (Lamentations 1:2). "These lovers were those nations such as Egypt who had wooed her into their alliance against Babylon (Jeremiah 27:3)."[5] Of course, they supported Judea only so long as it served their own selfish interests to do so; and Judah's stupidity in this was most reprehensible because they ignored the urgent and repeated warnings of their holy prophets against such alliances with those false lovers.

"All her friends, ... are become her enemies" (Lamentations 1:2). "The prophecy of Isaiah has come true (Isaiah 39:5-7; 47:8,9)."[6] The mighty Jerusalem, once the great capital of Solomon's extensive empire, to which many nations paid tribute, has now fallen to cruel and arrogant conquerors. Once respected and honored, now hated and despised; once flourishing and prosperous, now forsaken and deserted, her Temple looted and burned, her walls broken down, her population butchered or deported, except for the poorest of the land, her condition was pitiful indeed. "And her plight was made even worse by the pagan environment."[7]
May this terrible disgrace and humiliation of the proudest nation of all antiquity be a lesson for those nations which today are called "super-powers." Let them (including the U.S.A.) remember why it happened to Judea; and as Matthew Henry wrote, "Let no family, no state, no nation, no Babylon, nor any other, proudly boast of their security, saying, `I sit as a queen and shall never sit as a widow' (Isaiah 47:8; Revelation 17:7)."[8] "The Most High ruleth in the kingdom of men, and giveth it to whomsoever he will" (Daniel 4:25).

"Judah is gone into captivity because of affliction" (Lamentations 1:3). This was true in two ways. Judah had been forced into captivity by the military arm of Babylon, which resulted in captivity and servitude, but there was also a contingent of Judah, who attempted to escape their bondage by fleeing into Egypt. Jeremiah was probably taken against his will with that group. Cheyne wrote that, "Here the prophet is not thinking of the deportation of the captives, but of the Jews who sought refuge in foreign lands (Jeremiah 40:11)."[9] Dummelow also favored this understanding of Lamentations 1:3. "This means that the Jews sought exile in order to escape the sufferings to which they were exposed in their native land."[10]
"Here persecutors overtook her within the straits" (Lamentations 1:3). This may very well be a reference to Nebuchadnezzar's capture of the fleeing Zedekiah who tried to escape the siege of Jerusalem. Jerusalem's doom was sealed in that capture.

Verse 4
THE REASON FOR JERUSALEM'S HUMILIATION
"The ways of Zion do mourn, because none come to the solemn assembly;
All her gates are desolate, her priests do sigh;

Her virgins are afflicted, and she herself is in bitterness.

Her adversaries are become the head, her enemies prosper;

For Jehovah hath afflicted her for the multitude of her transgressions:

Her young children are gone into captivity before the adversary.

And from the daughter of Zion all her majesty is departed:

Her princes are become like harts that find no pasture,

And they are gone without strength before the pursuer.

Jerusalem remembereth in the day of her affliction and of her miseries;

all the pleasant things that were from the days of old:

When her people fell into the hand of the adversary,

and none did help her,

The adversaries saw her, they did mock at her desolations."

"The ways of Zion do mourn" (Lamentations 1:4). The `ways' were the roads leading to Jerusalem, which before the captivity were thronged with traffic as thousands made their way to the great annual festivals of Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. No one attended any more. The inaccurate critical canard that, "The word Zion here was not a sanctuary name till after the exile,"[11] is disproved by the 43 times that Isaiah so used the term, plus the seventeen times Jeremiah used it, as well as many, many other times the term is found in Psalms, Amos, Joel and other prophets. Those who try to date Lamentations far later than the times of Jeremiah will need to come up with something a lot better than that.

"For the multitude of her transgressions" (Lamentations 1:5). There is a reason for the overwhelming destruction that befell Jerusalem, not merely in the instance of Nebuchadnezzar's destruction of it, but also again in 70 A.D. when Vespasian and Titus reduced it to rubble. The first destruction was due to the total apostasy of the wicked nation in their total departure from the Law of Moses, and the second was due to their consciousless rejection of the true Messiah the Son of God. Nations that today reject the Christian religion are asking for the same fate that again and again overwhelmed Jerusalem. The fact that evil men do not believe it is immaterial.

"Her young children are gone into captivity ... before the adversary" (Lamentations 1:5;). "They went not as a flock of lambs that follow the shepherd, but as slaves driven like cattle before the army of the Chaldeans."[12]
"The language of this verse may be drawn from Deuteronomy 28:24, which describes the judgment that would be visited upon a disobedient Israel."[13]
"They are gone without strength before the pursuer" (Lamentations 1:6). "This refers to Zedekiah and the nobles who have turned tail and fled away."[14] Also, there appears here a possible excuse for their capture. They fled "without strength," (a reference to the famine (2 Kings 25:4). From hunger and starvation they were weakened and easily outrun and captured by the Chaldeans.

"They did mock at her desolations" (Lamentations 1:7). The derision and mockery of God's chosen people was perhaps the bitterest part of their punishment. They had forsaken the true God in order to revel in the lascivious worship of the gods of the pagans; and now the devotees of those pagan gods and goddesses were reveling in their mockery and taunting derisions of the Israel of God. It is little wonder that Israel, in this, forever rejected those pagan deities, never again stooping to honor their worship.

Verse 8
JERUSALEM'S PUNISHMENT RELATED TO HER SINS
"Jerusalem hath grievously sinned;
therefore she is become as an unclean thing;

All that honored her despise her,

because they have seen her nakedness:

Yea, she sigheth, and turneth backward.

Her filthiness was in her skirts;

she remembered not her latter end;

Therefore is she come down wonderfully;

she hath no comforter.

Behold, O Jerusalem, my affliction;

for the enemy hath magnified himself.

The adversary hath spread out his hand upon all her pleasant things:

For she hath seen that the nations are entered into her sanctuary,

Concerning whom thou didst command

that they should not enter thine assembly.

All her people sigh, they seek bread;

They have given their pleasant things for food to refresh the soul"

"They have seen her nakedness" (Lamentations 1:8). The wickedness of Israel was adultery, the taking of the worship which properly belonged to God alone (her husband) and the giving of it to the pagan gods and goddesses of the people, spiritual adultery, as it was called; however, it was the brazen immorality of that idol worship which constituted its principal offense; and that is what is meant by the reference in Lamentations 1:9 that, "her filthiness was in her skirts." In ancient times, the punishment of an immoral woman was a brutal public display of her naked body, in which her skirts were tied above her head and she was shamefully scourged out of society. (See our commentary under Nahum 3:5 for a further discussion of this type of humiliation.)

"She sigheth, and turneth backward" (Lamentations 1:8). "She turns her back upon her spectators in order to hide herself from their gaze."[15] We can understand why she would not face her tormenters. The gross and shameful humiliation of Jerusalem in the calamities which had befallen her were equivalent in every way to that ancient, shameless punishment of harlots. "The proud lady (Jerusalem) has become a fallen woman by participating in the demoralizing rites of the worship of Baal."[16] In consequence, she is suffering a similar shame and humiliation.

"She remembered not her latter end" (Lamentations 1:9). "She took no thought of her doom; she failed to consider the consequences of her actions until it was too late."[17]
"The nations are entered into her sanctuary" (Lamentations 1:10). "The magnitude of this defilement of the Temple is seen in that it was the symbol of God's presence and Israel's privilege."[18] No Gentile was permitted to enter it; and only one Israelite could enter it, and he could do so only once in the year, namely, when the High Priest entered upon the day of Atonement. Now, the Chaldeans had not only entered and desecrated it; they had also looted its treasures.

"They have given their precious things for food" (Lamentations 1:11). Ash pointed out the gruesome truth that, "This may very well mean that they sold their children for food. The same word used here for `precious things' means `children' in Hosea 9:16 and Ezekiel 24:16."[19]
It should be noted that up through Lamentations 1:11a, the perspective of the narrator is that of an onlooker, speaking of Jerusalem in the third person; but in Lamentations 1:11b, there is a dramatic shift to the first person; and in the balance of the chapter, the ruined city herself speaks in the first person. This is why the versions divide the chapter into two paragraphs (1) Lamentations 1:1-11a, and (2) Lamentations 1:11b-22.[20]
Verse 11
GOD HAS BOUND THE YOKE OF MY SINS UPON ME
"See, O Jehovah, and Behold, for I am abject.
Is it nothing to you, all ye that pass by?

Behold, and see if there be any sorrow like unto my sorrow,

which is brought upon me,

Wherewith Jehovah hath afflicted me in the day of his fierce anger.

From on high hath he sent fire into my bones,

and it prevaileth against them;

He hath spread a net for my feet, he hath turned me back.

He hath made me desolate and faint all the day.

The yoke of my transgression is bound by his hand;

They are knit together, they are come upon my neck;

he hath made my strength to fail:

The Lord hath delivered me into their hands,

Against whom I am not able to stand."

"From here to the end of the chapter the emphasis is upon God's responsibility in the things that have happened to Jerusalem."[21]
"In the day of his fierce anger" (Lamentations 1:12). This day had already arrived for Jerusalem, but there is also a consciousness here of a similar day that shall arrive for the pagan nations that have humiliated Jerusalem; and the last half of the chapter will also emphasize that fact. "Most modern commentators ignore the severity of the divine nature. They fail to see that real goodness does not indulge evil."[22]
"The yoke of my transgressions ... are come upon my neck" (Lamentations 1:14). "This is a powerful example of a people reaping what they have sown."[23] In the days of their kings, as for example in the case of Solomon, they had enslaved the residue of the peoples of Canaan; now they themselves were enslaved. The metaphor employed here is from the plowman. "As he binds the yoke upon the necks of the oxen, so God compels Judah (and all men) to bear the burden of their sins."[24]
"These words are a torrential flood of pent-up emotions; but there is no resentment; she freely confesses that she has rebelled against God, allowing that he is in the right; and she appeals to him as her only hope."[25]
Verse 15
JERUSALEM IS HELPLESS UNDER GOD'S PUNISHMENT
"The Lord hath set at naught all my mighty men in the midst of me;
He hath called a solemn assembly against me to crush my young men:

The Lord hath trodden as in a winepress the virgin daughter of Judah.

For these things, I weep; mine eye, mine eye runneth down with water;

Because the comforter that should refresh my soul is far from me:

My children are desolate, because the enemy hath prevailed.

Zion spreadeth forth her hands; there is none to comfort her;

Jehovah hath commanded concerning Jacob,

that they that are round about him should be his adversaries:

Jerusalem is among them as an unclean thing.

Jehovah is righteous, for I have rebelled against his commandment:

Hear, I pray ye, all ye peoples, and behold my sorrow:

My virgins and my young men are gone into captivity.

I called for my lovers, but they deceived me:

My priests and mine elders gave up the ghost in the city,

While they sought them food to refresh their souls."

These tragic lines hardly need any comment. They repeat in different words many of the thoughts already uttered.

"The assembly" (Lamentations 1:15) is probably a reference to the great army of Babylon."[26]
"Mine eye, mine eye" (Lamentations 1:16). "This emphatic repetition reminds one of Jeremiah's style elsewhere (Jeremiah 4:10; 6:14)."[27]
"Jehovah hath commanded concerning Jacob" (Lamentations 1:17). "Jehovah had commanded that Jacob's enemies should be about him (Isaiah 23:11)."[28]
"I have rebelled against thy commandment" (Lamentations 1:18). This repeated confession emphasizes the repentance and godly sorrow of the Chosen People, that is, the true Israel of God, not the vast majority of the `sinful nation.'

"My priests ... and elders ... gave up the ghost ... while they sought for food" (Lamentations 1:19). "This simply means they died of hunger, and that the young men and maidens were taken away as captives."[29] "It was indeed a terrible famine when even the priests and elders starved to death."[30]
Verse 20
JERUSALEM PRAYS FOR GOD'S VENGEANCE UPON HER ENEMIES
"Behold, O Jehovah, for I am in distress; my heart is troubled;
My heart is turned within me; for I have grievously rebelled:

Abroad the sword bereaveth, at home there is death.

They have heard that I sigh; there is none to comfort me;

All mine enemies have heard of my trouble;

they are glad that thou hast done it:

Thou wilt bring the day that thou hast proclaimed,

and they shall be like unto me.

Let all their wickedness come before thee;

And do unto them, as thou hast done unto me for all my transgressions:

For my sighs are many, and my heart is faint."

God indeed answered this prayer, in time, bringing an even more terrible judgment upon Babylon than upon Jerusalem. The awful destruction of Jerusalem actually made the destruction of all the pagan nations surrounding her an urgent necessity from God's viewpoint, because the ancient idea was that the defeat of any nation meant also the defeat of their God. Thus, the apostasy of God's people and the necessity of their destruction put the purpose of the Almighty absolutely back to square one as far as convincing all nations of his righteous reign among men was concerned.

"At home there is death" (Lamentations 1:20). "Jeremiah spoke clearly of this: `Death is come up into our windows; he hath entered our palaces, to cut off the infants without, and the young men in our streets' (Jeremiah 9:21)."[31] "These terrible conditions were exactly what God through Moses had prophesied in case Israel rebelled against him (Deuteronomy 32:25)."[32]
"This prayer amounts to a prophecy that God would indeed destroy the idolatrous nations of antiquity)."[33] It was a prayer; but it was also a prophecy which was most circumstantially fulfilled.

"Although this prayer falls far below the plane of the Sermon on the Mount, it is nevertheless justified upon the basis of the recognition within it that wickedness is offensive to God; and that God will most certainly punish it."[34]
02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1
WHAT THE LORD HAD DONE TO ZION[1]
"This chapter is all taken up with God. In Lamentations 2:1-12, all the woes are bemoaned as being God's work, and His alone; and Lamentations 2:13-17 give a short resume of this; Lamentations 2:18f urges the city to cry to God for help; and, in Lamentations 2:20-22, she does so."[2] "The main point of this chapter is that it was God Himself who destroyed the people and their city; and the writer seldom strays very far from that main point."[3]
Significantly, the details of this chapter could hardly have been provided by any other than an eyewitness of the destruction, which points squarely to Jeremiah as the author, as traditionally accepted. Green also noticed this: "The tone of it places this chapter very near the year 587 B.C. when the tragedy occurred. In fact, it appears to be an eyewitness account of that tragedy."[4] The chapter has been subdivided variously by different scholars; but we shall follow this outline: (1) a graphic picture of the divine visitation (Lamentations 2:1-10); (2) details regarding the distress and despair of the people (Lamentations 2:11-17); and (3) the prayer of the people to God for help (Lamentations 2:18-22). "This prayer is different from the one in the previous chapter, "Because the element of imprecation is missing from it."[5]
Lamentations 2:1-10
GRAPHIC PICTURE OF THE DIVINE VISITATION UPON JUDAH
"Now hath the Lord covered the daughter of Zion
with a cloud in his anger!

He hath cast down from heaven unto the earth the beauty of Israel,

And hath not remembered his footstool in the day of his anger.

The Lord hath swallowed up all the habitations of Jacob,

and hath not pitied:

He hath thrown down in his wrath

the strongholds of the daughter of Judah;

He hath brought them down to the ground;

he hath profaned the kingdom and the princes thereof.

He hath cut off in fierce anger all the horn of Israel;

He hath drawn back his right hand from before the enemy:

And he hath burned up Jacob like a flaming fire,

which devoureth round about.

He hath bent his bow like an enemy,

he hath stood with his right hand as an adversary,

and hath slain all that were pleasant to the eye:

In the tent of the daughter of Zion

he hath poured out his wrath like fire.

The Lord is become as an enemy, he hath swallowed up Israel;

He hath swallowed up all her palaces,

he hath destroyed all his strongholds;

And he hath multiplied in the daughter of Judah

mourning and lamentation.

And he hath violently taken away his tabernacle,

as if it were of a garden;

he hath destroyed his place of assembly:

Jehovah hath caused solemn assembly and sabbath

to be forgotten in Zion,

And hath despised in the indignation of his anger

the king and the priest.

The Lord hath cast off his altar,

he hath abhorred his sanctuary;

He hath given up into the hand of the enemy

the walls of her palaces:

They have made a noise in the house of Jehovah,

as in the day of a solemn assembly.

Jehovah hath purposed to destroy

the wall of the daughter of Zion;

He hath stretched out the line,

he hath not withdrawn his hand from destroying:

And he hath made the rampart and the wall to lament;

they languish together.

Her gates are sunk into the ground;

he hath destroyed and broken her bars:

Her king and her princes are among the nations

where the law is not;

Yea, her prophets find no vision from Jehovah.

The elders of the daughter of Zion sit upon the ground;

they keep silence;

They cast up dust upon their heads;

they have girded themselves with sackcloth:

The virgins of Jerusalem hang down their heads to the ground."

The word "anger" occurs three times in this paragraph and the word "wrath" is found twice. Of all the attributes of God which appear in his word, none is more generally neglected and denied than this very one, namely, that the fierce anger of God will ultimately rage against human wickedness, as exhibited in these verses.

The God of American Pulpits today is generally extolled as a namby-pamby, an old fuddy duddy, somewhat like an over-indulgent old grandfather, too lazy, indifferent or unconcerned to do anything whatever, no matter what crimes of blood and lust roar like a tornado under his very nose. The Bible does not support such an image of God!

Yes, He is a God who loves mankind, who gave His Son upon the Cross for human redemption. He is a God of mercy, forgiveness, grace and forbearance, but when any man or any nation has fully demonstrated final rejection of God's love and their rebellion against His eternal law, that wonderful, loving, forgiving God will at last appear in His character as the enemy of that man or that nation.

The background of all these terrible things that happened to Jacob is the almost unbelievable wickedness of the Chosen People. A major part of the Old Testament is little more than a brief summary of that wickedness:

"The Lord hath covered the daughter of Zion with a cloud in his anger" (Lamentations 2:1). During the exodus, God had shielded the Chosen People with a cloud, the dark side of which confronted Egypt; but now it is the remnant of Israel that faces the ugly side of the cloud! Throughout this chapter there appears the screaming fact that it is God Himself who has brought all of the evil upon His sinful people. "That was the wormwood and the gall in their terrible affliction."[6]
"Cast down from heaven unto the earth" (Lamentations 2:2). What a change there was from the glory of Solomon to the very bottom of the social ladder. Israel at this point had become the slaves of the Gentiles.

"He hath thrown down ... the strongholds ... of Judah" (Lamentations 2:3). But was it not Babylon that did that? No! It was God who did it; Babylon was merely God's instrument.

"He hath cut off all the horn of Israel" (Lamentations 2:3). The horn was a well-known symbol of power. Cheyne noted that a better rendition would be "every horn."[7] "It referred to all the strongholds, especially the fortresses."[8] We especially liked Hiller's blunt rendition, "God lopped off the horns of Israel."[9] Or, as we might paraphrase it: "God dehorned His sinful people."

"He hath burned up Jacob like a flaming fire" (Lamentations 2:3). The conception that God's anger is like a terrible fire is not merely an Old Testament metaphor. "To the wicked God, at any time, may become a consuming fire (Hebrews 12:29; Deuteronomy 4:24)."[10]
"God, in these verses, is represented as a furious warrior, who with irresistible power destroyed everything that Judah had trusted in. They had stopped trusting in God, and instead were relying on might (Lamentations 2:2), palaces (Lamentations 2:5), strongholds (Lamentations 2:5), the physical Temple (Lamentations 2:6)."[11] All these were destroyed.

"He hath violently taken away his tabernacle, as if it were of a garden" (Lamentations 2:6). Solomon's temple was not God's tabernacle to begin with, but Solomon's corrupted replacement of it. Nevertheless the Jews had trusted in it as their security and salvation. The wonder expressed here is that God removed it and destroyed it so easily, "as if of a garden." "God removed his Temple as easily as a farmer removes a vintage booth (a tiny arbor), which had served its purpose, from a garden."[12] In summer time, one may often see such little shelters near orchards and gardens, where the sellers of fruits, etc, could be sheltered from the sun.

This terrible destruction of the Temple sends the Bible student back to the very origin of it in the mind of David; and the undeniable fact that David and his son Solomon were wrong in the building of it. (See 2 Samuel 7).

"They have made a noise in the house of Jehovah, as in the day of a solemn assembly" (Lamentations 2:7). This `noise,' however was different. It was the boisterous, profane and obscene cries of the Chaldean soldiers screaming and shouting their delight as they looted and destroyed the marvelous treasures of the Temple. It was a horrible contrast with the sweet songs of the Temple virgins and the solemn liturgies of the priesthood.

"The triumphant shouts of the enemy bore some resemblance to the sounds on a solemn feast day, but O how sad a contrast it was"![13]
"God purposed to destroy the wall of the daughter of Zion" (Lamentations 2:8). "Nebuchadnezzar and his Babylonian armies are here ignored! The capture of Jerusalem, far from being God's defeat, was a victory for his righteousness. See Isaiah 42:24ff. God's judicial displeasure against iniquity is a grim reality indeed for those who render themselves liable to receive it."[14]
"Her king and her princes are among the nations where the law is not" (Lamentations 2:9). The ridiculous rendition of the Revised Standard Version (RSV) reads, "The law is no more," being not only a false translation but an outright falsehood also. The Law of Moses never ceased, until the Son of God nailed it to the cross. And, as the Lord said, "Till heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass away from the law, till all things be accomplished" (Matthew 5:18). The tragedy of this crooked mistake in the RSV is that it is used by radical critics as, "Notable evidence that the Torah was not regarded (when Lamentations was written) as a thing given through Moses in the far-off past."[15] Thoughtful scholars will not be deceived by this tragic rendition in the Revised Standard Version. We thank God that the Anchor Bible gave us another acceptable translation of this passage; "The king and the princes are among the heathen (where) there is no instruction."[16] With regard to the word "where" which the translators have supplied in the ASV, and which this writer supplied in the Anchor Bible, it does not occur in the KJV, where it was considered unnecessary, because the word Gentiles stands adjacent to and in front of the words there is no law, plainly indicating that it was among them, the Gentiles, that God's Law was not. There was never, in the long history of Israel after Sinai a single hour in which the Law of Moses did not exist.

"The elders ... sit upon the ground ... the virgins hang down their heads" (Lamentations 2:10). "The elders open not their mouth in the gate as usual ... overwhelmed with grief ... in token of great grief, as did the friends of Job, they sit upon the ground and keep silent."[17]
Verse 11
REGARDING THE DISTRESS AND DESPAIR OF THE PEOPLE
"Mine eyes do fail with tears, my heart is troubled;
My liver is poured out upon the earth,

because of the destruction of the daughter of my people,

Because the young children and the sucklings

do swoon in the streets of the city,

They say to their mothers, Where is grain and wine?

When they swoon as the wounded in the streets of the city,

When their soul is poured out into their mother's bosom.

What shall I testify unto thee?

What shall I liken to thee, O daughter of Jerusalem?

What shall I compare to thee, that I may comfort thee,

O virgin daughter of Zion?

For thy breach is like the sea: who can heal thee?

Thy prophets have seen for thee false and foolish visions;

And they have not uncovered thine iniquity,

to bring back thy captivity,

But have seen for thee false oracles and causes of banishment.

All that pass by clap their hands at thee;

They hiss and wag their head at the daughter of

Jerusalem, saying, Is this the city that men called The perfection of beauty,

The joy of the whole earth?

All thine enemies have opened their mouth wide against thee;

They hiss and gnash the teeth;

they say, We have swallowed her up;

Certainly this is the day we looked for;

we have found, we have seen it.

Jehovah hath done that which he purposed;

he hath fulfilled his word that he commanded in the days of old;

He hath thrown down and hath not pitied:

And he hath caused the enemy to rejoice over thee;

he hath exalted the horn of thine adversaries."

"My eyes do fail with tears ... my heart is troubled ... the children swoon in the streets ... or their soul is poured out in their mother's bosom" (Lamentations 2:11-12). This is one of the saddest pictures in the literature of mankind. Children crying for bread, fainting from hunger in the streets, dying at their mother's breasts from starvation! This is evidently the account of an eyewitness who had watched these things occur during that horrible siege that ended in the destruction of Jerusalem (2 Kings 25).

"The breach is great like the sea; who can heal thee?" (Lamentations 2:13). "This simply means `there is no end to it'"[18] The thoughtless may ask, "Why does God allow terrible things like this to happen"? But God has given men the freedom of their will, and not even the power of God can avoid the sorrows that result when men stubbornly do things contrary to God's commandments. Suffering of the innocent, in many circumstances, is a corollary of this. If a drunken driver guides his auto off a precipice, the innocent passengers also perish. Zedekiah, a wicked king, violated his oath which he swore in God's name to be loyal to Nebuchadnezzar; and when he violated it, Nebuchadnezzar destroyed him, acting as God's tool in the terrible destruction; but countless innocent persons were also the victims of terrible suffering and death. "It is monstrous to charge the providence of God with the consequence of actions which God has forbidden (W. F. Adeney)."[19]
"Thy prophets have seen for thee false and foolish visions" (Lamentations 2:14). There were prolific numbers of these false prophets in Israel, Jezebel sustained several hundred of them at one time (1 Kings 18:19). They pretended to have messages from God, but they were unprincipled liars, who merely prophesied what they knew their rulers wanted to hear. These false prophets did not preach against sin. We cannot leave this without noting that much of the preaching today smooths over the dreadful results of violating God's commandments.

It was the religious failure which lay at the bottom of Israel's trouble. Jerusalem had become worse than Sodom and Gomorrah (Ezekiel 16). The Temple itself had become a center of idolatry, and the women of Judah were worshipping the vile goddess of the Assyrians in the precincts of the Temple itself. (See a detailed account of all this in Vol. III (Ezekiel) of my commentary on the Major Prophets, pp. 87-91.)

He hath fulfilled his word that he hath commanded in the days of old (Lamentations 2:17). Israel should not have been surprised at the destruction of their nation. Moses had prophesied exactly what would happen to them if they forsook the Lord in Deuteronomy 28:52f; and, as Cheyne noted, "The sacred narrator here very likely alludes to that very passage in these words."[20]
Verse 18
THE PEOPLE PRAY TO GOD FOR HELP
"Their heart cried unto the Lord:
O wall of the daughter of Zion,

let tears run down like a river day and night;

Give thyself no respite;

let not the apple of thine eye cease.

Arise, cry out in the night, at the beginning of the watches;

Pour out thine heart like water before the face of the Lord:

Lift up thy hands toward him for the life of thy young children,

that faint for hunger at the head of every street."

Duff considered these verses as a plea by the narrator in which, "He urges the city to cry to God for help."[21] However, the words, "Their heart cried unto the Lord," which stand at the head of the passage seem to identify all of this as the actual prayer of the people. However it may be, here is the divine answer to the question of, "What shall we do when total disaster, shame, sorrow and humiliation have overwhelmed us"? The answer: "Pray to God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength."

"O Wall ..." (Lamentations 2:18). "The wall is here apostrophized as a human mourner (Isaiah 14:31)."[22]
"The night ..." (Lamentations 2:19). "The night was mentioned as either a time of undisturbed reflection, or as itself a symbol of suffering and sorrow."[23]
Verse 20
THE PEOPLE'S CRY TO GOD FOR HELP
"See, O Jehovah, and behold to whom thou hast done thus!
Shall the women eat their fruit,

the children that are dandled in the hands?

Shall the priest and the people be slain in the sanctuary of the Lord?

The youth and the old man lie on the ground in the streets;

My virgins and my young men are fallen by the sword:

Thou hast slain them in the day of thine anger;

thou hast slaughtered, and not pitied.

Thou hast called, as in the day of a solemn assembly,

my terrors on every side;

And there was none that escaped or remained

in the day of Jehovah's anger:

Those that I dandled and brought up hath mine enemy consumed."

This heart-breaking prayer does not request any specific thing as God's response; it merely pleads for God's attention and consideration of this terrible plight of his people.

"Behold to whom thou hast done thus" (Lamentations 2:20). This does not spell out what was in the minds of the people. They are pleading: "Look God, we are the children of Abraham, through whom Thou hast promised blessings to all mankind! We are the people you rescued from Egypt! We are those to whom you gave the land of Canaan! We are thy Chosen People! Just look at us now!

"Shall the women eat their fruit" (Lamentations 2:20)? Such a terrible thing had actually happened in Israel's history (2 Kings 6:28-29). "The fruit here is the children."[24]
Matthew Henry's words regarding this prayer are priceless:

"Prayer is a salve for very sore, even the sorest, a remedy for every malady, even the most grievous. And our business in prayer is not to prescribe, but to subscribe to the wisdom and will of God; to refer our case to Him and to leave it with Him. Lord, behold and consider, and thy will be done."[25]
03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1
THE STEADFAST LOVE OF THE LORD NEVER CEASES[1]
This chapter begins with the words, "I am the man"; and this writer confidently identifies the prophet Jeremiah as "the man," not merely the man in this chapter, but also the author of the whole book. We are aware, of course, that this is disputed.

Most of the current scholars follow the notion that "the man" is, "A typical sufferer who represented many in the nation,"[2] "An individual, but not an historical figure, but anyone who has suffered greatly, ... Everyman ... who may feel that God is against him,"[3] "One who is playing the role of Jeremiah in the poem,"[4] "O man, (he is) the very image of thyself,"[5] "An individual whose fate is bound up with that of the nation (i.e., as kind of personification of Israel),"[6] "A representative sufferer, and eyewitness, and a type of Christ."[7] etc. However, not all current scholars agree in this. Ross Price wrote (in 1962) that, "Here Jeremiah bares his heart to the reader as he often does in his prophecy."[8] Also Hillers, while not accepting it, admitted that, "The tradition that Jeremiah is the author of Lamentations provides a ready-made answer to the questions of the chapter."[9] Also, Theophile J. Meek noted that, "The author seems to have the experiences of Jeremiah in mind."[10] Thus, even those who are unwilling to accept Jeremiah as the author, nevertheless admit that it is indeed Jeremiah whose person and experiences dominate the chapter. In fact, no other theory is acceptable. Take the "Personification" idea, for example. How could God's wife (Israel) be personified by a male character in a chapter where the masculine pronouns dominate it? "The claim that in this chapter the personified nation is speaking is altogether improbable; and in some passages, absolutely impossible."[11]
In addition to this, many of the greatest scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries enthusiastically accept Jeremiah as "the man." Jamieson wrote that, "In chapter 3, Jeremiah proposes his own experiences under sufferings as examples of how the Jews should behave under theirs."[12] "The penman is Jeremiah the prophet, who is here Jeremiah the poet."[13] "Not merely the ancient traditions of Josephus, the Targum, the Talmud and the LXX, but also the internal evidence, identify Jeremiah as the author."[14] In 1915, C. von Orelli gave this emphatic summary of why Jeremiah is most certainly the author of Lamentations:

"A serious difficulty arises if we claim that Jeremiah was not the author of Lamentations in his denunciations of the prophets in Jerusalem (Lamentations 2:14; 4:13). How could the great prophet of the Destruction be ignored if he were not the author of these sentiments? If Jeremiah was indeed the author, we can easily understand it. In his `Jeremiah' he had spoken in exactly the same way (the very same words) about those evil prophets. To this it must be added that this third chapter forces us to regard Jeremiah as the author, because of his personal sufferings that are here described."[15] We have over- emphasized this point here in order to demonstrate that consensus among many current scholars in regard to a given interpretation frequently means that only one of them is thinking, or perhaps that all of them are merely repeating the allegations of other critics. There is no excuse whatever for the near-unanimous denial of many writers that "someone else ... we don't know who" wrote Lamentations.

Lamentations 3:1
I
THE CRY OF THE AFFLICTED[16]
(Lamentations 3:1-21)

"I am the man that hath seen affliction by the rod of his wrath.
Of all the men who lived through that terrible period, no one had a better right to say this than Jeremiah. "In more ways than one this brings us to the very heart of the book. It even gives us a foreglimpse of the sufferings of Christ with which it has affinities (Isaiah 3; Psalms 22)."[17]
Verse 2
"He hath led me, and caused me to walk in darkness,

and not in light.
Surely against me he turneth his hand again,

and again all day.

My flesh and my skin hath he made old;

he hath broken my bones.

He hath builded against me,

and compassed me with gall and travail.

He hath made me to dwell in dark places,

as those that have been long dead."

The language here is loaded with metaphor; but the meaning of it as a description of terrible heartache, misery, suffering and anguish of spirit come through clearly enough. In our sin-cursed world suffering is as certain as death and taxes. "It is a raw, rugged reality. We cannot fully explain it. We cannot evade it. There is always an element of mystery about it. But we can know God in such a way as to be released from it and to rise above it, and also to recognize the disciplinary value of it."[18]
Lamentations 3:6 here is a quotation of Psalms 143:3.

Verse 7
"He hath walled me about, that I cannot go forth;

he hath made my chain heavy,
Yea, when I cry, and call for help,

he shutteth out my prayer.

He hath walled up my ways with hewn stone;

he hath made my paths crooked.

He is unto me as a bear lying in wait,

as a lion in secret places.

He hath turned aside my ways,

he hath pulled me in pieces;

he hath made me desolate.

He hath bent his bow,

and set me as a mark for his arrow."

"He is unto me as a bear ... and a lion" (Lamentations 3:10). A similar use of these animals as examples of enmity are in Hosea 13:8 and in Amos 5:19.

"He hath set me as a mark for his arrow" (Lamentations 3:12). This is like Job's complaint in Job 16:13.

"This new simile arises out of the preceding one."[19] The progression is from the animals (the bear and the lion) to the hunter. Jeremiah felt himself as a sufferer from both, caught in the middle," as we might say.

Verse 13
"He hath caused the shafts of his quiver

to enter into my reins.
I am become a derision to all my people,

and their song all the day.

He hath filled me with bitterness,

he hath sated me with wormwood.

He hath also broken my teeth with gravel stones;

he hath covered me with ashes.

And thou hast removed my soul far off from peace;

I forgat prosperity.

And I said, My strength is perished,

and mine expectation from Jehovah."

"I am become a derision to all my people ... their song all the day" (Lamentations 3:14). "Here Jeremiah drops all metaphor and shows exactly what is meant by all those `arrows' he mentioned."[20] Note also that the entire nation `all my people' know who this sufferer is; and they have made him the butt of public ridicule and taunting songs. It is just too bad that the critics don't know who he was! "What other person (except Jeremiah) was the cynosure of all eyes as was Jeremiah"?[21] He hath broken my teeth with gravel (Lamentations 3:16). This is very likely more metaphor describing Jeremiah's sorrow; but Cheyne thought of it as a literal reference to what happened to the Jews in exile. They had to bake their bread in pits dug in the ground, "And they were obliged to eat bread with grit in it."[22]
"My strength is perished and mine expectation from Jehovah" (Lamentations 3:18). We read this as hyperbole for the near- despair that tempted Jeremiah; however the next section of the chapter will indicate, as Cook noted, that, "He soon reaches firm ground."[23]
Verse 19
II
JEREMIAH REMEMBERS GOD IN HIS CRY FOR HELP
(Lamentations 3:19-39)

"Remember mine affliction and my misery,
the wormwood and the gall.

My soul hath them still in remembrance,

and is bowed down within me.

This I recall to my mind;

therefore have I hope."

"Remember" (Lamentations 3:19). This should be understood as an appeal to God. Certainly, Jeremiah was not asking Israel to remember his afflictions. Israel's king had inflicted them upon the prophet. It was the remembrance of God's past mercies and blessings that he mentioned in Lamentations 3:20 as the basis of his hope. "Knowing that God hears the prayers of the contrite, Jeremiah begins to hope."[24]
Verse 22
"It is of Jehovah's lovingkindness that we are not consumed,

because his compassions fail not.
They are new every morning;

great is thy faithfulness.

Jehovah is my portion, saith my soul;

therefore will I hope in him.

Jehovah is good unto them that wait for him,

to the soul that seeketh him.

It is good that a man should hope

and quietly wait for the salvation of Jehovah.

It is good for the man

that he bear the yoke in his youth."

"Because his compassions fail not" (Lamentations 3:22). "Indeed, if any man escapes hell, it is because God's compassions fail not."[25]
This section through Lamentations 3:39 (or Lamentations 3:42) carries an expression of full assurance in God's unfailing mercies; and that such is found in Lamentations is indeed remarkable and carries its own rich consolations."[26] "It is interesting that the author, himself a sufferer, here becomes an advisor as well. He gives counsel from the wisdom he has learned, so that the nation could learn from it."[27] This section is not merely the heart of this chapter, it is also the heart of Lamentations. "This is the focal point of the whole book; it is a central core of hope of restoration for Israel in God's own good time; and there is a symmetry in the book that highlights this central core. There is also an inherent assurance here that the cry for mercy will be heard."[28] "These verses teach that God is good, especially to those who, being in adversity, can yet wait in confidence upon his mercy."[29]
Verse 28
"Let him sit alone and keep silence,

because he hath laid it upon him.
Let him put his mouth in the dust,

if so be there may be hope.

Let him give his cheek to him that smiteth him;

let him be filled full with reproach.

For the Lord will not cast off forever.

For though he cause grief, yet will he have compassion

according to the multitude of his lovingkindness.

For he doth not afflict willingly,

nor grieve the children of men."

Jeremiah repeatedly warned Israel to accept their captivity as something the nation deserved and for them to submit to Babylonian rule; and these are exactly the sentiments which are included in these verses.

"Let him keep silence ... put his mouth in the dust ... give his cheek (to the smiter) ... and be filled with reproach" (Lamentations 3:29-30). We paraphrase. Let Israel not rebel, let them humble themselves, let them turn the other cheek and accept their punishment.

Why should Israel submit?

"The Lord will not cast off forever" (Lamentations 3:31). Jeremiah himself had told them their captivity would end in seventy years. There was from the beginning of it, a projected end of Israel's captivity.

"Though he cause grief, yet will he have compassion" (Lamentations 3:32). God's love of Israel and his love for all men were not diminished by his drastic punishment of Israel.

"He doth not afflict willingly" (Lamentations 3:33). God was greatly grieved at the necessity of Israel's captivity. He destroyed their evil kingdom and sent the people to Babylon as a last resort, the only way possible to preserve that `righteous remnant' who, in time, would deliver the Messiah to mankind.

Note that these three verses give three reasons why Israel should meekly submit to the will of God in their terrible punishment.

Verse 34
"To crush underfoot all the prisoners of the earth,

To turn aside the right of a man
before the face of the Most High,

To subvert a man in his cause,

the Lord approveth not.

Who is he that saith, and it cometh to pass,

when the Lord commandeth it not?

Out of the mouth of the Most High

cometh there not evil and good?

Wherefore doth a living man complain,

a man for the punishment of his sins?"

"To crush under foot ... the prisoners" (Lamentations 3:34). "This refers to the harsh cruelties of the Babylonians."[30] The purpose of this being mentioned here is to indicate God's disapproval of men's atrocities. "We have here a short catalogue of the oppressions visited upon God's people by their conquerors."[31] The word that applies to all of these things is, "The Lord approveth not" (Lamentations 3:36).

The fact of God's strong disapproval of the cruel and sadistic actions of Israel conquerors carried with it also a pledge of the ultimate severe punishment and destruction of those oppressors.

"Who is he that saith, and it cometh to pass, when the Lord commandeth it not" (Lamentations 3:37). "It is true that God does not desire our misfortunes; but it is equally true that they do not happen without his permission (Isaiah 45:7; Amos 3:6)."[32]
"Wherefore doth a living man complain ... for the punishment of his sins" (Lamentations 3:39)? "Nothing can happen without the permission of the Most High. Then why should a man complain when he is punished for his sins? Not suffering, but sins should be lamented. Let us not murmur against God for that which we have brought upon ourselves."[33] In America today, it would be much closer to what is right for aids sufferers to be lamenting the homosexuality that lies as the root cause of so much of their suffering, instead of their complaining and screaming to high heaven for billions of dollars to be spent in an effort to cure them. Sin should be lamented, not the consequences of it.

Verse 40
III
A CALL FOR CONVERSION[34]
"Let us search and try our ways
and turn again to Jehovah.

Let us lift up our heart

with our hands unto God in heaven.

We have transgressed and have rebelled;

and thou hast not pardoned."

Jeremiah in these verses makes a plea for Israel to return to God, a tacit admission that they had indeed turned away from him. Furthermore, it is a heart-felt and sincere return that is required. "Spreading out the hands is not enough by itself (Isaiah 1:25)."[35] It is one's heart that must be lifted up to God, not merely his hands.

Verse 43
IV
ISRAEL'S SUFFERINGS FROM THEIR TRANSGRESSIONS[36]
"Thou hast covered with anger and pursued us;
thou hast slain, thou hast not pitied.

Thou hast covered thyself with a cloud,

so that no prayer can pass through.

Thou hast made us an offscouring

and a refuse in the midst of the peoples.

All our enemies have opened their mouth wide against us.

Fear and the pit are come upon us,

devastation and destruction.

Mine eye runneth down with streams of water,

for the destruction of the daughter of my people."

"All our enemies have opened their mouth wide against us" (Lamentations 3:46). This paragraph is a repetition, largely, of previous proclamations of Israel's sorrow. For example, this verse repeats verbatim Lamentations 2:16.

"Fear and the pit" (Lamentations 3:47). The metaphor in these three words is made literal in the last three words of the verse.

Verse 49
"Mine eye poureth down, and ceaseth not,

without any intermission.
Till Jehovah look down,

and behold from heaven.

Mine eye affecteth my soul

because of all the daughters of my city.

They have chased me sore like a bird,

they are mine enemies without cause.

They have cut off my life in the dungeon,

and have cast a stone upon me.

Waters flowed over my head; I said, I am cut off."

"They are mine enemies without cause" (Lamentations 3:52). Ash and other scholars refer to these words as "a puzzle ... because they do not square with previous confessions of sin."[37] The explanation is simple enough. The particular enemies here were those of Jeremiah's own people, who were indeed his enemies `without cause.' Jeremiah had prophesied for them that they should remain in Jerusalem; but they hated him, refused to obey, and in all probability forced him to flee with them into Egypt. (We have written a full account of those events in Vol. II (Jeremiah) of my series of commentaries on the major prophets, pp. 454-458.) Here again, we find that the acceptance of Jeremiah as the author of Lamentations answers all the questions that arise.

"They have cut off my life in the dungeon" (Lamentations 3:53). These words are an accurate description of Jeremiah's imprisonment (Jeremiah 37:17-19).

Verse 55
"I called upon thy name, O Jehovah,

out of the lowest dungeon.
Thou heardest my voice;

hide not thine ear at my breathing, at my cry.

Thou drewest near in the day that I called upon thee;

thou saidst, Fear not.

Lord, thou hast pleaded the causes of my soul;

thou hast redeemed my life.

O Jehovah, thou hast seen my wrong;

judge thou my cause.

Thou hast seen all their vengeance

and all their devices against me."

This whole paragraph is an eloquent summary of all the trials of Jeremiah under Zedekiah, and still later, after the fall of Jerusalem, when the remnant of the city rejected his counsel.

Verse 61
"Thou hast heard their reproach, O Jehovah,

and all their devices against me,
The lips of those that rose up against me,

and their device against me all the day.

Behold thou their sitting down and their rising up;

I am their song.

Thou wilt render unto them a recompense, O Jehovah,

according to the work of their hands.

Thou wilt give them hardness of heart,

thy curse unto them.

Thou wilt pursue them in anger,

and wilt destroy them from under the heavens of Jehovah."

"I am their song" (Lamentations 3:63). This line forces the conclusion that the enemies of these last verses were Jeremiah's own people, the Jews themselves, and not the Babylonians. The Babylonian conquerors were friendly to Jeremiah (See Vol. II of my commentary on the major prophets, Jeremiah, pp 437-440). The people who were singing taunt songs against the prophet were his own people.

A final word about the imprecations of these last verses. Yes, Jeremiah prayed for God's judgment against his enemies; and we reject the snide and self-righteous remarks that some writers have written against such imprecations. It never seems to enter the minds of current scholars that when Christians pray as their Saviour taught them, "Thy will be done"! that those words have exactly the same meaning as the imprecations of the prophet Jeremiah. When God's will is truly done, the wicked will indeed be punished. The notion that, "We sophisticated religious people of the 20th century have outgrown all the silly expectations that God is ever really going to punish anybody"! - that notion is a contradiction of everything in the Bible.

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 1
A LAMENT OVER WHAT HAPPENED TO JERUSALEM DURING THE TERRIBLE FAMINE SIEGE AND FAMINE
Lamentations 4:1-10
"How is the gold become dim!
How is the most pure gold changed!

The stones of the sanctuary are poured out

at the head of every street.

The precious sons of Zion,

comparable to fine gold.

How are they esteemed as earthen pitchers,

the work of the hands of the potter!

Even the jackals draw out the breast,

they give suck to their young ones:

The daughter of my people is become cruel,

like the ostriches in the wilderness.

The tongue of the sucking child

cleaveth to the roof of his mouth for thirst:

The young children ask bread,

and no man breaketh it unto them.

They that did feed delicately

are desolate in the streets:

They that were brought up in scarlet

embrace dunghills.

For the iniquity of the daughter of my people

is greater than the sin of Sodom,

That was overthrown in a moment,

and no hands were laid upon her.

Her nobles were purer than snow,

they were whiter than milk;

They were more ruddy in body than rubies,

Their polishing was of sapphire.

Their visage is blacker than coal;

they are not known in the streets:

Their skin cleaveth to their bones;

it is withered, it is become like a stick.

They that are slain with the sword

are better than they that are slain with hunger;

For these pine away, stricken through,

for want of the fruits of the field.

The hands of the pitiful women

have boiled their own children;

They were their food

in the destruction of the daughter of my people."

These terrible lines must rank among the saddest words ever written. They described the horrors of the awful famine that preceded the flight of Zedekiah the king of Israel and the terrible destruction that followed. The actual fall of Jerusalem was an awesome event. The Temple was looted; the houses (all of them) were burned; the walls were thrown down; Zedekiah was captured; his sons were slaughtered in his presence, and then his eyes were gouged out by the Babylonians; many thousands were brutally butchered; other thousands were led away as captives, either to be sold, or to die of starvation and abuse on the journey; but these verses have no word at all concerning all those terrors. What is described here is the unspeakable horrors of the siege that preceded all that.

"How is the gold become dim ... changed!" (Lamentations 4:1a). This is metaphor. The following verse identifies the gold as "the precious sons of Zion." As elaborated a few lines later, the well-dressed, amply supplied nobles of Jerusalem had become skin and bones, dying of starvation, sitting upon dunghills in search of food. We have here Jeremiah's eyewitness account of all this.

"The stones of the sanctuary" (Lamentations 4:lb). "This refers to the precious gems which decorated the breastplate of the High Priest."[1] Their mention here is metaphorical, and they are parallel with the fine gold.

"The jackals ... give suck to their young ones" (Lamentations 4:3a). The wild animals could nurse their young, but Jerusalem's starving women could not. Nothing, in all the horrors of warfare, ever exceeded the cruel horrors of a siege. The literature of all nations does not provide any better account of what happens in such a siege than this account from Jeremiah.

"Like ostriches in the desert" (Lamentations 4:3b). This creature is often cited as one that had no regard for their offspring. "The ostrich leaves her eggs on the ground, forgetting that her own foot may crush them or a wild beast may break them."[2]
"The sucking child ... the young children" (Lamentations 4:4). Starving mothers are unable to nurse their babies; the older children cry in vain for something to eat.

"They that were brought up in scarlet embrace dunghills" (Lamentations 4:5). As noted above, even the favored heads of their society sought in vain for food.

"The iniquity of ... my people is greater than the sin of Sodom" (Lamentations 4:6a). The tragedy of this shocking fact is often overlooked. Ezekiel elaborated the same truth (Ezekiel 16); but the consequences of it reached far beyond Jerusalem. For Sodom's wickedness, God destroyed them. Why did he not then destroy Israel which had become worse than Sodom? It was only because God had promised Abraham and the patriarchs that he would bring in the Messiah, The Seed Singular, through Abraham's posterity. In a sense, God was 'stuck with Israel,' until that promise was fulfilled in the birth of Christ. Israel deserved a worse punishment than Sodom, for their sin was greater, and this verse indicates that their punishment was worse!

"Sodom was overthrown ... no hands were laid upon her" (Lamentations 4:6b). This emphasizes the fact that Sodom's punishment was lighter than Israel's. They did not endure such a terror as siege. Their overthrow was instantaneous; Israel's lasted seventy years, beginning with this unspeakably tragic siege.

"Her nobles" (Lamentations 4:7-8). These were the "upper crust" of Jerusalem's society. They were the nobility, dressed in scarlet, living in extravagant luxury, faring sumptuously every day; and now! During the siege, like everyone else, they were starving to death.

"They that are slain with the sword ... better than they that are slain with hunger" (Lamentations 4:9). It is better to die instantly than to suffer for a long time starving to death. Many of the people, no doubt, prayed for a sudden death.

"The pitiful women ... have boiled their own children ... they were their food" (Lamentations 4:10). This is the climax of this terrible paragraph. Second Kings, chapter 6 (2 Kings 6:24-30) has the account of a similar disaster suffered by the Northern Israel (Samaria) during the siege of that city by Benhadad king of Syria. Yes, indeed, the punishment of Israel, whose sins were worse than the sins of Sodom, was divinely punished by a destruction that was also far worse than what happened to Sodom.

Verse 11
THE DIVINE EXPLANATION OF WHY GOD DESTROYED THEM
"Jehovah hath accomplished his wrath,
he hath poured out his fierce anger;

And he hath kindled afire in Zion,

which hath devoured the foundations thereof.

The kings of the earth believed not,

neither all the inhabitants of the world,

That the adversary and the enemy

would enter into the gates of Jerusalem.

It is because of the sins of her prophets,

and the iniquities of her priests,

That have shed the blood of the just

in the midst of her.

They wander as blind men in the streets,

they are polluted with blood,

So that men cannot touch their garments.

Depart ye, they cry unto them,

Unclean! depart, depart, touch not!

When they fled away and wandered,

men said among the nations,

They shall no more sojourn here.

The anger of Jehovah hath scattered them: They respected not the persons of the priests,

they favored not the elders."

"A fire in Zion ... hath destroyed the foundations thereof" (Lamentations 4:11). The foundations which were destroyed were not those of the 'righteous remnant of the people' who were among the captives in Babylon. The foundations which were destroyed were those of the "sinful kingdom" (Amos 9:8), the monarchy that was never God's will but a concession to the Chosen People who wanted to be like the nations around them (1 Samuel 8:7). God said, "I gave them a king in mine anger, and took him away in my wrath" (Hosea 13:11); and this verse tells how it was done.

"The kings of the earth believed not" (Lamentations 4:12). After all, the whole world was on the verge of believing in Israel's God. Look at what had happened! God had brought them up out of Egypt in a spectacular deliverance that astounded all mankind. Before them, he displaced the populations of Canaan, and settled them in Palestine. Their second king had astounded the whole world with his magnificence. No one, among the ancient populations, supposed that such a God would allow any nation to destroy his Temple and remove his people to another land. Therein is the unmitigated tragedy of Israel's apostasy. That apostasy required that God should destroy them; but when he did, the ancient notion that the physical defeat of any nation meant also the defeat of their god resulted in a terrible resurgence of paganism. Israel's destruction meant that God would have to begin all over again in his campaign to redeem Adam's fallen race, a redemption that required, absolutely, that men should believe, worship and obey the true God.

"It is because of the sins of her prophets .. and her priests" (Lamentations 4:13a). This should be read, "because of the sins even of her prophets and priests." It was the wickedness of Israel's godless kings and of the people as a whole that brought on their destruction; and the thought here is that the very last vestige of the people's righteousness, the last repository of any righteousness, even the prophets and priests were corrupted.

"They have shed the blood of the just in the midst of her" (Lamentations 4:13b). The sins of the false prophets and priests aided and encouraged great wickedness; but the actual killing of the innocent was accomplished by such kings as Manasseh (2 Kings 21:16).

It is important to note that only Jeremiah could have written this. It is inconceivable that anyone except Jeremiah could have written Lamentations 4:13 without naming Jeremiah as a glorious exception to the general fact there stated. Therefore, Jeremiah is the author.

Lamentations 4:14-15 are difficult passages; but what seems to be the meaning is that death was so widespread in Jerusalem during the siege that the priests were in a constant state of defilement through contact with dead bodies and graves, making them ceremonially unclean, thus robbing the people of any means of religious consolation during their awful desolation.

"The anger of Jehovah hath scattered them" (Lamentations 4:16a). There was no denial of the truth that the humiliation of Jerusalem came as a direct result of God's anger. The near-universal immorality and wickedness of the people had finally overflowed against God's will beyond the point of 'no return.' No other explanation was possible.

"They respected not the persons of the priest, they favored not the elders" (Lamentations 4:16b). The indication here is that the whole population were caught up in the wholesale iniquity that led to Israel's defeat and deportation to Babylon. It was not merely the sins of false prophets and priests, but the general wickedness of the whole nation that led to God's destruction of the "sinful kingdom."

Verse 17
SIEGE ENDS; THE ENEMY ENTERS; CHASES FUGITIVES
"Our eyes do yet fail in looking for our vain help
In our watching, we have watched for a nation

that could not save.

They hunt our steps,

so that we cannot go in our streets:

Our end is near, our days are fulfilled;

for our end is come.

Our pursuers were swifter than the eagles of the heavens:

They chased us upon the mountains,

they laid wait for us in the wilderness.

The breath of our nostrils,

the anointed of Jehovah,

was taken in their pits;

Of whom we said,

Under his shadow we shall live among the nations."

"Our eyes do yet fail in looking for our vain help ... a nation that could not save" (Lamentations 4:17). Zedekiah, the last king of Israel to reign in Jerusalem, had violated his oath of loyalty to Nebuchadnezzar and secretly hoped that Egypt would help Israel; but Egypt would not have helped Israel if she could have done it, and could not have done so even if she had desired to do it.

"They hunt our steps ... we cannot go about our streets... our end is come" (Lamentations 4:18) The siege is over. The king has fled; the walls are breached; the soldiers of the enemy are in the streets. Of course, all who are able to do so flee from the city.

"They chase us upon the mountains" (Lamentations 4:19). There is no escape from the enemy. Even those fortunate enough to get out of the city were too weak from hunger to make a successful escape. They were easily captured.

"The anointed of Jehovah was taken in their pits" (Lamentations 4:20). "This is a reference to Zedekiah the king."[3] However, we agree with Dummelow that, "This is rather a strong expression to be applied to Zedekiah."[4] Cook explained it on the basis that, "With the capture of Zedekiah, Israel was robbed of the only rallying point that they had."[5]
Verse 21
A PROPHETIC REFERENCE TO THE PUNISHMENT OF EDOM
"Rejoice and be glad, O daughter of Edom, that dwellest in the land of Uz:
The cup shall pass through unto thee also; thou shalt be drunken, and shalt make thyself naked.

The punishment of thine iniquity is accomplished, O daughter of Zion; he will no more carry thee away into captivity:

He will visit thine iniquity, O daughter of Edom; he will uncover thy sins."

The traditional hatred of Edom (the descendants of Esau) against Israel was, in all probability, exhibited by them during Jerusalem's siege and capture by the Chaldeans. Amos 1:11-12 and the Book of Obadiah make strong references to this hatred. We may safely conclude that a disaster of such dimensions as the ruin of Jerusalem and the captivity of her people would not have been overlooked by the Edomites as a wonderful opportunity for them to rejoice over the sorrows of the people they hated.

"Rejoice and be glad, O daughter of Edom" (Lamentations 4:21a). This is sarcasm. It is as though he said, "Go ahead and laugh, O Edom, God will take care of you also, before it's all ended."

"The cup shall pass through unto you also; thou shalt be drunken ... and naked" (Lamentations 4:21b). The cup here is the cup of the wrath of God; and the prophet flatly foretells the eventual doom of the Edomites, who are in the Old Testament (especially Isaiah) exhibited as a type of all sinful men. (See our discussion of this in Vol. 1, Major Prophets, (Isaiah), pp. 309-314.)

"O daughter of Zion, he will no more carry thee away into captivity" (Lamentations 4:22a). This is a parenthetical remark included within the prophecy of Edom's doom, given here especially for the comfort of Israel. "Thank God, Israel, your punishment is completed."

"He will visit thine iniquity, O daughter of Edom, he will uncover thy sins" (22b). That God did indeed bring judgment and destruction upon Edom was fully accomplished. (See a discussion of the historical fulfillment of this prophecy in Vol. 2, Minor Prophets (Obadiah), p. 347ff.) Edom's doom, in Scripture, is a prophecy of the divine punishment of all sinful men.

05 Chapter 5 

Verse 1
A Final Plea for God's Remembrance
Many scholars have mentioned the differences of this chapter from the preceding four. Although it has exactly twenty two verses in the same pattern as the others, it is not an acrostic. Furthermore, it is not primarily a dirge, but a national prayer, most probably written by Jeremiah upon behalf of the beleaguered people of God. In its conclusion, it rises above all the sorrows in the magnificent appeal to Him whose throne is forever and ever. The final appeal for God to "turn Israel" unto himself should be the prayer of the Church in every generation. May God "turn us all" unto Him, who alone is our hope of eternal life.

Lamentations 5:1
"Remember, O Jehovah, what has come upon us:
Behold and see our reproach."

In faithful submission to God's will, this lays the profound burden of the people's anguish before the Lord, pleading merely for him to look upon it and to behold the manifold wretchedness of their condition. Their king Hezekiah, when Sennacherib threatened the city, did a similar thing, when he spread the insulting message of the Assyrian king before the presence of God in the Temple (2 Kings 19:14). Price called this chapter, "A national prayer to Jehovah, Zion's only hope and help."[1] "It is not a dirge, but a nation's prayer for compassion."[2] Nevertheless, the Douay Version heads this chapter as, "The Prayer of Jeremiah." It was the prophet's prayer for the suffering nation.

Verse 2
THEY ARE BARELY ABLE TO SURVIVE
"Our inheritance is turned unto strangers,
Our houses unto aliens.

We are orphans and fatherless;

Our mothers are as widows.

We have drunken our water for money;

Our wood is sold unto us."

The rest of the Bible does not give a very graphic picture of the oppression of Israel during their captivity; but in these lines, the stark ugliness, injustice, greed and sadistic cruelty of it are plainly visible. The conquerors had taken over everything. Note the expressions, `our water,' and `our wood.' Without limit these necessities had once belonged to Israel; now they could use such things only by buying them from their enemies.

Verse 5
THE REMAINING PEOPLE WERE ENSLAVED
"Our pursuers are upon our necks;
We are weary, and have no rest.

We have given the land to the Egyptians,

And to the Assyrians, to be satisfied with bread.

Our fathers sinned, and are not;

And we have borne their iniquities.

Servants rule over us:

There is none to deliver us out of their hand.

We get our bread at the peril of our lives,

Because of the sword of the wilderness."

These verses describe the condition of the poorest people of the land who had been left behind by the Chaldean conquerors. The land owners were not these poor Israelites but the Assyrians and Egyptians who also laid heavy tribute upon them. In addition to that the Babylonian `servants' (governors) over them also exacted heavy taxes to be forwarded to Babylon. The people were not allowed any rest, for they were essentially slaves.

"The Egyptians ... and the Assyrians" (Lamentations 5:6). "These are mentioned here as indications of the geographical areas to which some of the people had gone in order to survive."[3]
"Servants rule over us" (Lamentations 5:8). "Babylonian satraps were often the promoted slaves of the king's household."[4]
Price's description of this is accurate:

"They lack the necessities of life; homes and loved ones are gone; they must pay black market prices even for wood and water; they work incessantly; they beg bread from their enemies; they are enslaved and ruled over by former servants."[5]
"Because of the sword of the wilderness" (Lamentations 5:9). Cook accurately understood the `sword of the wilderness' here to be that of Bedouin marauders. "Those who had been left in the land, in their attempt to gather such fruits as might have remained, were exposed to incursions by the Bedouin."[6] Ash noted that, "The captivity was terrible, but the fate of those left in the land was no less so."[7]
Verse 10
FURTHER DEPLORABLE CONDITIONS OF GOD'S PEOPLE
"Our skin is black like an oven,
Because of the burning heat of famine.

They ravished the women in Zion,

The virgins in the cities of Judah.

Princes were hanged by their hand:

The faces of elders were not honored.

The young men bare the mill;

And the children stumbled under the wood.

The elders have ceased from the gate,

The young men from their music."

"They ravished the women ... the virgins of the cities of Judah" (Lamentations 5:11). This is an accompanying vice of warfare that is just as much a part of modern wars as it was in antiquity. Nothing is more terrible and disgusting than the wholesale rape of the women (all of them) by an army of enemies. The bestiality of wicked men unrestrained by any outside force is the utmost in depravity.

"Princes were hanged up by their hand" (Lamentations 5:12). Recent translations read, "Princes were hung up by their hands,"[8] and, "Our leaders have been taken and hanged."[9] The clause was also translated, "Princes were hanged by the hand of the enemy."[10] Evidently, there is some uncertainty as to the exact meaning. Hanging a victim by his hands was a form of crucifixion. Dummelow also mentioned a custom of those times in which, "They impaled bodies after death in order to expose them to the most utter contempt possible."[11]
"Young men bare the mill ... children stumbled under the wood" (Lamentations 5:13). What we have here is, "The disgrace of young men being compelled to do the work usually assigned to women or slaves (grinding at the mill)."[12] Also, we see the abuse of the children in their being compelled to carry burdens too heavy for a child.

"Elders have ceased from the gate, the young men from their music." (Lamentations 5:14). "Under the pressure of their circumstances, all public meetings and amusements had ceased."[13] The gates of ancient cities were places where public meetings, trials and rallies of all kinds were held. "The mention of young men and their instrumental music here indicates that the city gates were also places of amusement and entertainment."[14] All such things were impossible under the conditions imposed upon Israel by their conquerors.

Verse 15
ALL GOD'S PEOPLE ARE HEARTBROKEN
"The joy of our heart is ceased;
Our dance is turned into mourning.

The crown is fallen from our head:

Woe unto us! for we have sinned.

For this our heart is faint;

For these things our eyes are dim.

For the mountain of Zion, which is desolate:

The foxes walk upon it."

"The joy of our heart is ceased" (Lamentations 5:15). "At last the community have come to realize the deep significance of her sin by its consequences."[15] Today if sinners walking in their own lustful ways in rebellion against the moral government of God Himself could only realize the eternal consequences of their sins, no doubt some of them, at least, would renounce the works of the flesh and obey the gospel of the Son of God. The failure of the modern pulpit to stress the true consequences of wickedness is part of the reason behind prevalent iniquity. The same reticence of the ancient prophets of the people of God to stress this same fact was also part of the reason for Israel's shameful apostasy.

"Woe unto us! for we have sinned" (Lamentations 5:16) Osborne offered the following as a better translation: "Alas, that we ever sinned."[16]
"For this our heart is faint ... our eyes dim, for the mountain of Zion ... is desolate: the foxes walk upon it" (Lamentations 5:17-18). The last clause here is better rendered, "The jackals prowl over it."[17] "These words are a transition to the final appeal. Although the thought of Zion's desolation is overwhelming, the prophet will lift himself up again when he recalls the sublime truth of the inviolable security of Israel's God."[18]
"The mountain of Zion is desolate" (Lamentations 5:18). This is the climax of all that is wrong in Israel. "Zion is the central symbol of God's presence, the visible sign of Israel's election, and it is deserted![19] This was the very ultimate of all the terrible things that had happened to Israel.

Verse 19
THE FINAL TRIUMPHANT APPEAL TO GOD
"Thou, O Jehovah, abidest forever;
Thy throne is from generation to generation.

Wherefore dost thou forget us forever,

And forsake us so long time?

Turn thou us unto thee, O Jehovah, and we shall be turned.

Renew our days as of old.

But thou hast utterly rejected us; thou art very wroth against us."

"Thy throne is from generation to generation" (Lamentations 5:19). "Although the crown has fallen from the head of David's dynasty (Lamentations 5:16), which has been sent crashing to the earth, the throne of God still abides."[20]
"A noble faith is awakened here, finding its expression in the wonderful words from Psalms 80, `Turn us again, O Jehovah,' thus laying upon Jehovah the task of initiating Israel's restoration: Thou must give us the compelling spirit, else we can do nothing."[21]
"Wherefore dost thou forget us forever" (Lamentations 5:20)? Adam Clarke agreed that these words should be read interrogatively, "Wilt thou be angry with us for ever"?[22] The words carry the thought, "Surely, O God, thou wilt not be angry with the people for ever."

"Turn thou us unto thee, O Jehovah" (Lamentations 5:21). This is important. Paul may plant, Apollos may water, but "only God can give the increase." (1 Corinthians 3:6). Men cannot `stir up' a revival. Only God must inspire men to turn from wickedness unto the God of all creation.

