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00 Introduction 

LAMENTATIONS

BY PROFESSOR ARCHIBALD DUFF

To read this book without consideration of its date is to receive the strong impression that it is too trivial to be a portion of the revered and sacred writings either of Christians or of Jews. Here and there, indeed, fine utterances of faith and devotion occur, but in all the five Laments the verses or stanzas are carefully arranged so as to number exactly twenty-two, that being the number of the letters in the Heb. alphabet, and in chs. 1-4 the initial words of the stanzas are chosen so as to begin with those twenty-two letters successively. The first stanza has Aleph—the Heb. "A"—for initial, the second has Beth, and so on. One cannot help asking whether the lamenting poet was really in earnest in his lamentations: how could any deep passion confine itself to such formalities? And there are more of these than we have indicated.

We are driven to question whether there is any good reason for having the book in our Bible, or in any collection of sacred writings. So we turn to read it, and we find that all the Laments concern a siege and sack of Jerusalem. What siege was that? There were sieges by Nebuchadrezzar, in 599-588 B.C.; also one by Antiochus Epiphanes in 170-168; and one by Pompey, the Roman general, in 63. The choice lies between the first and third of these, since there was no Jewish king in 170 B.C. Which of those two is the date for our book? We can see at once that if the later time is right, then the book must be a series of, so to speak, autobiographic pictures of the society into which Jesus was born; and the Lamentations will show us the audiences to which He preached, and among whom He died. Surely this light on Him is very desirable. The present writer confesses an anticipatory leaning towards the late date, so eagerly does he seek for more and more exact visions of the actual historical Jesus.

It is impossible to give the arguments in the whole case within the limits of space allowable in this commentary; but a full account will be found in the Interpreter for April 1916. A mere outline is the following: (a) The writer cannot have been Jeremiah, and surely lived long after Nebuchadrezzar's siege (see against this Peake, Cent.B). (b) The exiled Hebrews in Babylon and the people left in Judah were very unlike the society pictured by our book. (c) The scholastic and rather petty construction of serious utterances in alphabetic acrostics is not like the literature of the sixth century B.C., but it is very much the way of the scribal age just before Jesus. (d) The deeds of the besiegers, bewailed in our book, were exactly those of the Roman invaders, with some added colouring taken from the cruelties of Antiochus (167); but Nebuchadrezzar and his armies behaved quite differently and generously. (e) The picture of the fallen king suits Aristobulus far better than Jehoiachin or Zedekiah. (f) The language of our book has many late touches: (i.) The Prince was not commonly called "Mashiach" until late; (ii.) Ritual terms like "Mo'edh" came into use with P (450 B.C.); (iii.) "Zion" was not a sanctuary name until after the Exile; (iv.) "Medinah" (Lamentations 1:1) is decidedly a late governmental term (Ezra 2:1-2 a*). In view of this and much more which will emerge in our commentary we may perhaps conclude that Lamentations is a product of the sorrows and the faith of 200 or 100 B.C. onwards. With deep interest, therefore, we turn to the Laments. We shall look at their curious metrical forms as we read each chant. In general literary quality Lamentations 3 may be called the most skilful, but Lamentations 2 and Lamentations 4 have a finer spirituality; Lamentations 1 looks like an early effort, of less ability; Lamentations 5 is probably an unfinished work, and is not alphabetical.

[A date in the first century B.C. seems incredibly late; nor is it favoured by the actual phenomena. In the Cent.B. the view that the writer "surely lived long after Nebuchadnezzar's siege" was not taken. The book was there regarded as the work of at least three writers. It was allowed that Lamentations 3 was probably post-exilic, that Lamentations 5 was little earlier than the close of the Exile, and that Lamentations 1 might belong to much the same period. But Lamentations 2, 4 were regarded as the work of an eye-witness, who had observed the horrors of the siege and capture of Jerusalem in 586 B.C., not composed, indeed, immediately after the event, since they exhibit the influence of Ezekiel, but not necessarily later than 580 B.C. There seems to be no valid reason for abandoning this conclusion.—A. S. P.]

Literature.—Commentaries: (a) Peake (Cent.B), Streane (CB2), Adeney (Ex.B); (c) Löhr (HK), good stanzaic trans., Budde (KHC), metrics valuable, Thenius (KEH), Ewald, now old-fashioned, Oettli. Other Literature: G. B. Gray, The Forms of Heb. Poetry, pp. 87-120); Löhr (ZATW). Introductions: Bennett, Cornill, Driver, Wellhausen's Bleek, Gray. All good, save on date. Articles in HDB (J. A. Selbie), EBi (Cheyne), EB11 (Ball), Jewish Encyclopedia (Löhr). All good.

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-22
Lamentations 1. The First Lament.—This is an alphabetical acrostic poem in twenty-two stanzas of three lines each, with five Heb. beats in each line. It has two equal parts: Lamentations 1:1-11 (Aleph to Kaph), the singer's account of Zion's sorrows, and Lamentations 1:12-22 (Lamedh to Tau), a soliloquy thereon by the city herself. In detail: Lamentations 1:1-6 tells of a Zion once populous, now widowed; her nights full of weeping, unconsoled by former lovers who are now all faithless. The people have migrated, to escape taxings (note that they are not exiled, as had been the case in 586 B.C.), but even abroad they are harried; no pilgrims are thronging the roads, as they had been wont to do in the days of the Ptolemies' rule (300-200 B.C.), but they did not do so in Jeremiah's time; priests, virgins, children wander about moaning; princes and all grandeur have fled away. And, alas! it is Yahweh Himself who has wrought all this scourging of Zion: it is for her sin.

Lamentations 1:1. How (cf. Lamentations 2:1, Lamentations 4:1, and Isaiah 1:21; Isaiah 14:4): the book takes its Heb. name (Eykah) from this its first word.—Medinah (pl. medinoth), (see Introd.) is used only in late writings, except in 1 Kings 20, where it is difficult to avoid thinking that there the word is misspelt for "Midianite."

Lamentations 1:4. Mo'edh, "Trysting-place" or solemn assembly (see Introd.).

Lamentations 1:6 seems like an echo of Psalms 42, which is probably the wail of Onias II, High Priest in 175 B.C.

Lamentations 1:7-11. A story of Zion's worst sorrow, which is her own sense of sin, and her sighing and depression over it.

Lamentations 1:7. Delete "in," and read, "Zion remembers the days of her affliction." The line, "All her pleasant . . . of old" is a comment written on the margin by some reader and afterwards copied into the text as if original: we decide thus because it would be a fourth line in the stanza, whereas regularly the stanzas have only three lines; besides it spoils the sense.

Lamentations 1:9. Read, "the hinder parts of the filthy skirts," instead of "the latter end."

Lamentations 1:10. The third line speaks of "entering into thy congregation," which may be a late churchly addition. The verse seems, to the present writer, to concern the sacrilege of Pompey—and of Antiochus—in entering the Temple.

Lamentations 1:12-19. Zion moans before Yahweh: first confessing her sin, then appealing to every passer-by to see how her hurt is worse than any that has ever been before. Yahweh's fierce anger has burned her, trapped her, loaded her to the neck with woes. Although He is the indwelling Lord, yet He has dishonoured all her leaders, has summoned a solemn sanctuary meeting (Mo'edh) to condemn her; and all her choice young lives are to die. But the sentence is just: she confesses she has been unfaithful.

Lamentations 1:12. By a copyist's repetition of one letter, the displacement of another, and the insertion of a tiny one to save space, the text has, "Is it nothing to you?" instead of the correct sense, "Therefore ho! all ye."

Lamentations 1:14 is difficult: we need not state all particulars, but should read:

"He has set Himself as a watch over my sin,

Which thro' His power is going to get twisted into a rope to bind me:

By His yoke on my neck He has made my strength fail.

The lordly one has given me into such hands,

That never shall I be able to rise again."

Lamentations 1:16. My eye is written twice by mistake, spoiling the metre.

Lamentations 1:19. The "false lovers" are said to be the priests and elders: this was not possible in Jeremiah's time or anywhere near it, but was exactly the condition in the last two centuries B.C.

Lamentations 1:20-22 is Zion's prayer for mercy: "Will not Yahweh see her repentance, and regard her inconsolable mourning?" But what then? Is He simply to relieve her pain? Oh no, her cry now is, "May He work revenge on her oppressors, who are exulting because He has fulfilled on her His righteous sentence. May they too be so treated: and under His swiftly falling blows may they writhe!" Such, then, was the spirit of even the best men in Judah just before Jesus rose to preach His gospel of forgiveness. We see here the treatment they were ready to give Him, when He brought them good. And this was the soil on which He sprang: such were the audiences He sought to change and save.

Lamentations 1:20. there is as death: read, "death has utterly ended all."

Lamentations 1:21. They have heard should be, "Hear ye," for the Hebrew lack of vowels has caused a slip in the ordinary translation. The verse should run, by making one or two transpositions, "Thou has brought the day that Thou proclaimedst."

As we leave the song, let us note how the darkest, gloomy wailing is in the earlier verses, but towards the end Zion is pictured as more confident of Yahweh's help, and more defiant towards her enemies. Then this defiance culminates in the spirit of utter cruelty in the closing stanzas. How wonderful was the faith of those poor oppressed Jews before Jesus came! They could never dream of an annihilation of their nation. In the course of the long ages they had risen wonderfully to a strong grip on an eternal life, and a doctrine that they were by and by to rule all the world. This Lament shows us vividly the agonies that surrounded Nazareth, and also the follies that were cherished amid the sorrows. Men needed a Consolation for Israel, and they felt sure that such would come. These singers are a picture of the audiences to whom Jesus spoke.

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-22
Lamentations 2. The Second Lament.—This differs from the first in its contents, and in its literary form. The metrical matters are the same, i.e. there are twenty-two verses, wherein the first word of the verse, or stanza, begins with the Heb. A, B, C, etc., and each stanza has three lines, of five accents each. We saw that in Lamentations 1 the singer's wail for Zion filled half the song, and her own cries the second half; but this second Lament is all taken up with God. In Lamentations 2:1-12 the woes are bemoaned as being of His doing and His alone, and Lamentations 2:13-17 forms a short résumé of this; then, next, Lamentations 2:18 f. urges the city to cry to Him for help; and in the close, Lamentations 2:20-22, she does so.

In more detail, Lamentations 2:1-17 is the wail of a stricken heart, because Yahweh has flung down all Zion's beauty, has demolished her fortress, has profaned her throne. True, this might mean Zedekiah's ruin in 586 B.C., but the pathetic touch of personal experience of the ruin, which marks the passage, cannot well suit that earlier dating, since scholars are fairly well agreed that the poems were not written until after 600 B.C. More probably the Lament comes from men who actually saw the ruin of Aristobulus II by the invasion of Pompey.

And now, awful thought! it is Yahweh Himself who has lifted the bars of the city's gates to let those invaders in. He Himself is the real enemy! He has ruined the Temple, which was His own Place of Trysting with men! His hand has led the roaring troops tramping into His sanctuary. And meanwhile all the old rulers have fled afar to alien lands, where they can receive no Torah, no ever-new teaching from the Priestly ministrants, who are the only authoritative receivers and issuers thereof. This is a notable evidence that, if the writer lived in 60 B.C., Torah was not regarded at that date as a thing all given through Moses in the far-off past. This agrees exactly with the central faith of P, expressed beautifully in Exodus 25:22, that Yahweh would always give new revelations to His people from His Shekinah on the Ark. But now, cries our singer bitterly, all our prophets are silent; our priests, elders, virgins all sit silent, amid the moaning of babes for food.

In Lamentations 2:1 f., Lamentations 2:5, Lamentations 2:7, Lamentations 2:18 f. notice that the name "Yahweh" is avoided, and "Adonai" is substituted. The Jews, just before Jesus came, were shy of pronouncing the Divine Name: by A.D. 400 they had ceased altogether uttering it aloud whenever it occurred in their synagogal reading of the Pentateuch; and they had learned to say instead of it simply and reverently "my Lord" (Adonai), as they do to this day. So in the passage before us, it is probable that we see the rise of this custom. The practice arose apparently through the loss of confidence in Yahweh's care for them: they were superstitiously afraid lest they should invoke His presence and His anger. G. B. Gray notes on the passage Lamentations 2:1-12 that the singer's love for his particular metre and for a certain parallelism makes him at times forget his connexion of thought. So manifest is the scholastic formalism which we have attributed to the scribal age.

Lamentations 2:2. Delete "daughter," substitute "king" for "kingdom," and with some transposition we get the writer's ideas better expressed thus:

"Lordly One has swallowed up, and has not spared Judah's vales;

Has torn, and flung to earth her fortress;

Angry even to over-boiling wrath, He has destroyed her king and princes."

Lamentations 2:3. horn is used in the sense of "power," as is usual.

Lamentations 2:4 a has a word too many for the metre: which word shall be omitted? Gray omits "like a foe," because the author did not care much for sectional parallelism. The second line must run on to "Zion," while the end of the third line has been lost.

Lamentations 2:5. has several marks of late Judaism, such as "Lordly One," and Mo'edh. Alliteration was much liked by Hebrews and Jews, and a good illustration of it occurs in Lamentations 2:5, where Cheyne translates "moaning and bemoaning": but Streane gives "groaning and moaning."

Lamentations 2:6. Omitting a Heb. letter we get clear and good sense thus: "He has done violence to His arboured garden." Here, too, beside "His Trysted place" some late annotating reader has set "Sabbath," as an equally sacred thing: this is a mark of the growth of formalism.

Lamentations 2:7. The noisy invasion of the Temple seems meant as that of Pompey, rather than that of Antiochus: had the latter been intended, there would have been a word about his desecration of the altar (see Josephus, Ant. xii. 5, xiv. 4).

Lamentations 2:9 f. is pitifully sad; the eyes have run tears till they are dry; honour is poured out on the ground.

Lamentations 2:13. The song becomes a passionate wail, like the sleepless weariness of a wrecked soul. What could be like this tragic undoing of Jerusalem? Her wound gapes, big as the sea: who could possibly heal it? How well does all this make us realise the heart of Jesus when He rose and cried, "Come unto Me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden."

Lamentations 2:14-17 rehearses again the sorrows, especially laying blame on false preachers: these had lied, mocking at warnings of danger and banishments and punishments. So now God's vengeance lies herein, that all lands mock at Zion, and say, "Ha! Is this city the perfect beauty? Is this the place of joy for all the earth? Ha, ha!" Omit in Lamentations 2:15 the commentator's remark, "Of which they will say." Evidently some preachers had been proclaiming the apocalyptic theory that Israel was to be the chief people in all the earth: another note of date, for this was a favourite faith of the generations just before the birth of Jesus. A wonderful faith it was, foolish indeed in many ways, yet grand in its fault. Moreover, Jesus fulfilled it.

Lamentations 2:16. Now appears a remarkable thing: an inversion of the usual order of the Heb. alphabetical letters Ayin and Pe. Usually the order would be "Pe, Ayin," but here Pe begins Lamentations 2:16, and Ayin begins Lamentations 2:17. The same strange feature is found also in chs. 3 and 4. It occurs nowhere else in Heb. literature, except in the alphabetical Psalms 9, 10, at least as this is restored by Duhm. That Psalm seems to have peculiar doctrinal evidences of having been written by a scribe of the first century B.C. Did that scribe compose these three Laments?

Lamentations 2:17 pictures the hatred of the people by their enemies, and the patronising mockery of Yahweh by these: "He has at last done what He threatened, has He? We knew all along that either He or someone else would have to crush this Zion." All the more bitter, following this taunt, is the aching moan of the song, "O Maiden-city, cry, cry; cease not to cry to the Lordly One. By day, by night, pray; Oh weep and pray."

Lamentations 2:19. A fourth line has been needlessly added, as a marginal note no doubt, by some reader.

Lamentations 2:20-22. Zion's prayer: here sore need makes the approach to God more pressing, even more familiar than before. Zion does not now say, "O Lordly One," but "O Yahweh." It is Yahweh's own daughter that is beseeching the Father's heart only to look and see that it is she whom He has so hurt. Her cry becomes a ghastly thing: mothers are eating their babes; priests are murdered in the Temple; old and young, virgins and lads, lie dead in the streets.

Lamentations 2:22 is most pathetic of all, "Wilt Thou not summon a Trysting meeting, as the old faith expected, to consider all this? And yet, from the hamlets all about no man can come now, for there all are dead!" So ends this saddest of all the Laments, full of pitiful scenes, black and awful with woe. The pleading before Yahweh makes one's own eyes wet. "Oh, is it really Thou! Canst Thou not stay Thy hand?" rises the cry. All this misery is unlike the condition in which Nebuchadrezzar left Jerusalem. Then the poor people were put into some comfort. Jeremiah was well pleased to stay in Jerusalem; and he bade the exiles pray for the Babylonians. The Servant-Singer preached Yahweh's love to them. And more remarkable still is Ezekiel's constant insistence that Babylon is Yahweh's hand. It is Babylon that shall set all nations to rights, and shall be rewarded greatly for her coming punishment of Egypt. Surely these Laments come from a very different condition of things. On the other hand, all is just like the conditions just before Jesus came; when so many were broken-hearted, and were waiting for some Consolation of Israel. This second Lament is surely a prelude to the Gospel of the Saviour.

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-66
Lamentations 3. The Third Lament.—Here it is the singer that comes chiefly to the front; whereas in Lamentations 3:1 it had been Zion, and in Lamentations 3:2 it was Yahweh. EV hardly puts Lamentations 3:1 forcibly enough: it should read, "It is I, even I the strong man, who know now, alas, what abasement means." The chant is artistically more clever than Lamentations 3:1 and Lamentations 3:2, but its heart is not so great. In form it has a cunning device all its own; for the first stanza has three initial Alephs, the second has three Beths, and so on throughout the twenty-two stanzas. This is a skilful bit of scholastic development; scribal indeed, but not great. Editors have usually regarded each line as a separate verse, so that there result sixty-six verses in all. Similarities between Psalms 143 and our poem have led Löhr to think that the two are based on a common original (cf. Lamentations 3:6 with Psalms 143:3). Certainly our poem seems closely related to late Jewish Pss., and it is impossible that a Jeremiah did or ever could invent such a fantasia on three A's, three B's, three C's, and so on. Nevertheless the Lament has several good features.

Lamentations 3:1-16, a quarter of the whole, is a personal wail. Yahweh has beaten this strong man, has misled him, torn him, hemmed him in, and, as it were, actually buried him alive. Yahweh has torn the man's inmost soul, like a bear, like a lion that has crouched and leaped upon him. Worst of all, the sufferer has become a laughing-stock in his own city: this is bitterest wormwood. Evidently the people were not all so excited and troubled as was our poet: possibly his feelings arose largely amid the fancies of his private study, where he could have time to dream and calculate over his Alephs and Beths. In Lamentations 3:16 he has an apt figure of one who is mocked, "He has made my teeth grind on sand." Then his extremity of vexation drives him to God. He feels he has been away from his best counsellor. He begins to pray (Lamentations 3:19-21), sure that Yahweh will remember him. As he thus remembers Yahweh, his meditation is at times so beautiful that many a sentence of it became a household word in the Christianity that soon was born, e.g. "Yahweh's loving-kindness cannot cease." A Greek commentator in the LXX has added a fine remark here, "We are not ended, because His care is not ended." The singer grows jubilant and rises to the threshold of all apocalyptic expectations, saying, "It is good to wait." So he takes in the wide future as well as his present view of things and conditions and sufferings. All are only light afflictions. He is probably a priest, and therefore remembers Deuteronomy 18:2, quoting it as he sings, "Yahweh is my portion. The eternally abiding God is enough." Three times we read, "It is good": Yahweh is good, and a man must have twice goodness, first in hoping, and then in waiting. Like Paul long afterwards (cf. Romans 8:33 ff.) he seems to love the wonderful Servant-Song of Isaiah 50:4-9, for he probably alludes to it in Lamentations 3:30. In Lamentations 3:31-41 he pens a confession of faith worthy of any of the great confessors in all the ages. Every line here is precious and familiar: we need not quote any as the best.

Lamentations 3:42-66. After confession comes supplication; and here first (in Lamentations 3:42-53) the sorrows are rehearsed, but in submissive tones this time. He acknowledges that Yahweh has come near to him, has actually spoken to him, has repeated for him the great eternal watchword of Isaiah 41, "Fear thou not." Truly he does touch the hem of the Father's garment; or, as the Scotch saint would say, "he gets far ben."

But now, after three stanzas of such exquisite beauty, what is it that he prays for eagerly? "Pursue thou my enemies in anger: destroy them from under heaven!" Alas that a curse should be the climax of communion for such a soul! How did they need to hear the death-cry of Jesus, that was soon to sound among them, "Father forgive them." The Lament proves thus to be the utterance and the picture of a priest who, at moments, seemed to be the very Rutherford of Anwoth of his time; but who, nevertheless, needed sorely that there should be breathed upon him the Gospel of Forgiveness and Love for enemies. The Lament is surely another scene in the background of Christianity.

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-22
Lamentations 4. The Fourth Lament.—This has less literary finish than Lamentations 4:3, and it has also less spiritual value. It lacks much of the saints whom one seems to see in Lamentations 4:1, and we miss the love of worship that appears to be breathed in 2. The keenest pang felt in this fourth chant is in behalf of the suffering king of Judah. If we are right in thinking that it dates from about 60 B.C., then we may say that it was penned by a Sadducee, some strong supporter of the Maccabean, or new "David" dynasty. Hence we may explain the bitter spite which at the close it flings at the Edomites, or Idumeans, the Herods who displaced the Maccabeans, having got their power by base trafficking with the Romans. In versification the chant is of its own sort. It is in pentameters, as in Lamentations 4:1, Lamentations 4:2, and Lamentations 4:3; but the stanzas have only two lines each, while the others had always three. It is an alphabetic acrostic, as before; and while the characteristic letter stands at the beginning of the first line only, yet in the second or Beth stanza, with a Beth as initial of its first line, the initial of the second line is an Aleph, and the initial of the second line of the third or Gimel stanza is a Beth. The scholastic writer seems to have been trying to invent a new feature: he does not, however, persist in it very far. Again, the Pe stanza (Lamentations 4:16) is set before the Ayin (Lamentations 4:17) as in chs. 2 and 3: perhaps it was the same writer that composed all three, and the order of these letters may have been a dialectical peculiarity of his home region.

The chant is one long wail for Zion, with a short parenthesis (Lamentations 4:13-16) laying the blame of all the woes upon prophets and such priests as are of the prophetic party. This would agree with the theory of authorship by a Sadducee or courtier, for these Sadducees disliked the prophets. The song bewails one class of the people after another: in Lamentations 4:1-4, mothers are starving, and are deserting their children as the ostrich deserts its eggs; in Lamentations 4:5 f. the ruin of the nobles has been more sudden and awful than that of Sodom, where there was not time to writhe the hands before death silenced all; Lamentations 4:7-10, the princes, once all beauty, are now all defaced. It were better to be stabbed to death than to starve. In Lamentations 4:10 the second reference to mothers who are eating their children may mean that even princesses are doing this. Then Lamentations 4:11 f. laments Yahweh's fury and His act of bringing enemies into Zion, as too strange a thing for anyone in all the world to believe. The parenthesis (Lamentations 4:13-16) blaming prophets and priests, looks on these as moral lepers, filthy beyond any pity: it is some comfort that it is Yahweh Himself who sends them wandering out and away as pariahs. In Lamentations 4:16 is an interesting use of "the Face of Yahweh" (mg.) as a substitute for "Yahweh" Himself: this was very common in the later days.

Lamentations 4:17-20 recounts the sorry tale of the expected help, which never came. Just so was Aristobulus treated by the Romans. The song tells how the desired cohorts became the most cruel destroyers: "they have spied our every footstep, and, swifter than eagles, they have hunted us into the mountains." This seems like an allusion to the Roman standards. And "These, these," cries the singer, "drove our dearest one, our hope, our King, the Anointed of Yahweh out into the Idumean wilds to be caught in their snares." Just thus does Josephus tell us that Aristobulus trusted Edom for protection: but there he was trapped, for Edom was in league with his foes (see Josephus, Ant. xiv. 1-3). The use of the word "Anointed" for the king of Judah suggests a late date: the term is scarcely used in the earlier literature. In late Pss. it becomes very common. Note also that the writer would probably avoid using the word "king," lest the Roman rulers should be jealous of such a seeming aim at setting up an independent royalty. A fierce curse on Edom (i.e. Idumea) closes the Lament; and this is sharpened to the utmost by the claim that the sin of Judah shall be altogether forgotten, when it is seen contrasted with the sad baseness of Idumea. In Lamentations 4:21 there is a word too many: omit "the land of," rather than (with LXX) "Uz."

Ere we leave the chant, let us notice that the customary translations in AV, RV, etc., miss the fine shadings which Heb. writers could put into their verb-forms: so Lamentations 4:1 should be "How is gold going to grow dim? Even fine gold shall be dimmed!" The writer was expecting worse things than he had yet seen.

Lamentations 4:9 should run, "Well off were those who were stabbed with the sword: better off than those stabbed by hunger. For they were going to pine away, riddled through and through." On the other hand, events that are actually past are meant in Lamentations 4:22, "Thy waywardness is complete (done with), O Judah; but He has now also looked in on thy waywardness, O Edom; He has uncovered whatever hid thy faults."

Finally, this singer (a Hasmonean courtier, shall we say?) or this Sadducee is scarcely a saint; nor is he quite one of the ordinary people. He has a deep sorrow for the governmental troubles of Judah; and, having seen much past evil, he fears that much more is to come. He clings to the old faith that David shall never lack a true successor to sit upon his throne. He hungers for this token of Yahweh's promised, trysted Presence: he expects it in spite of all the woe. He too is waiting for the Consolation of Israel. But would he trust Him who came?

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-22
Lamentations 5. A Prayer.—This chapter differs much from the previous four. It is not a Lament, but one long pleading; and it is not the chant of an individual, but of a company, a plural, "we." It may be called a hexameter poem, having six and not five beats in each of its twenty-two lines; it keeps, however, to this alphabetical number of lines, although it is not an alphabetic acrostic. Possibly, the composer intended to think out later other initial words for his lines, and thus to make them acrostic: so it may be an acrostic in the making. But it may perhaps have been appended to the book as a sort of satire on the alphabetic fancies of chs. 1-4. It is not deeply spiritual, and yet at the close there comes a pathetic and even affectionate appeal to God.

The cry in Lamentations 5:1 opens the prayer; then in Lamentations 5:2-18 follows the long list of sufferings set out before God. This length is suspicious, extended by measure as it seems, and then cut off so as not to exceed the exact number of twenty-two verses. First in the list is lamented the subjection of Judah to Egypt and to Assyria. If the view we have suggested of the date is correct, these two great names stand for the Neo-Grecian powers, Egypt under the Ptolemies in the south, and Syria ruled by the Seleucids on the north. After the Assyrian Empire had fallen (607), the name Assyria continued to be used for its successors (e.g. Ezra 6:22 and Isaiah 11:11*, Isaiah 19:23 ff.); and here it probably stands for Syria. We observe how interested our writer is in the government: he is a courtier.

Lamentations 5:7 is remarkable for the blame it lays for all the sufferings upon the ancestors now long gone: the theologising mind of the writer is concerned with the doctrine of inherited sin: that theory had already arisen in Ezekiel's day, but it grew more painful as the centuries passed, until it burdened sadly the men around Jesus. In Lamentations 5:8-18 are minute details of the troubles: famine, disease, women's shame, dishonour done to dignities, slave-toil laid even on children, who have no pleasures now. There are no courts of justice, where the white-haired elders preside; and, worst of all, the crown has gone. The sacred city is a haunt of foxes! And why is this? How can Yahweh rule His people without an earthly throne?

This leads to the Envoi in Lamentations 5:19-22. Surely Yahweh cannot forsake His people for ever, else He would be left all alone. Now a noble faith is kindled, finding expression in words learned from the fine Psalms 80, "Turn us again, O Yahweh." So a singular courage awakes, and lays upon Yahweh the task of initiating restoration. "We would return, but Thou must give the compelling spirit, else we can do nothing." A holy familiarity breaks into a loving, trusting reproach. "Hast Thou really altogether thrown us away? Art Thou so bitter against us? That cannot be." So the chant ends in great confidence. God abides: tomorrow and all the days for ever shall manifest His gracious way. The later Rabbis understood the singer's heart, and they arranged here at the end of the book a corrective for the saddening tone of the whole; for they directed that, at public readings of Lamentations, Lamentations 5:21 should be read aloud again when Lamentations 5:2 had been ended. This was right; for the simple, good courtier did not mean to leave his people's hearts all in the dark. He believed in the sure rule of God, he had caught the apocalyptic spirit, that wide outlook which is not bounded by to-day, but lays hold on eternal life. These lamenting singers were not far from the Kingdom of God. Jesus was born of them: He could find audience among them. Vastly more beautiful certainly were His soul, His purpose, and His thought than those of the lamenting men among whom He came: but these Lamentations are a background against which He is grandly seen.

