《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Lamentations》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE LAMENTATIONS OF JEREMIAH.
GRIEF is eloquent. Jeremiah saw the calamities of his country, and his sorrow flowed in elegiac strains. The poetry is elegant, and written alphabetically, as are several of the Psalms. The letters ע ain and פpe are transposed. The prophet is supposed by עain, which is seventy when used numerically, to convey a hint that the captivity should continue seventy years. Josephus is very erroneous in supposing that the Lamentations were written on the death of Josiah; probably because an allusion seems to be made to his memory in chap. 4:20; but the leading subjects of the book cannot possibly be applied to that prince’s fail. Jeremiah did indeed lament over his deceased sovereign, as Ezra relates in 2 Chronicles 35:25; but that also affords no ground of forcing the nature of a whole poem. The words nevertheless indicate that the elegy on Josiah is interwoven in the poem. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-22
This chapter is composed in the acrostic character. Each verse begins with the Hebrew letters in alphabetical order; that is to say, the first begins with א aleph, the second with ב beth; and each verse contains three hemistichs, with the exception of Lamentations 1:1; Lamentations 1:19, which have four. The composition surpasses encomium, because the heart of the poet so acted as to touch the heart of the reader. The ideas and the figures are of the first style of composition. The words are laconic, as those of David: Oh Absalom, my son, my son. Such is the character of grief.

The following verse we sometimes find at the head of this book, introduced expletively.—”And it came to pass, after that Israel had been carried away captive, and Jerusalem was become desolate, that Jeremiah sat weeping, and lamented with this lamentation over Jerusalem, and said,”

Lamentations 1:1. How doth the city sit solitary that was full of people. A desecrated city without inhabitant is justly introduced as the first cause of sorrow: all was once regal and festive joy, now all is gloom and desolation.

Lamentations 1:4. The ways of Zion mourn. No joyful festivals, no train of worshippers entering at every gate, and cheering their accustomed dwellingplaces. No feasts with wine to gladden the heart, no animating worship in the temple, no fire on the altar to take away sin, no music, no virgin voices accompanying the psalms, no faithful prophets to preach to the people. All is mournful silence, and deathful gloom.

Lamentations 1:7. Jerusalem remembered in the days of her affliction—all her pleasant things. Her mansions, her gardens, her splendour, and the brilliant sphere in which she had moved. The poor had not far to fall, but the feelings of the rich were exquisite.

Lamentations 1:8-9. Jerusalem hath grievously sinned. The impurity of her idolatries is now discovered. This is the answer to the enquiries in the first verse, and this is heaven’s defence for afflicting her. Come hither then, all ye writers of elegies, who eulogize the spotless dead. Come hither then, all ye Flecheres, who make orations for princes; and ye humbler preachers of funeral sermons. Where is there one of you who dares to talk of Zion’s sins? If your tongues are venal, how can you stand in presence of the prophets—how in presence of God!

Lamentations 1:12. See if there be any sorrow like unto my sorrow. These words designate the sublime of grief. Jeremiah identifies himself with Zion. Many cities have been destroyed in war; but what city had fallen from Zion’s glory? What sorrow could be compared to her’s? The touchstone of the prophet’s grief arose from joining his sorrows with those of Christ, who expressed the like sentiments in the garden.

Lamentations 1:18. My virgins and my young men are gone into captivity. A disconsolate mother, without a child to wipe her tears. She called for her allies and lovers, but none durst appear. The heathen poets abound with examples of mourners, but all are irrelevant; they apply not to the woes of Zion.

REFLECTIONS.
Jeremiah was forbidden to marry, because of the calamities approaching his country; yet he called the people his children, and bewails them as lost. It has always been the character of genuine piety to sympathize with the afflicted, and to pray for their good. We should weep that the wicked may weep for themselves. Tears flowed plentifully by the waters of Babylon, Psalms 137., when they remembered their former good things and their glory; and had they wept earlier for their sins, these calamities would not have come.

The friendship of the wicked is founded on pleasure and interest; for they are lovers of themselves. Hence when Judah was in trouble, all her lovers forsook her. So it was with Babylon when her day was come, and so it was with the prodigal when his money was spent. Let us therefore seek acquaintance with the friend that sticketh closer than a brother. He will never leave us in the time of trouble; and when dangers have surrounded his church, he has always appeared in due time for her salvation.

In this chapter, and in other parts of the poem, there is a frequent recurrence to sin as the cause of Israel’s calamities. It is the abomination which maketh both the sanctuary and the soul a desolation. It is a blight which withers the most hopeful aspects, and causes the glory of grace to enshroud itself in thickest darkness. Let the ruins of Zion instruct the christian church, and awe us in the hour of temptation. The consideration of sin should enlighten our prayers when we deprecate the calamities of war; for every nation should fear God; then the paternal corrections of his own hand would be deemed sufficient. He would not suffer the sword of an enemy to correct the errors of his people; for he is the righteous Lord of heaven and earth.

The chapter closes with a curse against Babylon, the author of Judah’s ruin: but as has been frequently observed of the curses in the psalms, it is purely predictive. It does not exclude repentance, and the turning away of God’s fierce indignation. The king of Babylon is called, as was Cyrus and also the Messiah, the Lord’s anointed. The Chaldeans had their commission signed in heaven; but they corrupted it through pride, through revenge, and with a bloody hand. Hence, in due time, it was right that God should commission the Medes to do unto Babylon as Babylon had done to Judah. The curse is purely the language of justice, and it associates with the cry of the martyrs. How long, Holy and True, dost thou not avenge our blood on them that dwell on the earth. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-22
Lamentations 2:1. How hath the Lord covered the daughter of Zion with a cloud. The day break, but no sun shines, no opening of future hope.

Lamentations 2:2. The Lord hath swallowed up all the inhabitants of Jacob. The enemy has come in like a flood, the people have disappeared in the vortex.

Lamentations 2:3. He hath cut off—all the horn of Israel. See on Job 15:15. Psalms 112.

Lamentations 2:7. They (the Chaldeans) have made a noise in the house of the Lord, as in the day of a solemn feast. The song and the music were once heard there: now the noise, the cries, the shouts of a storming army. What a reverse of glory for vengeance.

Lamentations 2:8. The Lord—hath stretched out a line on Zion. This is a figure of architecture: the artists measure the ground for a new building, and for the removal of walls and rubbish. So God caused “the measuring line to pass over Samaria.”

Lamentations 2:10. The elders—sit on the ground, and keep silence. Job’s three friends sat down for seven days, indicating the deepest sorrow.

Lamentations 2:11. The sucklings swoon in the streets, when dying of the blackest famine, or when they asked their mother, 

Lamentations 2:12. Where is corn, דגז dogzt, not parched corn, but bread made of wheat flour, their usual food; and wine, as in former days. These words are the real copies of nature, which always touch the heart. The flood of invasion had made a breach wide as the sea.

Lamentations 2:14. Thy prophets have seen vain and foolish things. To these Jeremiah attributes the ruin of the country. They invariably opposed his ministry. When he predicted war, they predicted peace; when he spake of famine, they foretold fine harvests, and halcyon days. When he raised the cry of invasion, they soothed all fears with the balm of Egypt. Therefore, hardening the people in their sins, they spurned repentance, and boldly rushed on the bucklers of destruction. These prophets were men of influence in the temple, lap-dogs of the highpriest, who stopped at no blasphemy to carry their point. But the priests and the prophets were slain in the sanctuary of the Lord, in the holy temple which their idolatries had profaned: Lamentations 2:20.

Lamentations 2:20. Shall women eat their fruit—children of a span long? This, in case of apostasy, Moses had foretold, with all the consequent horrors. Deuteronomy 28.

REFLECTIONS.
The poetry here is admirable, and the subject naturally inspires sublimity of thought. The apostrophes are most striking, and the most impressive images of grief. The prophet loses sight of the Chaldeans, in the more exalted view of the Lord’s coming in martial array to fight against his people, to demolish his city, and to make desolate his sanctuary. But when he saw the dead lying in every street, the children asking for corn and wine, and fainting with hunger; when he saw the mothers eating their own children, and the elders sitting with dust on their heads, his eyes failed with tears. Misery unparalleled! Oh what a scene also of priests slain around the altar, to expiate the pollutions of the sanctuary with their blood. The glory is departed; for Ichabod was written on the ruins of Zion in characters far more gloomy than those which befel the house of Eli.

Raised now to all the majesty of grief, he casts an indignant look on the false prophets, now lying slain among the priests. They had frustrated his ministry by counter predictions, they hindered the repentance of the people by promises of peace, and hardened their hearts by falsehood and lies. What an obloquy rests on their memory for ever. But fallen and disgraced as they are, what instruction may not the christian derive from their memory. Never, never, oh pastor, never flatter a people in their sins. They will curse thee for it another day, and God will require their blood at thy hand. It is to betray the charge of God. It is to magnify the maxims of the age above the bible. It is weakness, it is want of courage, it is want of holiness. View, oh minister, view the Lord as in the ten first verses of this chapter, coming to fight against an infidel world with the sharp sword which goeth out of his mouth. Then clothing thy soul with his spirit, fight valiantly, as under thy general’s eye, and sure of victory, return a thousand times to the charge. If ministers were all animated with this spirit, there is no saying what advantages would follow in the cause of morality, and in the advancement of the Redeemer’s kingdom. But ministers too often assume a profession, because it is a profession. They form parties of pleasure, they dine in public, and attend some of the more decent diversions. Thus when they have sanctioned the errors of the age, then their mouth is shut in the pulpit, the gospel freezes on their lips, and they are incapable of serving God. Their more enlightened and faithful hearers are discouraged and grieved; they would fain speak of what is good in their minister, but are obliged to retain silence on the mention of his name. But let him be assured that a harlot is not more despised by her seducers than the man who has prostituted the honour and glory of his ministry, is despised by the infidels of the age. Be instructed then, oh man, and abandon thy profession for the humblest trade, rather than occasion the ruin of Zion.

The final advice of the prophet to cry in the night, and like Daniel, to afflict the soul with weeping, is most salutary and becoming, till the Lord shall establish and make Jerusalem a praise in the earth, by restoring her to all the promised glory of the latter day. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-66
The Metre changes here. The letters of the Hebrew alphabet, twenty two in number, begin three hemistichs, which make sixty six verses. It would look better, and read more poetically, if the hemistichs formed distinct lines, as in other poetry. The prophet commences with the idea of a prisoner, sitting in darkness, and bound with a chain. As Jeremiah intended this poem to be set to music, it was proper to preserve the rhythm and spirit of poetic composition.

Lamentations 3:1. I am the man that hath seen affliction. God had made him the first of prophets to Israel, and the adjacent nations; by consequence, as a shepherd, he had charge of the sheep. In him therefore the phrases are proper, My children—my virgins are gone into captivity. The strokes of his burning wrath have often been repeated, and Psalms 102. contains similar sentiments. Sanctius notes here, that Jeremiah was a type of Christ, which many of the fathers had noted before. But our unitarian philosophy cautions us against this imbecility, that Jeremiah in all his book never once refers to Christ. Why should he? If “Jesus,” as Dr. Priestley says, “was the legitimate son of Joseph and Mary,” such a Jesus could do nothing for him, neither for us. See Henry Scougal’s sermon on Lamentations 1:12; and the notes on Jeremiah 23:6; Jeremiah 31:22.

Lamentations 3:15. He hath made me drunk with wormwood. This is a frequent figure, but mostly applied to the wicked; as when the Moabites slaughtered one another to escape from Gideon. In the crisis of impetuous passions, the understanding is borne away with the torrent.

Lamentations 3:22-23. It is of the Lord’s mercies, that the remnant is not consumed. These are new every morning. As the return of day makes us a new present of creation, so after a dark cloud he lifts upon us the light of his countenance.

Lamentations 3:26. It is good that a man should both hope and quietly wait for the salvation of the Lord. Our anchor is sure, the cable will never part by strong gales. Unto the upright there ariseth light in the darkness. Zion was rebuilt, a favour which Babylon could not boast. The Jews returned with all the vessels of gold and silver, which the Chaldeans had taken away. 

Lamentations 3:31-32. The Lord will not cast off for ever. Here is the reason why the church should hope and quietly wait. Men’s words are but breath, but the promises of God are realities. He will have compassion, according to the multitude of his mercies, and according to the fulness of his promises.

Lamentations 3:33. He doth not afflict willingly. He could not allow the Jews to go on in full revolt. Think of this, oh thou who canst prostitute all his mercies to satiate thy lusts. Thy day shall surely come.

Lamentations 3:39. Wherefore doth a living man complain. His punishment is always less than his sins. Perhaps his afflictions check him from other crimes, which might complete his ruin.

Lamentations 3:41. Let us lift up our hearts with unity to God. Let us quarrel no longer with his rod; then all heaven will be engaged in our defence; and like the soaring eagle, we leave all dangers far behind.

Lamentations 3:44. Thou hast covered thyself with a cloud, that our prayers should not pass through. The French refugees, weeping in exile for their martyrs, and for their demolished temples, often quote these words in their sermons; but after a lapse of years the cloud which brightened on Zion, has brightened on them also. Napolean gave them a college at Montauban, and a seat in the senate.

Lamentations 3:58. Oh Lord, thou hast pleaded the causes of my soul. Thus hope opened for Zion at last. No man cries to God in vain; for though the prophet could not then have the favour he asked, he got a new pledge of it in his heart.

Lamentations 3:61-66. Thou hast heard their reproach, oh Lord. The men that obstructed my ministry, cast me into prison, and sought my life. Requite them, oh Lord, according to their works. Though St. Paul cites these words against Alexander, who sought to destroy him; yet from Jesus, full of truth and grace, we hear the voice, “bless and curse not.”

REFLECTIONS.
Here we have another most beautiful and impressive poem. It discovers a wounded and pensive mind, highly impressed with the deep ways of providence. It opens with a general view of Jeremiah’s persecution in the ministry, and with his prison-thoughts. I am the man that hath seen affliction by the rod of his wrath; which marks that he had been severely treated while bearing testimony against his country.

As the darkness presedes the breaking of the morning, so good men glean hope while others reap despair. It is, says he, of the Lord’s mercies that we are not consumed. His mercies and compassions are new every morning. Thus unto the upright there ariseth light in the darkness. Like the woman of Canaan, they gather an answer of peace, while others augur a flat denial.

Men who have experienced mercies are the best qualified to comfort others. It is good, says the prophet, that a man should both hope and quietly wait for the salvation of God. When praying for the comforts of the Holy Spirit we are to expect present blessings; but when praying for providential mercies, we must quietly wait the Lord’s time. Joseph waited two years in the prison, and David almost seven years in exile; then the Lord did wonders for them both. The vision is for an appointed time, till the wheels of providence bring all things round; then it shall surely speak, and shall not lie.

Numerous other observations seem suggested in this chapter, but we must hasten to say that he was resolved to weep on, and to pray on, till the Lord arose in vengeance to redeem his remnant from their long captivity. Thus joining his faith with an extended hand to the hand of the Messiah, he joined also, if I may so speak, his sorrows to those of the Saviour’s, that in due time the Lord might turn them all to joy. Thus afflictions, which consume the wicked, brighten the saints in the furnace; for by sadness the heart is made better. Thus faith anticipates salvation before it comes: it sees the dark clouds already clearing up: hence we often find the prophets composing songs of deliverance for the church, while in the preseding verses they have been foretelling her sorest afflictions. Confidence in God is more to be desired than a thousand worlds. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-22
Lamentations 4:1-2. How is the gold, זהב zahab, so called because of its superior lustre to other metals, now become dim. Gold does not oxidize, and scarcely receives a tarnish; yet the rulers and priests have degenerated into base mixtures; and so much so, as to be vile as the potter’s vessels.

Lamentations 4:3. Even the sea-monsters, תנין tinnin, draw out the breast. Our elder critics, less acquainted with natural history, read “dragons,” serpents of the larger species. But as whales are assuredly of the mammalia class, and give suck to their young, our version appears to be correct. The balœna, or whale, is the largest species of living beings which sport in the seas. One was caught in Greenland ninety feet in length; one in the south seas, where they are less disturbed, a hundred and six feet. Even the careless ostriches will cover up their eggs in the sands, and leave them to be hatched in the sun; but now, during the horrors of famine, even mothers become unnatural.

Lamentations 4:7. Her Nazarites were purer than snow, whiter than milk, more ruddy than rubies, as described in Leviticus 6:1. And if men looked so well who drank no wine, what need have we of tobacco and gin? These debilitate the constitution, and destroy our national character: ruin in every form attends their train.

Lamentations 4:8. Their visage is blacker than a coal. When the bile can form no chemical combination with the aliments for want of food, the absorbent vessels convey it to the blood, which turns the aspect to a sable hue; so that a man can scarcely know his brother.

Lamentations 4:12. The kings of the earth, deeming Jerusalem an impregnable city, could not believe that the Chaldeans could have forced her gates. Of what use are walls to a great city? If fifty thousand men cannot defend it, walls, by the calamities of the siege, do but augment the vengeance of the assailants.

Lamentations 4:13. For the sins of her prophets, ever the first to persecute the true prophets, and to shed the blood of the just, the city was delivered to the enemy. Read their deeds, as recorded in 2 Chronicles 24:20. Jeremiah 5:11. Matthew 23:35. 

Lamentations 4:18. They, the Chaldean cavalry, hunt our steps on the mountains. They are swifter than eagles, leaving no hopes of escape, while they search the whole land for spoils and for food. They spare neither virgin, nor hoary age, nor the sucking child.

Lamentations 4:21. Rejoice and be glad, oh daughter of Edom. These are words of consummate irony; for the sword in three or four years would be at her gates. Jeremiah 47:7. It is not wise to rejoice at a neighbour’s calamity; for we know not how soon it may be our own case.

REFLECTIONS.
How dreadful are the horrors of famine. This is the final argument with an impregnable fortress to surrender. The soldier loses all his courage when he comes to fight with death. Why then should sinners be at war with omnipotence? The mountains are no defence, neither can the caverns afford retreat.

In the fall of Jerusalem, we see the instability of all worldly glory. David’s house loses the crown; the fine gold becomes base by deteriorations; the holy temple, once the glory and boast of the whole earth, now in flames.

“He builds too low, who builds beneath the skies.” YOUNG.
Let us then build on Christ the rock of ages, against which the gates of hell shall not prevail.

Jeremiah boldly names the cause of Zion’s fall. It was the sins of her false prophets, and prophets mostly of the sacerdotal order. They misused and killed the prophets of the Lord, 2 Chronicles 36:16; and polluted the sanctuary, which pollutions could not be purged but by the blood of the culprits. Thus the aged oak begins to decay first at the heart. It is a bitter complaint of Peter Jurieu, that the persecution of the French protestants was undertaken at the particular solicitations of the clergy; and the visitations on that order resembled those which befel the house of Aaron. How wonderful are thy judgments, oh Lord! 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-22

REFLECTIONS.—Jeremiah in this last elegy continues the subject in more minute details; and having no hope for the present, he consoles himself with hope in the latter day. Psalms 85. Hosea 3. The insults to women and to virgins are named among the first of the final calamities; and the general who allows of this must expect mutiny and revolt from the men who violate laws with impunity.

The cruelty to the elders nailed up by their hands, was inflicted also upon Tyre, where eight thousand were nailed up and crucified in various ways. The elders ceased from the gates, for wrongs have no redress in war.

Woe to Jerusalem! Woe unto us, for we have sinned. Our ruin is owing to ourselves; sin is the source of all our calamities. Every painful effect should still be traced up to this cause; and it becomes us seriously to lay it to heart.

When men have departed from God, his renewing grace is necessary to bring them back. Turn thou us, and we shall be turned. Men are bent to backslide, but loth to return, and unable of themselves to do it. How necessary then is it, that those who are convinced of sin should offer up earnest supplications to God, that he would convert them: and if he exert his mighty power, how long and how deeply soever they have revolted, their souls will be restored, and led in the paths of righteousness.

The unchangeableness of God is the comfort of his afflicted people. It is their duty to imitate the prophet in pouring out their complaints before the Lord: and, to encourage their hopes, to fix their thoughts on God’s eternity, his perpetual dominion, and unchangeable glories. The changes of the world affect not him; he sees, directs and overrules them all. He is the same when the world is in confusion and the church in danger, as when all things are easy and happy. Let this preserve our peace, and animate our hope in every distressing case, that the Lord shall reign for ever, and thy God, oh Zion, throughout all generations. Well, though the glory thus depart from the earthly Zion, the Lord God and the Lamb are the light of Zion above. 

