
Jeremiah
The Background and the Message:
Jeremiah was a prophet who lived from the end of the sev-
enth century B.C.E. and into the latter part of the sixth. His
book is the longest of the latter prophets’, and it is called
by his name: Jeremiah. During his life he saw the Jews’
Promised Land fall into the hands of the Babylonians, and
he witnessed injustice among his own people, Jews toward
Jews. 

The southern Israelite kingdom Judah, once the glorious
seat of kings David and Solomon (1000-924 B.C.E.), was
wavering back and forth between pleasing God and setting
itself up for worshipping idols. Jeremiah, from the small vil-
lage of Anatot northeast of Jerusalem, was called on to
become a mouthpiece of The Eternal and a model for
Jewish repentance. This very human prophet lodged harsh
criticism of the Jews’ empty religious behaviors or their
complete lack thereof. In the Jewish tradition this is called
to’khah’hah. Jeremiah also modeled how to look at God
critically, through his prayers—asking questions and
expressing doubts about God’s promises. Surprisingly or
not, the same prophet was also full of words of comfort,
ne’hem’ta, for the Jewish people. At every juncture, we can
see Jeremiah’s deep faith in The Eternal.

Jeremiah prophesied that God felt that the Jewish people
had abandoned the covenant. He spoke up about how
Jews needed to add spirit and faith into the rituals, ‘doing
the mitzvot’ in order to honor God and make society better.
Jeremiah lambasted Jews for turning to idolatry and for
rejecting the teachings of Judaism. When he began preach-
ing during the thirteenth year of the reign of King Josiah,
Jeremiah saw that national reforms by the new King would
not be enough—the Jewish people needed to re-engage the
mitzvot as a way of life on a personal level in order to
please God. Josiah restored The Eternal (Adonai) to the
rightful place in the Temple, once again centralizing wor-
ship in Jerusalem, but there was leftover immorality from
the time of King Manasseh. God felt abandoned, and the
prophet warned of God’s anger. 

When people would not listen to Jeremiah about living in
God’s ways and giving up sin in order to not feel ashamed,
Jeremiah’s message turned to warning the people about
the threat of a national foe—an ‘enemy from the north.’
Babylonia, coming to power over the Assyrians, loomed on
the horizon as the instrument of God’s destruction, accord-
ing to the prophet. Jeremiah foretold the Babylonian exile
that would occur in two stages. He was right.

The first Jewish surrender to Babylonia was in 597 B.C.E.,
and the final expulsion occurred in 586 B.C.E., coinciding
with the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. During the
years of servitude to Babylonia Jews fought with Jews; it
even led to the assassination of one Jew at the hands of
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another—the Jewish governor Gedaliah was murdered by
another Jew. Jeremiah was in prison for criticizing Tzedekiah’s
government, and from his own captivity he saw the destruc-
tion of Judah. Though all looked lost, and even though he
himself had foretold the gloom and destruction because of the
people’s disrespectful ways, Jeremiah himself comforted the
people. He received messages in visions about the exiles
returning one day, making the utterly tragic bittersweet. The
Jews who were being taken to Babylonia under the order of
Nebuchadnezzar were told to keep their Jewish ways because
one day they would re-inherit the Promised Land and rebuild
a great society in Israel. 

The To’kha’hah
Jeremiah tried inspire teshuvah—a return to God—changes in
behavior among Jews. He was speaking to Jews who lived in
a comfortable kingdom with freedom to practice their religion.
His harsh criticisms—to’kha’hah—generally centered around two
messages. 

A.The first was that people were acting religiously, but they
were not putting their hearts into it. Jeremiah told them
they should be ashamed of their actions. He urged them
to think about the deteriorating relationship between
them and The Eternal (because of their evil ways) and to
make teshuvah. 

B. The second message foretold destruction and exile. An
instrument of God’s anger hung on the horizon in the
form of the Babylonian Empire. Jeremiah warned of God’s
promise to exile the people if they did not change.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. When is delivering criticism—to’kha’hah—the right thing to

do? How harsh should it be? ____________________________

_________________________________________________________

2. When do you need criticism?____________________________

_________________________________________________________

3. Why is it important to give it? To get it? __________________

_________________________________________________________

The first message: Be ashamed of yourself!
So said The Eternal—
The Jewish people has falsely accused me of acting
unjustly!

They have distanced themselves from Me;
They have become vain—become worthless. 
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They did not say:
Where is The Eternal Who brought us up from the Land of
Egypt

Who guided us in the wilderness, through a land of deserts
and pits,

A land of drought and the nearness of death
A land that no one passed through, where not a soul lived?

And I brought you to a bountiful land 
To eat Her fruit and of all her goodness;
You came and you defiled My land—
You made all that I am to future generations into a joke!…

Though you wash yourself with lye; 
and use much soap—yet 
The stain of your transgression and injustice stands out
before Me;

This is the message of God!
How can you say ‘I have not polluted myself by going after
false gods?!’

See your way in the valley, know what you have done…

As the thief is ashamed when s/he is discovered
So the House of Israel should be ashamed…(Jeremiah 5:5-7,
22-23, 25).

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
4. What should the Israelites be ashamed of, according to

Jeremiah? Did they deserve criticism? ____________________

_________________________________________________________

5. If we apply Jeremiah’s words to today, what ‘Promised

Land’ has God brought us to, as individual Jews and as a

Jewish community? Are we going after any false gods

today? Name some of them. ____________________________

_________________________________________________________

6. What ways should we change in order to not be ashamed?

Think about your actions with friends and family as well as

between you and God. _________________________________

_________________________________________________________

The second message: Something bad is going to
happen…
This evil people, refusing to hear My word, 
Walking in the stubbornness of their heart
They sought out other gods to worship them, to bow down
to them…

Hear and Listen!
Do not be too proud; the Eternal has spoken.
Give respect to your Eternal One

Before it grows dark
Before your feet stumble upon the mountains of the
twilight;

You were hoping for light
Yet it turns to the nearness of death
It turns to complete darkness.

And if you will not hear it while in your depths
My soul will weep for your bloated pride;
My eyes pouring tears 
As the Eternal’s flock is carried away in captivity….

Lift up your eyes! Look at those who come from the north: 
Where is the flock that was entrusted to You [Jerusalem]?
The sheep that were your pride…

This is your fate, the portion that I have measured out,
says the Eternal;

Because you have forgotten Me and trusted in falsehood;
I will strip your garments from your face; your shame will
be seen.

Your adultery and your lustful moans,
Your disgusting harlotry
On the hills, in the field your idolatrous deeds—
Woe to You Jerusalem!
Will you not purify yourselves
How much longer will it be? (Jer. 12:10, 15-17, 20, 25-27)

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS
7. What is Israel doing that upsets God? ____________________

_________________________________________________________

8. What will happen if they continue doing what they are

doing? ________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

9. Do they have a way out? _______________________________

_________________________________________________________

Take my comfort as you have taken my criticism
When the Jewish people were exiled from their land, Jeremiah
bought a field in his home village of Anatot to show proof of
God’s plan that the Jews would one day return to Israel. 

“So says the Eternal:
Just as I have brought this great evil upon this People, 
so too will will I bring all of the goodness 
that I spoke about with them and their ancestors…
I will return the captives—this is the decree of The Eternal”
(32:42, end of 44). 

These are words of consolation, nehamah. Jeremiah inspired
the people to hold fast to their faith in God and to God’s
promises. He foretold and envisioned a better future for the
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Jewish people, and he spoke to fellow Jews at their times
of greatest sadness. 

Questions
10. How are Jeremiah’s words comforting to people being

driven from their land?_____________________________

_____________________________________________________

11. When do you need to hear words of comfort? What

are some comforting words that you have heard in

your life?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

12. When should you give comforting words? What are

some appropriate words for those times? ____________

_____________________________________________________

When the Jewish people were exiled, as one way to be
comforted they found it appropriate to record their strug-
gles in Psalms or prayers. The exiled Jewish people’s
hopes are reflected in Psalm 137, which is customarily
read before reciting the Grace after Meals, Birkat ha-Mazon,
during the week, when it is not Shabbat or a special day
with celebrations. Read it:

By the Rivers of Babylon
There we sat down, and there we wept
Remembering Zion.
On Her willows, we hung our lyres.
Because there, our captors requested 
Lyrics of song, with our lyres we hanged, playing in
joy—

‘Sing for us of the Songs of Zion!’
How can we sing the Song of God 
In a foreign land?!  
If I forget You, Jerusalem, let my right hand be
forgotten.

Let my tongue stick to my cheek if I do not remember
You.

Questions
13. What does this poem tell Jews who where exiled from

Jerusalem?________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

14. When in your life have you been forced to act happy

when you were sad?_______________________________

_____________________________________________________

15. Where is the hope in the Psalm?____________________

_____________________________________________________
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Rejoice with Bride and Groom and Remember Jerusalem 
Jeremiah did not go to Babylon, but wrote a letter to the Jews who
went into exile there. He said:

Build houses and live in them. Plant gardens and eat their fruit.
Take wives and husbands and have children, and take wives and
husbands for your sons and daughters so that they can have
children. Continue to multiply and do not shrink. Seek the peace
of the city where I have sent you in exile and pray to the Eternal
for its peace, because in the peace of that city you will find peace.
(Jeremiah 29:5-7)
Later he says:

“So says the Eternal: yet there will be heard…in the cities of
Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that lie in waste…the voice of
gladness and the voice of joy, the voice of the bridegroom and the
voice of the bride…” (Jeremiah 33:10-11) 
With these words of ne’hem’ta, consolation, Jeremiah helped inspire
Jews of his time to look forward to rebuilding a great nation and a
faithful people. These words from Chapter 33 are sung at weddings
today, usually after the breaking of the glass in the ceremony (if not
before). Psalm 137 reminds us that we should put Jerusalem higher
than our highest joys, so one way to see breaking the glass is to
recall, even at a wedding, the destruction of Jerusalem and her need
to be rebuilt, even in our day. 

QQuueessttiioonnss
16. Where is the comfort in the letter that Jeremiah sent the exiles? _

_______________________________________________________________

17. Where is the comfort? _______________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

18. What do you think breaking the glass at a wedding means?

What needs rebuilding in our world? _________________________

_______________________________________________________________

19. Why do you think that this last verse is sung at Jewish weddings

today, even outside of Jerusalem? ____________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Review:
1. What is to’kha’ha? When do we need it?_______________________

_______________________________________________________________

2. What is ne’hem’ta? When do we need it? ______________________

_______________________________________________________________
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