LECTURE 13

Before we get into the message and application of the Book of Lamentations, I’d like to give you a little background.


The Hebrew Bible is divided into three sections: the Law, the Prophets and the Writings.  Lamentations is included in the Writings along with the Song of Solomon, Ruth, Esther and Ecclesiastes.  In the Septuagint and our English Bible it follows the book of Jeremiah.


Although there is no internal evidence that Jeremiah wrote Lamentations, tradition says he wrote it in a cave on the hillside west of Jerusalem that is known today as the “Grotto of Jeremiah.”


Having just studied Jeremiah, we certainly see his personality as the “weeping” prophet in this book.  Tears are often considered as a sign of weakness in a man and crying effeminate, but Jeremiah preached a rough, brutal, tough message of doom and destruction to the people of his day with sensitivity, sincerity, sympathy and compassion so deep he wept.  


Just as the Book of Jeremiah anticipated the fall of Jerusalem, Lamentations looked back on it in mourning.  Dr. J. Vernon McGee calls Lamentations the “Wailing Wall of the Bible.”


Most likely this was written after the fall of Jerusalem to Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BC and before Jeremiah was taken to Egypt.


Lamentations has three themes:

1) mourning – for himself, the captives and the city

2) confession of sin and acknowledgement of God’s righteous judgment

3) a note of hope for Israel

Jeremiah’s prophecy came to pass.  He could have written, “I told you so” but instead he composed five poems written in a “limping meter” because this melancholy rhythm was used in the common funeral dirge of his day.

Another interesting fact is that the poems of chapters 1-4 are written in a Hebrew acrostic.  Each line starts with a subsequent letter of the Hebrew alphabet of 22 letters.  This may have been used to express the full range of suffering (sort of A-Z), or perhaps as an aid to memory or liturgical use.  In chapter three there are three lines to each letter, similar to AAA, BBB, etc.  Chapter 5 if a non-acrostic prayer.

I remember the first time I ever heard an acrostic.  That was in the third grade.  I’d had the measles and missed a spelling test, so another girl and I took it out in the hall.  As another third grade student gave us the words, one of them was “arithmetic.” I looked puzzled, so my classmate said, “Oh, that’s easy. A rat in the house may eat the ice cream.”  Funny what we remember from our childhood.

Barry Huddleston had a cute paperback book called The Acrostic Bible.  It so happens that Lamentation is on the cover.  He uses one letter for each chapter in the book.  Since Lamentations has five chapters, he used the word “DIRGE.”

Desolation of Jerusalem announced

Israel’s misery lamented

Reminder of God’s mercy

Grimness of Israel’s sin

Exiles pray for mercy

It is entertaining and acrostics can be a great memory aid.

One other thing we should note about Lamentations and that is that it is still read publicly on the ninth day of the Hebrew month of AB (mid-July) to commemorate Jerusalem’s fall in 586 BC and 70 AD.  The Catholic faith reads from Lamentations the last three days of their Holy Week.

Jeremiah looked out and wept over the once proud city.  We recall how Jesus wept for the city.  “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills her prophets and stones those who are sent to her. How often I wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were unwilling.  Behold, your house is being left to you desolate.”  Weeping over Jerusalem to Jeremiah was a matter of history.  To Jesus, it was a matter of prophecy.

I’d like you to open your Bibles to Lamentations and follow along as I point out some thoughts that occurred to me in this lesson.

Notice the word “How” at the beginning of chapters 1, 2 and 4.  It really doesn’t read very strong in English, but in the Hebrew it is the word “Alas!”

“Alas, deserted lies the city once so full of people!”

“Alas, the Lord has covered the Daughter of Zion with the cloud of His anger!”

“Alas, the gold has lost its luster, the fine gold has become dull!”

Let’s turn back for a moment to Jeremiah 5:30-31 . . . “An appalling and horrible things has happened in the land; the prophets prophesy falsely and the priests rule on their own authority; and My people love it so!”  Now look at the last line – “But what will you do at the end of it?”

That’s what Lamentations is all about – Lamentations is the end of it – the end of a lifestyle of spiritual anarchy.  You may forget Jeremiah’s prophecy, but God has preserved Lamentations so we cannot forget the consequences of disobedience.

One of the great motivations for doing right is to understand the consequences of doing wrong.  We never disobey without facing the consequences.

Many Christians plant seeds during the week, then go to church on Sunday and pray for a crop failure.

How does God deal with a man who refuses to obey willfully and continually?

Job 4:8 “According to what I have seen, those who plow iniquity and those who sow trouble, harvest it.”

Hosea 8:7 “Sow to the wind and reap a whirlwind.”

Galatians 6:7 “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sow, this will he also reap.”

Christians come to a fork in the road over and over in their Christian walk.  Do you do right and follow God’s way, or do you go your own way with its consequences?  That the end of it.

One of the most tragic revelations of Scripture is that most sinners run further away from God when He sends judgment.  Look at what Revelation 9:20-21 says about mankind’s reaction to judgment in the last days.  “And the rest of mankind who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands, so as to worship demons and the idols of gold, silver, brass, stone or wood which can neither see, nor hear, nor walk and they did not repent of their murders nor of their sorceries, nor of their immorality, nor of their thefts.”  In Revelation 16:21 “And huge hailstones, about one hundred pounds each, came down from heave upon men, and men blasphemed God because the plague of hail was extremely severe.”

Think about the trials in your life.  Did you turn to God or from God?  Judah never turned to God and Lamentations is a journal of judgment – a record of the end of it.

Look at chapter 1.  Here in verses 1-11 Jeremiah observes the city.  Have you ever walked through a ghost town?  Only the shell is left of what was once prosperous and full of promise.

Vs. 1 – “How lonely sits the city that was once full of people.”  Jeremiah could look back in the quietness of the shell of this city and see 40 years of disobedience.

Vs. 2 – “she has none to comfort her.”  Did you ever notice how when you were caught up in sin, friends seemed further and further away?

Vs. 5 – “Her adversaries have become her masters.”  When we decide to walk in the flesh, we think we can control the adversary.  It’s just this once . . . things won’t go too far . . . I can handle things.  But you tarry too long in the ways of the world and the adversary will become your master.

Vs. 9 – “she did not consider her future.”  There’s a way that seems right to man, but it ends in death.  Our future was bought with a price – the blood of Jesus Christ.  When sin tempts you, consider your future.


In verses 12-22 the city speaks for itself and in it we can see the anguish and distress of Christ.

Vs. 9 – “See, O Lord, my affliction”

Vs. 11 – “I am dispised”

Vs. 12 – “Is it nothing to all of you who pass this way? Look and see if there is any pain like my pain.”

Vs. 17 – “the ones about him should be his adversaries”

Vs. 18 – “behold my pain”

Vs. 20 – “I am in distress”

Vs. 21 – “they have heard that I groan”


To the Scribes and Pharisees, they thought Jesus’ crucifixion was “the end of it.”


In chapter two, the Lord speaks from the stones of Jerusalem.  There are about 40 descriptions of divine judgment that fall on every aspect of Jewish life; home, religion, society, physical, mental and spiritual.

Vs. 1 – “He cast from heaven to earth the glory of Israel and has not remembered His footstool.”  The temple was destroyed – the mercy seat was no more.

Vs. 7 – “The Lord has rejected His altar.”

Vs. 11 – “My eyes fail because of tears.”  God was heartbroken like Jeremiah.  God is not removed from us.  “I will never leave you for forsake you.”  Whatever you’re going through, you can be sure God is there.

Vs. 22 – “Those whom I bore and reared, my enemy has annihilated them.”  The Jews were God’s chosen people. He bore them through the wilderness and reared them through the Law and the prophets.  Disobedience brought desolation and an end to all religious observances.


In chapter three, Jeremiah bore his soul to God.  His life was a life of martyrdom in which he served as both accuser and intercessor for a people bent on their own destruction.  No prophet ever pleaded in a more impassioned manner, calling for national conversion, than he.  And no one, except Jesus, was treated with more national contempt.


I think vs. 8 “He shuts out my prayer” is one that’s most sorrowful of all.  What a privilege we have as Christians to have direct access to the throne of God in prayer.  The very thought of that should fill us with joy and gratitude.


But as much as Jeremiah suffered, he had hope in vs. 22 in God’s lovingkindness and compassion.  “Great is thy faithfulness.”  Every sunrise from the East promises a new day of grace for the Christian.

Vs. 39-40 – “Why should any living mortal or any man offer complaint in view of his sins?  Let us examine and probe our ways and let us return to the Lord.”  Let us put an end to our self-righteousness and put our full trust in the righteousness of Christ.


In chapter four the possessions of the city speak.  It doesn’t matter how good you look on the outside, it counts for nothing.  Riches will profit you nothing in a day of God’s wrath.  Earthly possessions don’t satisfy.  If you’re caught up in the material accumulation of possessions to a point where those and not the things of God come first, then you’ve substituted the temporal for the eternal.  What did Jesus tell us in Matthew 6:33? “Seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added unto you.”

Vs. 12 – no one believed Jerusalem could be overthrown.


Have you ever stopped to face the reality that the United States could be overthrown?  National pride can make us smug – it did Jerusalem.  But there was an end to it.


In chapter five the people on their way to captivity speak.

Vs. 5 – “We are worn out, there is not rest for us.”


If you are harboring sin in your life, does it ever give you rest?  That discomfort you feel is the Holy Spirit.  It’s His job to convict men of sin and turn them toward repentance and Christ.

Vs. 16 – “the crown has fallen from our head; woe to us for we have sinned.”


There is a vast difference in the doctrine of salvation for the lost and doctrine of rewards or “crowns” for the saved.  First, salvation is a gift from God, not as a result of works (Ephesians 2:8-9).  Salvation is received by faith in the finished work of Christ (John 3:36).  Rewards are according to the works of a believer (Matthew 16:27) and in 1 Corinthians 3:8-15 we learn that every believer will be rewarded according to his own labor.  (We do not labor for salvation.)


Second, we are God’s fellow workers – not for salvation, but for rewards.


Third, a believer is not to “build a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.”


Fourth, the believer has a choice of two building materials: “gold, silver, precious stones” – this is eternal building material; or “wood, hay and straw” – this is building with temporal materials.  The works of wood, hay and straw will be destroyed at the judgment seat of Christ.  The believer will suffer loss – not the loss of salvation, but the loss of eternal reward.


1 John 2:28 – some believers will be ashamed at the judgment seat of Christ.  There are five crowns or wreaths mentioned in the New Testament.

1) the crown of life (James 1:12)

2) the wreath imperishable (1 Corinthians 9:24-27)

3) the crown of exultation  (1 Thessalonians 2:19-20)

4) the crown of righteousness (2 Timothy 4:5-8)

5) the crown of glory (1 Peter 5:2-4)

For Judah the crown had fallen from their head – that’s the end of it!  And then I verses 21-11, the Jews always reverse these two verses in public readings to end on a positive note, just as they do with the last two verses of Malachi.


Lamentations has graphically reminded us of the consequences of disobedience and the end it brings.


I’d like you to turn back for a moment to Jeremiah’s original directive from God in Jeremiah 5:1.  God told Jeremiah, “Roam to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem and look now and take note, and see in her open squares if you can find a man, if there is one who does justice, who seeks truth, then I will pardon her.”


Our God is a holy God.  Leviticus 19:2 says, “You shall be holy for I, Jehovah God, am holy.”  Jesus in Matthew 5:24 said, “You, therefore, shall be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.”


Before we close Lamentations, I want to give you a challenge to holiness.


We can live a holy life through God’s grace.  2 Peter 1:2-3 tells us as Christians it “has already been granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness.”  Often we have the idea that “perfect” means sinless.  Or maybe that God has graciously forgiven all our sins up to the time we repent and then after that it’s a lifelong probation that needs a further work of grace called sanctification.


We start out wonderfully as new converts, but little by little our evil thoughts and desires come back.  Temptations arise and sooner or later we’re overwhelmed – we feel defeated.


What we fail to understand is that we are to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.


First we need to recognize our position in Christ.  We were united with Him in His death, burial and resurrection when we accepted Christ and were baptized.  It is by faith that we take our stand for holy living, not for victory, but in His victory.


If holiness is so basic to the Christian life, why don’t we experience more of it in Christian living?  Three reasons:

1) Our attitude toward sin is more self-centered than God-centered. We’re concerned about victory over sin instead of the fact that sin grieves the heart of God.

2) We misunderstand “living by faith” to mean there’s no effort on our part.

3) We do not take sin seriously.  “God hates sin, but loves the sinner.” A popular phrase today.  We love to rush past the first part to get to the second part.

Holiness is NOT an option, it is a requirement for fellowship with God and effective service.  Jesus’ life was meant to be an example of holiness for us in this life.  The Holy Spirit maintains in us a prevailing desire for holiness.


Sometimes we just don’t understand what we’re to do; sometimes we’re reluctant to face up to our responsibilities as Christians.  We pray for victory, when we know we should be acting in obedience.


How in this world, Lord, can I be holy?

Read the word of God, exercise your privilege of prayer, fellowship with the saints, listen to and apply the preaching and teaching of the Word of God, participate in the sacraments of baptism and communion, exercise every opportunity for Christian witness.


Jerry Bridges in his book The Pursuit of Holiness has four guidelines to help us in holy living:

1. Is it helpful – physically, spiritually, mentally?

2. Does it bring me under its power?

3. Does it hurt others?

4. Does it glorify God?

Philippians 4:8 “Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things.”


There is an old saying: sow a thought, reap an act; sow an act, reap a habit; sow a habit, reap a character.


Psalm 119:9 David said, “How can a man keep his way pure? By keeping it according to Thy Word.”


Remember 1 Corinthians 10:13 – “No temptation has overcome you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide you a way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it.”


James 2:3 “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter trials, knowing the testing of your faith produces endurance.”


Endurance is a day-to-day thing. We grow in grace on a day-to-day basis through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and His work in our lives if we will surrender and let Him lead.


Jeremiah searched 40 years for that one righteous man.  None was found – he wept for Jerusalem in Lamentations.  That was the end of it.


God is still looking for people who will honor Him with their lives.  Will you face up to whatever sin might be in your life?  Will you begin building with gold, silver and precious stones?  Will you focus on living a holy life?  Will you trust Jesus to help you?


“Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the age.”  Our blessed hope . . . Jesus is coming again and that will be ----- the beginning!

