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Jeremiah 31:1-26 “The New Covenant: from Weeping to Joy, Part 1” December 6, 2015 

 

So how do you think of yourself? 

 As the son of God? 

 Or as the bride of Christ? 

 

Jeremiah 31 calls you to think of yourself in both ways. 

 You are a son. 

 And you are a bride! 

 You are a daughter –  

 and for that matter, you are a sheep. 

 

I think that God did this because he wanted us to see how all our gendered relations 

 reflect the relationship between God and his people. 

 

Hebrew has not only the third person masculine and feminine (he and she), 

 but also the second person masculine and feminine (you man and you woman). 

And the pronouns shift back and forth throughout our passage - 

 though even in the English, if you are careful, you can figure out which is which! 

 

We're not going to get all the way through Jeremiah 31 tonight. 

 Verses 1-26 will be quite enough for one sermon! 

 

As we saw last time, verse 1 concludes chapter 30 and launches chapter 31. 

 

 “At that time, declares the LORD, I will be the God of all the clans of Israel, and they shall be my 

people.” 

 God will restore his people -  

  he will bring his people back from exile 

   and will give them peace and joy in the Land once more. 

 God will restore his promises to Abraham. 

  He will bring comfort and peace. 

 

But of course, that's not where Jeremiah finds the people of God in his day. 

 And if we're honest with ourselves,  

  that's often not where we find ourselves today. 

 

Today we find ourselves weeping – we find ourselves distressed and miserable. 

 Where do we start? 

 

How do you get from weeping to joy? (that's verses 2-14) 

Then God turns particularly to Rachel's weeping (in verses 15-26), 

 before giving the promise of the New Covenant in verses 27-40). 

 

The reason for this structure is because Jeremiah is going back to his original point in chs 1-3. 

 It was a year ago this week that we started our journey through Jeremiah. 
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 And we saw in those early sermons on Jeremiah 

  that the opening chapters show the breakdown of Israel (the northern kingdom), 

   and then the breakdown of Judah (the southern kingdom). 

 Just as God's judgment came upon Israel in the days of Hezekiah and Isaiah,  

  so now it will come upon Judah in the days of Jeremiah. 

 

But now, in chapter 31, that breakdown is reversed. 

 And God's mercy and compassion is announced first to Israel - 

  and only then to Judah.  

 

And the place where we need to start is stated well in verse 1. 

 “I will be the God of all the clans of Israel, and they shall be my people.” 

 

It all starts with God. 

 As Christopher Wright puts it, 

  “God loves like a lover wooing his bride, 

   like a father caring for his family, 

   like a shepherd watching over his flock, 

   like a mother mourning her lost children.” (p314) 

 When you are suffering -  

  when you are grieving - 

   you need to remember that your only hope is to turn away from yourself 

   and turn to the LORD your God! 

 

1. How Do You Get from Weeping to Joy? (v2-14) 

 a. It Starts with God: “I Have Loved You with an Everlasting Love” (v2-6) 

2 Thus says the LORD: 

“The people who survived the sword 

    found grace in the wilderness; 

when Israel sought for rest, 

3     the LORD appeared to him[a] from far away. 

I have loved you with an everlasting love; 

    therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you. 

 

Notice the three “again's” of verses 4-5: 

 

4 Again I will build you, and you shall be built, 

    O virgin Israel! 

Again you shall adorn yourself with tambourines 

    and shall go forth in the dance of the merrymakers. 

5 Again you shall plant vineyards 

    on the mountains of Samaria; 

the planters shall plant 

    and shall enjoy the fruit. 

 

Building and planting – adorning and rejoicing. 
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 All these things will again happen: 

 

6 For there shall be a day when watchmen will call 

    in the hill country of Ephraim: 

‘Arise, and let us go up to Zion, 

    to the LORD our God.’” 

 

How do you get from weeping to joy? 

It starts with God - 

 and it starts with God wooing his beloved back to himself! 

 

Think back to Jeremiah chapter 2 – the first words that Jeremiah proclaimed to Israel: 

 “Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem, Thus says the LORD: 

  'I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, 

  how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not sown....” 

 

 The same themes now return. 

 

In chapter 3, Jeremiah had spoken of Israel's unfaithfulness to him. 

 Israel is a whore – she has committed adultery with her lovers (Jer 2-3). 

  

But in spite of Israel's faithlessness – God is faithful. 

 “I have loved you [feminine] with an everlasting love.” (v3) 

  

Once again there are echoes of Hosea here - 

 as Jeremiah speaks of how God will restore fruitfulness to his people. 

 

If you recall, in chapter 1, Jeremiah had been called “to pluck up and to break down, 

 to destroy and to overthrow, 

 to build and to plant.” (1:10) 

 

We have a lot of tearing down and plucking up - 

 lots of destruction and overthrowing - 

  but now Jeremiah begins to build (v4) and to plant (v5). 

 

When last I checked, Israel was not a virgin. 

 Israel was an adulterous. 

  A prostitute. 

 But her virginity will be restored! 

 

And notice the geographical focus here: 

 Israel (v4) is the name of the northern kingdom. 

 Samaria (v5) was the capital of the northern kingdom. 

 Ephraim (v6) is another name for the northern kingdom. 

 

And God says that Israel shall again be a virgin ready for marriage. 
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 Samaria shall be laden with fruit. 

 The cry shall go up in the hill country of Ephraim, 

  “Arise, and let us go up to Zion, to the LORD our God.” 

 

In other words, Jeremiah is speaking of the reunion of Israel and Judah - 

 when the twelve tribes will be restored. 

 

This did not happen 70 years later. 

 70 years after Jeremiah there was a partial restoration of Judah. 

 But Israel – Samaria – was not restored. 

 

That would await the coming of Jesus to the Samaritan woman at the well in John 4 - 

 and more importantly, the baptism of the Samaritans in Acts 8. 

 

Only in Jesus will Jeremiah's prophecy begin to come true! 

 

 b. Our Response: With Weeping They Shall Come (v7-9) 

7 For thus says the LORD: 

“Sing aloud with gladness for Jacob, 

    and raise shouts for the chief of the nations; 

proclaim, give praise, and say, 

    ‘O LORD, save your people, 

    the remnant of Israel.’ 

8 Behold, I will bring them from the north country 

    and gather them from the farthest parts of the earth, 

among them the blind and the lame, 

    the pregnant woman and she who is in labor, together; 

    a great company, they shall return here. 

9 With weeping they shall come, 

    and with pleas for mercy I will lead them back, 

I will make them walk by brooks of water, 

    in a straight path in which they shall not stumble, 

for I am a father to Israel, 

    and Ephraim is my firstborn. 

 

In verses 7-14, God uses the 2
nd

 person masculine pronouns, 

 identifying Ephraim as “my firstborn [son]” 

 

When God had called Israel out of Egypt, 

 he had said to Pharaoh, “Israel is my son, my firstborn.” 

Perhaps more immediate in the thought of Jeremiah 

 would be the words of Hosea the prophet, 

  “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.” (11:1) 

 (There are all sorts of echoes of Hosea in this passage). 

 

But notice what God says about Israel. 
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 Verse 7 - “raise shouts for the chief of the nations.” 

  When Jeremiah says this, 

   Israel has been in captivity for over 100 years. 

 “Chief of the nations”?! 

   

Do you realize how bizarre this sounds? 

 That would be like me saying that the Ottoman Empire is the chief of the nations! 

  The Ottoman Empire hasn't existed for a century! 

 Of course the Ottoman Empire was very powerful back then, 

  so perhaps it would be better to compare it to that great Kingdom of Bohemia! 

 The kingdom of Bohemia is the “chief of nations”! 

 

Seriously? 

 Who are you kidding? 

 Sure, Jan Hus the 15
th

 century reformer of Prague was a great man,  

  but Bohemia does not Czech out as one of the great nations of the earth! 

   

If anything, Israel was even more insignificant in world history. 

 King David had established his sphere of influence  

  during a lull in Babylonian/Assyrian/Egyptian power. 

 But after a generation or so, the Assyrians and the Egyptians began to rise again. 

 David's kingdom divided. 

 And the northern kingdom of Israel became a two-bit client state 

  in the turf war between Assyria and Egypt. 

 

From Jeroboam's revolt to the fall of Samaria was around 200 years. 

 So the kingdom of Israel existed for 200 years and then vanished.  

 And for the last 2500 years the northern tribes of Israel  

  have been pretty irrelevant to world history! 

 

And yet Jeremiah says,  

“Sing aloud with gladness for Jacob, 

    and raise shouts for the chief of the nations; 

proclaim, give praise, and say, 

    ‘O LORD, save your people, 

    the remnant of Israel.’ 

  

The salvation of the remnant of Israel is one of the key moments in world history! 

 This is why Jesus says in Acts 1:8 - 

  “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, 

   and to the ends of the earth.” 

 The salvation of Samaria – the salvation of the remnant of Israel –  

  signals the fulfillment of God's promises to Israel, 

   and thus God's promise to Abraham, 

  that “in you all the nations of the earth shall be blessed.” 
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After all, “I am a father to Israel, and Ephraim is my firstborn.” (v9) 

 And notice that the LORD himself speaks to us, Gentiles,  

  and tells us that our hope depends on God's faithfulness to Israel: 

 

 c. God's Promise: I Will Turn Their Mourning into Joy (v10-14) 

10 “Hear the word of the LORD, O nations, 

    and declare it in the coastlands far away; 

say, ‘He who scattered Israel will gather him, 

    and will keep him as a shepherd keeps his flock.’ 

 

Verses 10-14 focus on the theme of God as shepherd, 

 and the promise that God will turn their mourning into joy. 

 

Listen to the comfort that Jeremiah brings: 

 

11 For the LORD has ransomed Jacob 

    and has redeemed him from hands too strong for him. 

12 They shall come and sing aloud on the height of Zion, 

    and they shall be radiant over the goodness of the LORD, 

over the grain, the wine, and the oil, 

    and over the young of the flock and the herd; 

their life shall be like a watered garden, 

    and they shall languish no more. 

13 Then shall the young women rejoice in the dance, 

    and the young men and the old shall be merry. 

I will turn their mourning into joy; 

    I will comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow. 

14 I will feast the soul of the priests with abundance, 

    and my people shall be satisfied with my goodness, 

declares the LORD.” 

 

There will come a day when the LORD will ransom Jacob and redeem him from his foes. 

 God will provide everything that his people need: 

  “and they shall be radiant over the goodness of the LORD, 

   over the grain, the wine, and the oil.” 

 “Their life shall be like a watered garden.” 

   

And above all, 

 “my people shall be satisfied with my goodness.” 

 

 We are too easily satisfied with things that cannot possibly satisfy us! 

 God made us for himself. 

  You were created to find satisfaction and peace – well-being –  

   in God himself. 

 When you find satisfaction and comfort in anything less, 

  that is idolatry. 
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“My people shall be satisfied with my goodness.” 

 

But remember to whom these words are addressed: 

 “Hear the word of the LORD, O nations, and declare it in the coastlands far away.” 

  The goodness and mercy of God to Israel 

   is good news for the nations, 

   because through Israel,  

    through the firstborn son, 

     God will bring salvation to the nations! 

 

 We have to see the incarnation as the fulfillment of this promise. 

 It is only because the eternal Son of God became the firstborn son of God –  

  because the Word became flesh and dwelt among us –  

  that this good news comes to the nations. 

 

He became all that we are by nature, so that we might become all that he is by grace. 

 

As a friend of mine put it so well the other day, 

 “he assumed the worst about us, so that we might assume the best about him.” 

  (Derek Rishmawy) 

 

But before we get there, 

 we need to hear part of how God will comfort Israel. 

 

Particularly, the LORD's comfort for Rachael (verse 15-26) 

 

2. The LORD's Comfort for Rachel (v15-26) 

 a. Rachel Weeps for Her Children(v15) 

15 Thus says the LORD: 

“A voice is heard in Ramah, 

    lamentation and bitter weeping. 

Rachel is weeping for her children; 

    she refuses to be comforted for her children, 

    because they are no more.” 

 

We're back to the feminine in verses 15-17. 

 And we are also back into the midst of the grief and sorrow of exile. 

 

Rachel is weeping for her children. 

 Why Rachel rather than her older sister, Leah? 

 Yes, Leah is the mother of Judah - 

  but Rachel was the beloved wife of Jacob 

 Rachel was the mother of Joseph and Benjamin. 

  Joseph was the pre-eminent tribe in the northern Kingdom 

   (Ephraim was a son of Joseph). 
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  And Benjamin was a part of the southern Kingdom (with Judah). 

 Rachel is weeping for her children 

  because they have been slaughtered by the Assyrians (Ephraim) 

   and the Babylonians (Benjamin). 

 Her children are no more. 

 

When you think about “Rachel weeping” 

 we should remember that this is a literary device. 

Jeremiah is not saying that Rachel is literally crying about the death and exile of her descendants. 

 “Rachel” refers to “mother Zion.” 

 Indeed, I suspect that much of the early Christian language about Mary 

  started this way. 

 If it had stayed there it would have been okay. 

 After all, if Rachel is the “mother” of all Israel and Judah 

  (in spite of the fact that more than half of all Israelites  

   were not descended from her) 

  then it would be okay to speak of “mother Mary”  

   since we are all related to her Son, Jesus, by adoption! 

 

 The problem came when people started taking the language literally 

  and started praying to Mary with the idea that she could hear and intercede. 

 

Rachel, the wife of Jacob, was not literally crying over the slaughter of the innocents. 

 

Rather Matthew 2:18 applies this to the Jewish women weeping for their sons 

 when Herod slaughters the innocents. 

 

But when you think of a mother mourning the death of her slaughtered children, 

 her children, butchered and exiled by brutal enemies, 

  at first, you can hardly believe what God says in verse 16: 

 

 b. The LORD Yearns for His Son (v16-20) 

16 Thus says the LORD: 

“Keep your voice from weeping, 

    and your eyes from tears, 

for there is a reward for your work, 

declares the LORD, 

 

How can God say “stop crying!”? 

 My children are dead! 

 And the rest are in exile! 

 

But God says: 

 

    and they shall come back from the land of the enemy. 

17 There is hope for your future, 
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declares the LORD, 

    and your children shall come back to their own country. 

 

At the end of the book of Job, 

 God restores to Job double of everything. 

 Job winds up with twice the sheep, twice the camels, twice the donkeys  

  that he had at first. 

 But God only gives him the same number of children as he had the first time: 

  seven sons and three daughters. 

 Why didn't God give Job 14 sons and six daughters? 

 

 Well, actually, God did give Job 14 sons and six daughters! 

 The first 7 sons and 3 daughters – and the second 7 sons and 3 daughters! 

 

 All of which will be raised from the dead at the last day! 

 

Remember that Rachel's children are dead. 

 True, some are in exile. 

 But she is weeping because they are no more. 

  Certainly in Matthew 2:18, the children slaughtered by Herod are dead. 

 And in the same way, the children butchered by Nebuchadnezzar are dead. 

 

But the exiles will come back. 

There is hope for your future. 

 And your children will come back to their own country 

  when God raises Jesus from the dead as the firstfruits of them that sleep. 

 

Then in verses 18-19, the language shifts back to the masculine  

 as Ephraim, the grandson of Rachel, speaks as the prodigal son. 

 

18 I have heard Ephraim grieving, 

‘You have disciplined me, and I was disciplined, 

    like an untrained calf; 

bring me back that I may be restored, [literally, “cause me to turn, and I will turn”] 

    for you are the LORD my God. 

19 For after I had turned away, I relented, 

    and after I was instructed, I struck my thigh; 

I was ashamed, and I was confounded, 

    because I bore the disgrace of my youth.’ 

 

Repentance is a gift from God. 

 If God brings me back, then I will turn back! 

 How often have you been stuck in your sin - 

  and you don't know how to get unstuck? 

 Cry out to God: “Cause me to turn, and I will turn.” 

  Only God can bring you to repentance! 
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 Yes, verse 19 makes it clear that we are responsible to repent! 

  When I turned away, I relented – I realized that I had blown it! 

 But in my disgrace, I realized that there was nothing I could do to change. 

 I need God to change me. 

 

And God hears the grief of Ephraim. 

 When you grieve over your sin – God hears you. 

 When the prodigal son realizes his disgrace, 

  then the LORD replies like this (v20): 

 

20 Is Ephraim my dear son? 

    Is he my darling child? 

For as often as I speak against him, 

    I do remember him still. 

Therefore my heart[b] yearns for him; 

    I will surely have mercy on him, 

declares the LORD. 

 

Yes, God is angry with sin. 

 The wages of sin is death. 

  

 But the same God who cannot stand sin, 

  is the same God who yearns for his people! 

  

Therefore God's kidneys yearn for Ephraim. 

 In Hebrew the “heart” refers to the “thinking” organ, 

  whereas the “kidneys” refer to the “feeling” organ. 

 In Greek (like English) we speak of the mind and the heart. 

 But in Hebrew you speak of the heart and the kidneys. 

 

Because the anger of the LORD and the compassion of the LORD 

 both stem from the same source: 

  namely, God's own character – his name and his word. 

 

 This is why we say that God has no “passions.” 

  God is not passive. 

  No one can act in such a way as to force a reaction out of God! 

 

 Rather we speak of God's affections. 

  It is when God speaks against Ephraim 

   that God remembers him with compassion! 

   

And then in verses 21-22, the LORD shifts the pronouns again, 

 and he calls his daughter to return! 

 

 c. The LORD Calls His Daughter to Return (v21-22) 
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21 “Set up road markers for yourself; 

    make yourself guideposts; 

consider well the highway, 

    the road by which you went. 

Return, O virgin Israel, 

    return to these your cities. 

22 How long will you waver, 

    O faithless daughter? 

For the LORD has created a new thing on the earth: 

    a woman encircles a man.” 

 

Ephraim is my son –  

 but the “virgin Israel” is my “faithless daughter.” 

 

Commentators have wrestled with the phrase “a woman encircles a man.” 

 It seems to have been a proverb, 

  perhaps like our English proverb “when pigs fly.” 

 It plainly refers to something unimaginable - 

  like flying pigs! 

 

So maybe the patristic commentators were on the right track 

 when they heard these words point toward the virgin birth! 

 

Verses 23-26 then conclude this section 

 by connecting the restoration of Israel with the restoration of Judah: 

 

 d. The Restoration of the Fortunes of Judah (v23-26) 

23 Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: “Once more they shall use these words in the 

land of Judah and in its cities, when I restore their fortunes: 

“‘The LORD bless you, O habitation of righteousness, 

    O holy hill!’ 

24 And Judah and all its cities shall dwell there together, and the farmers and those who wander 

with their flocks. 25 For I will satisfy the weary soul, and every languishing soul I will 

replenish.” 

26 At this I awoke and looked, and my sleep was pleasant to me. 

 

Verse 26 points out that even Jeremiah himself is refreshed by the word of the LORD. 

 

God promises that he will satisfy the weary soul. 

 And in the resurrection of Jesus, he has done this. 

 When Jesus was raised from the dead and seated at the right hand of the Father, 

  he poured out his Holy Spirit upon the church, 

  so that we might become that “holy hill” - 

  that “habitation of righteousness.” 

  

 


