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Jeremiah 21:1-10 

The Way of Life and the Way of Death 

 

Jeremiah 21:1 The word which came to Jeremiah from the LORD when King Zedekiah sent to 

him Pashhur the son of Melchiah, and Zephaniah the son of Maaseiah, the priest, saying, 

 2 "Please inquire of the LORD for us, for Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon makes war against 

us. Perhaps the LORD will deal with us according to all His wonderful works, that the king may 

go away from us." 

 3 Then Jeremiah said to them, "Thus you shall say to Zedekiah, 

 4 'Thus says the LORD God of Israel: "Behold, I will turn back the weapons of war that are in 

your hands, with which you fight against the king of Babylon and the Chaldeans who besiege you 

outside the walls; and I will assemble them in the midst of this city. 

 5 "I Myself will fight against you with an outstretched hand and with a strong arm, even in 

anger and fury and great wrath. 

 6 "I will strike the inhabitants of this city, both man and beast; they shall die of a great 

pestilence. 

 7 "And afterward," says the LORD, "I will deliver Zedekiah king of Judah, his servants and the 

people, and such as are left in this city from the pestilence and the sword and the famine, into the 

hand of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, into the hand of their enemies, and into the hand of 

those who seek their life; and he shall strike them with the edge of the sword. He shall not spare 

them, or have pity or mercy." ' 

 8 " Now you shall say to this people, 'Thus says the LORD: "Behold, I set before you the way of 

life and the way of death. 

 9 "He who remains in this city shall die by the sword, by famine, and by pestilence; but he who 

goes out and defects to the Chaldeans who besiege you, he shall live, and his life shall be as a 

prize to him. 

 10 "For I have set My face against this city for adversity and not for good," says the LORD. "It 

shall be given into the hand of the king of Babylon, and he shall burn it with fire." ' 

 

Jeremiah is not a book that is rigidly chronologized, in other words it records the events in Jeremiah’s 

life and ministry, but not always in the order in which they occurred. For instance, the events we just 

read about in Jeremiah 20 took place during the reign of King Jehoiakim somewhere between 608 & 

598 BC, but the events we just read about in this chapter take place around 20 years later, in 588 BC.  
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Now why would God do that? Why would he suddenly bring us forward 20 years in time? Well you’ll 

recall that in the previous chapter Jeremiah, had been struggling in his ministry, his prophecies of 

impending “Violence and Plunder” on the people of Judah because of their stubborn refusal to repent 

were being mocked by the people because they didn’t immediately happen, meanwhile other prophets 

were prophesying smooth things and deliverance and continued stability and national victory, and 

Jeremiah himself is beginning to wonder if he’s been duped. 

 

Well, fast forward 20 years and we see that Jeremiah’s prophecies have been vindicated. The prophet 

who couldn’t hold back the word of God that was burning in his bones was preaching the truth. The 

smooth prophets were lying. Babylon, the nation to the North, that God spoke to Jeremiah about has 

come down upon Judah like a destroying swarm of locusts, all the fortified cities have been taken and 

now only Jerusalem is left, and that is besieged by the army of Nebuchadnezzar. 

 

What is God showing us? His showing us that although the word His servants bring may not be 

fulfilled immediately, have patience, he is not slack regarding my promises. If He promises to honor 

and bless the man who keeps His word and acts in faith, it may not happen immediately, but it will. 

And similarly, if He promises to curse the man who rebels against Him, that too will happen. You can 

count on it. And rather than taking us through the years of waiting in the narrative, God brought us 

straight to the fulfillment.  

 

Now as the scene opens, King Zedekiah has sent two emissaries to Jeremiah to ask if perhaps God 

would turn Babylon away from Jerusalem once again, as he had delivered Jerusalem from the 

Assyrians in Hezekiah’s day. 

The whole thing smacks of amazing presumption, Zedekiah had been concerned about the Lord’s 

counsel before the invasion, and had done everything he could to bring destruction upon himself.  

Nebuchadnezzar had removed his predecessor, Jehoiakim from office, and had installed Zedekiah as 

puppet king 

Zedekiah had covenanted with him, he had sworn before heaven and earth that he would be a faithful 

vassal. 

But under pressure from the nationalists in the palace court he had broken the oath, he had rebelled 

against Babylon foolishly saying,“Egypt will protect us” when Egypt’s power had already been 

decisively broken at the Battle of Carchemish. 

The Lord had already expressed his disgust with Zedekiah’s faithlessness through another prophet, 

Ezekiel, who fulfilled a very similar ministry to that of Jeremiah and at the same time, only Ezekiel 

prophesied to the Jewish exiles who had already been transported to Babylon in the first wave of 

deportations. Through Ezekiel God had this to say:  

 

Turn with me to Ezek. 17:12 "Say now to the rebellious house: 'Do you not know what these things 

mean?' Tell them, 'Indeed the king of Babylon went to Jerusalem and took its king and princes, and 

led them with him to Babylon. 
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 13 'And he took the king's offspring, made a covenant with him, and put him under oath. He also 

took away the mighty of the land, 

 14 'that the kingdom might be brought low and not lift itself up, but that by keeping his covenant it 

might stand. 

 15 'But he rebelled against him by sending his ambassadors to Egypt, that they might give him 

horses and many people. Will he prosper? Will he who does such things escape? Can he break a 

covenant and still be delivered? 

 16 'As I live,' says the Lord GOD, 'surely in the place where the king dwells who made him king, 

whose oath he despised and whose covenant he broke -- with him in the midst of Babylon he shall 

die. 

 

Zedekiah’s Covenant breaking with the earthly king is really a picture of Judah’s covenant breaking 

with God, their heavenly king 

 

So he sends two officials Passhur and Zephaniah,  

This is not the same Passhur who had put Jeremiah in the stocks, but a man not much better than his 

namesake. 

Both of these men would persecute and imprison Jeremiah. 

Jeremiah’s response, once again was particularly fearless, I mean think about what he is saying, “the 

Lord says to the king, the only way you or anyone else will survive, is if you SURRENDER to 

Nebuchadnezzar. You look outside the wall and you see the Babylonian army encamped around you, 

but God says it’s not just the Babylonians who fighting against you, I myself am fighting against you 

and can any man defeat God? Your only hope is to surrender, everyone who doesn’t will perish. You 

have to be fearless to deliver such a message! Imagine how popular I would be if America went to war 

with China, and I started preaching a “God says you have to surrender” message. 

 

Zedekiah’s hope – perhaps somehow it will all turn out ok! 

Hezekiah style deliverance 

But Hezekiah was a man of faith who obeyed the Lord’s commands 

God had set before them two ways death and life, and they chose death. 

Now once again he sets before Zedekiah two ways 

But you are going to have to climb down off your high horse, swallow your pride, surrender 

Not just to Nebuchadnezzar but to God 

 

God sets before men two ways, one way leads to death and the other life, and counsels us "Choose 

life". The problem is, the way of life involves swallowing our pride, dying to self, and surrendering to 

God's will. Only the heart changing work of the Holy Spirit will make us willing to choose that way of 

life, and as a result sadly, most men pridefully choose the way of death instead. 

 

But it doesn’t make sense! What kind of craziness would lead the king and the people of Jerusalem to 

believe that they could break covenant with God, worship false idols, corrupt his worship, ignore his 
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ethical commands, mercilessly oppress the poor and enslaved, and then be miraculously delivered from 

the judgment God had told them was coming again and again and again.? 

 

Total Depravity. Man’s fallen nature. Ever since the fall, man’s will has been naturally inclined to 

choose that which leads to death. As Jeremiah confessed, in Jeremiah 17:9 "The heart is deceitful 

above all things, And desperately wicked; Who can know it?” We choose the path that leads to death,  

but somehow expect that it will result in life. 

 

Let, me give you an everyday example of that. Isabel was pretending to smoke cigarettes, and Joy said 

to her, smoking’s not good for you, Isabel looked at her like she was crazy. So Joy showed her a video 

of the damage that chain smoking does to lungs. Of course Isabel couldn’t wait to tell me all about the 

black carbonized lungs she’d seen on the video at length. Well were driving home the other day, and 

she saw a lady standing outside her house smoking a cigarette and she said, “oh, she doesn’t know 

smoking is bad for you” naturally assuming that the only reason that she would smoke was that she 

wasn’t privy to the information that Isabel had been given. Well, this was my moment to get the “But 

that’s crazy” look from Isabel myself. I said to her, “No, I can almost guarantee you, she knows 

smoking is bad for her, the outside of the box of cigarettes tells you in BIG SCARY LETTERS. I got 

the look, and then she asked WHY is she still doing it then? And I said, probably because she assumes 

that she won’t get cancer. I said, “Isabel plenty of people do things that they know are bad for them 

because they think somehow it will all work out in the end. We tell you all the time, that if you do 

certain disobedient things you are going to get a spanking. But you do them anyway. Do you do them 

thinking you’ll get a spanking.” The answer was “No, I don’t want a spanking.” So I asked then why 

do you do them? Answer, “Because I want to.” 

 

The problem is the will, and without God’s gracious intervention, ours are all inextricably bent towards 

choosing sin, as Paul wrote in Romans 3:10 As it is written: "There is none righteous, no, not one; 

 11 There is none who understands; There is none who seeks after God. 

 12 They have all turned aside; They have together become unprofitable; There is none who does 

good, no, not one." 

 

“no narrative structure is big enough to contain the infinite perversity of the human heart. 

As it is with fiction, so it is with the narratives of life that it imitates—with politics and with history, 

which continually confound our theories and predictions. Consider that study after study shows that 

faith, self-reliance, and chastity make human beings happier and healthier. Yet not only do we 

abandon these behaviors individually out of personal folly and weakness; we dismantle them as a 

society by intention and design, preaching and modeling lifestyles to our young that are almost 

guaranteed to make them sad and sick and dependent.” – Andrew Klavan 

 

Some Applications: 
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1) Someday the true preachers he declared the word of God will be vindicated, and the false 

prophets who compromised will be shown to have been liars, the problem is in life, we can’t go 

directly from chapter 20 to chapter 21, we can’t skip the 20 years of persecution and hardship, we have 

to live them all out. And sometimes the urge to compromise in the midst is overwhelming. 

But you know what that’s like, it’s like going along with the occupying power, when your liberation is 

at hand. Cooperating with the Nazis after the D-Day invasion.  

Christ has won the victory. 

 

Every promise that God has made will be kept, Christian DON’T DESPAIR 

2 Cor. 1:20 For all the promises of God in Him are Yes, and in Him Amen, to the glory of God 

through us. 

Be courageous and endure. 

 

2) Hear and remember the warning that is given here! 

You’ve heard this warning, and have heard what happened to Zedekiah and the people of Jerusalem 

because they wouldn’t repent. Don’t be prideful. 

 

Luke 13:1 There were present at that season some who told Him about the Galileans whose blood 

Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 

 2 And Jesus answered and said to them, "Do you suppose that these Galileans were worse sinners 

than all other Galileans, because they suffered such things? 

 3 "I tell you, no; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish. 

 4 "Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them, do you think that they were 

worse sinners than all other men who dwelt in Jerusalem? 

 5 "I tell you, no; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish." 

 

Too often men come to Christ inquiring about salvation, as in one sense Zedekiah was, but when they 

hear the terms, they are unwilling to comply and leave. 

Mark 10:21 Then Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, "One thing you lack: Go your 

way, sell whatever you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, 

take up the cross, and follow Me." 

 22 But he was sad at this word, and went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. 

 

WC Fields - Loopholes 

 

Matthew 11:28 "Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 

 29 "Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will 

find rest for your souls. 

 30 "For My yoke is easy and My burden is light." 


