
 1

Jeremiah 51:59-52:34  “Babylon and Jerusalem”    September 4, 2016 
 
Does God sometimes seem irrelevant to history? 
 To your life? 
 
It is true that we have a habit of thinking of God as a “god of the gaps” – 
 filling in the unexplained corners of our lives. 
 
It’s why we speak of the marvelous and the wonderful events as “providential” – 
 forgetting that God’s providence extends to every event! 
 
When you discover a $20 bill in your pocket just at the moment that you need it, 
 you say “how providential!” 
But it is just as providential for you to fall $20 short! 
 Indeed, the fact that you just took a breath is providential! 
 And when the day comes that you stop breathing – 
  that will be providential as well! 
 
Chapter 52 is a curious way for the book of Jeremiah to end. 
 Jeremiah 52 consists largely of excerpts from 2 Kings 24-25 – 
  but it is not simply a cut and paste. 

Certain material is taken verbatim – 
  other parts are adapted – 
   and others are omitted entirely. 
 
Jeremiah 52 says very little about God’s particular purposes and actions. 
 It might appear that God is distant or irrelevant to the action of Jeremiah 52. 
 But that is why we are including the end of chapter 51 as well. 
 
As Walter Brueggemann puts it: 
 “This is an awesome reminder that God, who seems so irrelevant,  

has taken a profound decision that eventually and inevitably will prevail.”  
 (Brueggemann, 486). 

 
Chapter 51 ends with a symbolic actions – 
 where the scroll of Jeremiah’s oracles against Babylon  
  is thrown into Euphrates River. 
 

1. Seraiah’s Mission to Babylon (51:59-64) 59 The word that Jeremiah the prophet commanded Seraiah the son of Neriah, son of Mahseiah, 
when he went with Zedekiah king of Judah to Babylon, in the fourth year of his reign. Seraiah 
was the quartermaster. 60 Jeremiah wrote in a book all the disaster that should come upon 
Babylon, all these words that are written concerning Babylon. 61 And Jeremiah said to Seraiah: 
“When you come to Babylon, see that you read all these words, 62 and say, ‘O LORD, you have 
said concerning this place that you will cut it off, so that nothing shall dwell in it, neither man 
nor beast, and it shall be desolate forever.’ 63 When you finish reading this book, tie a stone to it 
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and cast it into the midst of the Euphrates, 64 and say, ‘Thus shall Babylon sink, to rise no more, 
because of the disaster that I am bringing upon her, and they shall become exhausted.’” 
Thus far are the words of Jeremiah. 
 
Throughout our series through Jeremiah,  

I’ve pointed out that there are two distinct families of manuscripts – 
 what we’ve called the Babylonian text (which we find translated in our Bibles) 
 and the Alexandrian text (which we find in Eastern Orthodox Bibles). 

 
 Back in chapter 43, we heard how Baruch was taken to Egypt with Jeremiah. 
  So it’s easy to see how the text of Jeremiah could get to Egypt! 
 
But now at the end of chapter 51, we hear how the text of Jeremiah could get to Babylon. 
 Here we are told that Seraiah (the brother of Baruch)  

was specially commissioned by Jeremiah to take his message to Babylon  
(and while the first task was to drop a copy of the book in the Euphrates river,  

one presumes that Seraiah was also supposed to bring Jeremiah’s words  
to the Jewish exiles in Babylon!).  

 
Now, notice the date here in chapter 51, 
 “the fourth year of Zedekiah” –  
 in other words, seven years before the fall of Jerusalem (ca. 594 BC). 
 
So the manuscript that Seraiah would have taken to Babylon 
 would not have included everything that we have in our Bibles. 
 
Indeed, the manuscript referred to in verse 60 contains only the oracles against Babylon 
 (so it would quite likely be a fairly short book!). 
 
But according to the text of Jeremiah, 
 we have two brothers – Baruch and Seraiah – 
 both of whom are closely associated with the ministry of Jeremiah – 
 and both of whom are responsible for writing down the prophecies of Jeremiah 
  and bringing his message to two different groups of people – 

one in Egypt and one in Babylon.  
 
And we have two texts – the Septuagint text (and the Septuagint was translated in Egypt), 
 and the Masoretic text (which has strong connections with the Babylonian diaspora). 
 
Now, I know that someone is going to ask, “but which one is inspired?!!” 
 My answer is “both.” 
  After all, while there is quite a bit of difference in the order of prophecies – 
   and there is quite a bit of material in the Babylonian text 
   that is not found in the Alexandrian text – 
  there are no substantial differences between them. 
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It seems clear that Seraiah was commissioned to write down the words of Jeremiah  
and go to Babylon. 

His brother, Baruch, went with Jeremiah to Egypt. 
 
 Chapters 1-25 were already in place before the brothers parted. 
 The brothers then used essentially the same material as they wrote out the rest, 
  but arranged it in different order. 
 
 Think about the gospel writers. 
  They plainly took the words of Jesus and wrote them out in different ways – 
   and at times for different theological reasons! 
 So why not Baruch and Seraiah? 
 
Some might say, then why not have 1 and 2 Jeremiah in our Bibles? 
 Well, I suppose you could – but the differences between 1-2 Jeremiah are so miniscule 
  that it would be a waste of time and paper. 
 It would be better to say that whichever version of Jeremiah you read, 
  you are reading the Word of God. 
 
But think for a moment about Seraiah’s mission: 
 this is not the first time that there has been a mission to a river! 
 
Back in chapter 13, God had told Jeremiah to bury his loincloth by the Euphrates. 
 (Though when we looked at chapter 13,  

it’s possible that it’s referring to a different location – 
but one with a similar sounding name – 

which God intended to connect to this reference to the Euphrates). 
 
As Walter Brueggemann puts it: 
 “the scroll in the Euphrates which bespeaks the termination of Babylon  

is parallel to the waistcloth in the Euphrates  
bespeaking the termination of Judah (13:1-11).  

Thus the river is a place where the prophet deposits  
more than one ominous, deathly message.” (Brueggemann, 486). 

 
Jerusalem and Babylon are more alike than they are different! 
 We keep seeing that God uses language and pictures of Babylon’s destruction 
  that connect with what he said about Jerusalem’s destruction! 
 But there is a profound difference as well! 
 
Again, Brueggemann says it well: 
 “Babylon faces a demise with no Easter, a sinking with no rising.  

After the empire has sunk like a rock into the river,  
Israel still has the scroll, the promise of the scroll,  
and the God who speaks in and through the scroll.” (Brueggemann, 487). 
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Babylon will sink – nevermore to rise. 
 But Jerusalem’s fall will soon be reversed. 
 There will be a resurrection! 
 
Thus far are the words of Jeremiah. 
 
We should take this as a clear statement that chapter 52 is not by Jeremiah. 
 (It is also worth noting that chapter 52 does not appear in the Egyptian text at all). 
 It is a slightly edited version of 2 Kings 24-25 
  added here to provide the context for understanding what Jeremiah is doing. 
 

2. Remembering the King, the Temple, and the People (52:1-30)  
The rest of the chapter will deal with the contingencies of history. 
 But the opening three verses set forth the theological reason for human events. 
 

a. The Siege of Jerusalem and the Fall of Zedekiah (v1-11) 52 Zedekiah was twenty-one years old when he became king, and he reigned eleven years in 
Jerusalem. His mother's name was Hamutal the daughter of Jeremiah of Libnah. 2 And he did 
what was evil in the sight of the LORD, according to all that Jehoiakim had done. 3 For because 
of the anger of the LORD it came to the point in Jerusalem and Judah that he cast them out from 
his presence. 
 
God rules over all the affairs of men. 
     Verse 3 makes it clear that all that follows happens because of God's anger. 
     God will use the folly of Zedekiah to lead his holy city into destruction. 
Notice that every event is dated to the day. 
     The memory of the exile of Jerusalem is so vivid  
          that it remains etched in the calendar of the people of God. 
 
You cannot read this passage without great horror and dread. 
     The relentless anger of God against his rebellious people  
 is a terrifying read. 
          God had promised to make his name dwell in Jerusalem forever. 
          God had promised that the throne of David would endure forever. 
          God had promised that the house of Aaron would serve before him forever. 
 
     And now God is destroying Jerusalem, 
          breaking down the temple,  
          and removing the houses of David and Aaron from his presence. 
 
It almost makes you wonder whether God really is faithful to his promises! 
     This is why it is important to remember that God's promises  
          have both an unconditional side and a conditional side. 
     Israel has failed to keep covenant with God. 
     The house of David has failed to keep covenant with God. 
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     The house of Aaron has failed to keep covenant with God. 
Therefore, God brings his judgment against them. 
      
This is why Jesus is so important! 
     Jesus is place where God's name dwells. 
     Jesus is the son of David who sits at God's right hand forever. 
     Jesus is the faithful high priest who serve before God forever. 
 
As we go through the chapter, we need to see Jesus as the one who endures  
     this exiling wrath of God on our behalf. 
This is what God did to Jesus. 
Nebuchadnezzar was tired of this pesky city Jerusalem that kept rebelling against him, 
     so he besieged the city for two years, 
     until there was no more food in the city. 
 
And Zedekiah rebelled against the king of Babylon. 4 And in the ninth year of his reign, in the 
tenth month, on the tenth day of the month, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came with all his 
army against Jerusalem, and laid siege to it. And they built siegeworks all around it. 5 So the city 
was besieged till the eleventh year of King Zedekiah. 6 On the ninth day of the fourth month the 
famine was so severe in the city that there was no food for the people of the land. 7 Then a breach 
was made in the city, and all the men of war fled and went out from the city by night by the way 
of a gate between the two walls, by the king's garden, and the Chaldeans were around the city. 
And they went in the direction of the Arabah. 8 But the army of the Chaldeans pursued the king 
and overtook Zedekiah in the plains of Jericho, and all his army was scattered from him. 9 Then 
they captured the king and brought him up to the king of Babylon at Riblah in the land of 
Hamath, and he passed sentence on him. 10 The king of Babylon slaughtered the sons of Zedekiah 
before his eyes, and also slaughtered all the officials of Judah at Riblah. 11 He put out the eyes of 
Zedekiah, and bound him in chains, and the king of Babylon took him to Babylon, and put him in 
prison till the day of his death. 
 
This passage has already appeared earlier in Jeremiah 39. 
 Why would Babylon expend such energy and resources in capturing Jerusalem – 
  a small provincial city in the hill country? 
 “Zedekiah rebelled against the king of Babylon.” 
 
 With such a far-flung empire – with so many little client states all over the middle east, 
  Babylon could not afford to allow one of these little cities to rebel. 
 Jerusalem was not an especially valuable prize – 
  but the hill country of Judah sits next to one of the most prized trade routes  

in the ancient world – along the coast of the Mediterranean. 
 Judean raiders could harass trade caravans and disappear into the hills. 
 The small Judean army could make it impossible  

for Babylon to move anything but large armies through the region. 
 
When a breach was made in the wall of the city, 
      the men of war tried to escape, 
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       but they (and the king) were captured near Jericho. 
In the same place where Israel came into the land, 
      Israel will be put out of the land. 
They slaughtered the sons of Zedekiah before his eyes  
      and the death of his sons was the last thing that he ever saw  
      and they put out the eyes of Zedekiah  
  and bound him in chains and took him to Babylon. 
Samson had been blinded and taken captive. 
      And as Samson went, so goes Israel  
            indeed, so goes the house of David. 
 But where Samson went out with a bang – 
  the house of David goes out with a whimper! 
 
      Blind and captive, Zedekiah is taken away for judgment 
            and is never heard of again. 
 
 He is simply put in prison “until the day of his death.” 
 

b. The Destruction of the Temple (v12-23) 12 In the fifth month, on the tenth day of the month—that was the nineteenth year of King 
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon—Nebuzaradan the captain of the bodyguard, who served the 
king of Babylon, entered Jerusalem. 13 And he burned the house of the LORD, and the king's 
house and all the houses of Jerusalem; every great house he burned down. 14 And all the army of 
the Chaldeans, who were with the captain of the guard, broke down all the walls around 
Jerusalem. 15 And Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard carried away captive some of the 
poorest of the people and the rest of the people who were left in the city and the deserters who 
had deserted to the king of Babylon, together with the rest of the artisans. 16 But Nebuzaradan 
the captain of the guard left some of the poorest of the land to be vinedressers and plowmen. 
 
Verses 12-23 then tell the story of the destruction of the temple. 
 
The house of the LORD, the king’s house, all the houses of Jerusalem – every great house – 
 burned with fire. 
 
With their shield and protector blind and captive, 
 the city of God lies open to the depredations of the Babylonians. 
And so Nebuzaradan, the captain of the bodyguard of Nebuchadnezzar, 
      burned the house of the LORD and the king's house. 
The house of the LORD and the king's house 
      had been designed in parallel, 
            each with three parts, 
           as a way of showing how the LORD's temple and the LORD's king 
            were connected in the city of God. 
Connected in life, connected in worship, they are now connected in exile, death and destruction. 
      Indeed, every great house was burned down. 
      The wall of the city was torn down, 
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            and all the people were carried into exile except the very poorest of the poor. 
Notice that even those who had deserted to the Babylonians are carried away. 
      It didn't matter whether you remained faithful to Zedekiah  
            or whether you turned tail and ran away! 
      Everyone who survived was sent into exile. 
 
17 And the pillars of bronze that were in the house of the LORD, and the stands and the bronze sea 
that were in the house of the LORD, the Chaldeans broke in pieces, and carried all the bronze to 
Babylon. 18 And they took away the pots and the shovels and the snuffers and the basins and the 
dishes for incense and all the vessels of bronze used in the temple service; 19 also the small bowls 
and the fire pans and the basins and the pots and the lampstands and the dishes for incense and 
the bowls for drink offerings. What was of gold the captain of the guard took away as gold, and 
what was of silver, as silver. 20 As for the two pillars, the one sea, the twelve bronze bulls that 
were under the sea,[f] and the stands, which Solomon the king had made for the house of the 
LORD, the bronze of all these things was beyond weight. 21 As for the pillars, the height of the one 
pillar was eighteen cubits,[g] its circumference was twelve cubits, and its thickness was four 
fingers, and it was hollow. 22 On it was a capital of bronze. The height of the one capital was five 
cubits. A network and pomegranates, all of bronze, were around the capital. And the second 
pillar had the same, with pomegranates. 23 There were ninety-six pomegranates on the sides; all 
the pomegranates were a hundred upon the network all around. 
 
The bronze, silver, and gold were taken away. 
 Much of the silver and gold had already been sent away  

in tribute to Assyria and Babylon in the past. 
  
This seizure of the temple furniture has been called the “Good Friday” of the temple 
 (Brueggeman, 491). 
The gold of the temple had already been stripped off and sent away. 
      All that is left of value in the temple are the pillars of bronze, 
            and the bronze sea (and a few bronze vessels). 
      Only a little gold and silver is mentioned here. 
 The huge bronze pillars and bronze sea were now broken in pieces and carted off. 
      The two pillars, Jachin and Boaz, 
            had represented the royal and priestly guardians of the house. 
      The sea had represented the living water that flowed from the temple to the nations. 
      
Years before Ahaz had removed the water chariots. 
      The living water no longer flowed to the nations from the temple. 
If Israel no longer brings living water to the nations, 
      then Israel will not live long either. 
 

c. The Exile of the People (v24-30) 24 And the captain of the guard took Seraiah the chief priest, and Zephaniah the second priest 
and the three keepers of the threshold; 25 and from the city he took an officer who had been in 
command of the men of war, and seven men of the king's council, who were found in the city; and 
the secretary of the commander of the army, who mustered the people of the land; and sixty men 
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of the people of the land, who were found in the midst of the city. 26 And Nebuzaradan the captain 
of the guard took them and brought them to the king of Babylon at Riblah. 27 And the king of 
Babylon struck them down and put them to death at Riblah in the land of Hamath. So Judah was 
taken into exile out of its land. 
 
The top two priests, three keepers of the threshold, the commanding officer of the city, 
 along with seven men from the king’s council,  

the secretary of the commander of the army, 
   and 60 men of the people. 
 That’s 74 men altogether. 
 
2 Kings 25 says that they took 5 men of the king’s council. 
 Thereby bringing the total to 72.  
 
Why the difference? 
 
In Exodus 24, Moses, Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and 70 elders of Israel went up the mountain. 
 And in the very next chapter, the LORD told Moses to build the tabernacle. 
 Now immediately after destroying the temple, 

Babylon strikes down 74 elders of Israel. 
 
From Babylon’s perspective, they are seeking to destroy any possible future rebellion, 
 by removing the leadership that might rebel. 
But unwittingly they are also giving a symbolic blow to the priests and elders  
 who stood in the place of Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the 70 elders at Sinai. 
 
The point is that the king is dead,  
 the temple is destroyed, the sacrifices are no more, Jerusalem is in ruins. 
     Everything that Israel had trusted is no more. 
 Or to put it a better way: 
           everything that God had given them as means of grace is gone. 
      
Because these were all good things. 
     The son of David, the temple of Yahweh, the city of God, 
          these things were all good and wonderful gifts from God. 
     But the people of God forgot. 
          They forgot their creator, and worshiped the creature. 
          They forgot the giver and worshiped the gift. 
     They put their hope in the temple, rather than in the God who gave them the temple. 
 
You and I do this all the time! 
     God has given us good gifts. 
     He has given us homes and families, 
          abilities, talents, things that we are good at. 
     And we, like our fathers, 
          have put our hope in those things. 
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Beware, because God has been known to strip away those gifts 
     from those who worship the creature instead of worshiping him! 
 
Mary Rowlandson, the wife of a Puritan pastor in New England in the 17th century, 
     spoke of this when she was captured by Indians. 
She recognized that God had sent her into a sort of exile. 
     She then began to see how many ways she had forgotten God. 
      
God may at times allow us to experience the horror of exile  
     feeling the absence of God for a season. 
But he does this to us as he did to Israel of old in mercy, 
     humbling us for a season, so that he might renew us in grace. 
And the key for us, 
     as it was for Israel of old, 
          is to remember his mercy and promises  
     even in the very moment when it looks like God has forgotten us. 
 
Verses 28-30 provide a summary of the deportations: 
 
28 This is the number of the people whom Nebuchadnezzar carried away captive: in the seventh 
year, 3,023 Judeans; 29 in the eighteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar he carried away captive from 
Jerusalem 832 persons; 30 in the twenty-third year of Nebuchadnezzar, Nebuzaradan the captain 
of the guard carried away captive of the Judeans 745 persons; all the persons were 4,600. 
 
This is a striking account. 
 Nowhere else are we given the numbers of all the deportations. 
 
 In 2 Kings 24, we are told that Nebuchadnezzar took captive 18,000 men to Babylon 
  in his eighth year. 
 
So we know that there were many more who went to Babylon. 
 
We are told in Ezra that there were 42,360 who returned from Babylon 
 (along with 7,337 servants and 200 singers). 
 
This reminds us that there are lots of unanswered questions in these statistics. 
 For instance, do they include women and children? 
 If Ezra’s numbers are as precise and accurate as they appear, 
  then we need to see the Babylonian exile a little differently. 
 
But what is the point of this text?! 
 After all, this text says that the great exile of 587 – the exile of the 18th year – 
  took only 832 persons – 
  (and then after Gedaliah’s assassination, he took another 745 persons). 
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When we went through the book of Chronicles,  
we saw that the Chronicler regularly exaggerates numbers in order to make theological points. 

In the same way, Jeremiah uses understated numbers to make theological points. 
 
Jerusalem is so small – so frail – so weak – 
 because Jerusalem has not trusted in her God. 
 
The point here in Jeremiah is that the most significant events in history – 
 like the Exile! – 
  may appear small and insignificant in world-historical terms. 
 
The death by crucifixion of one man by the Romans will look like a trivial moment – 
 another failed Messiah – ho-hum! 
 

3. Hope in the End: Jehoiachin’s Seat at the Table (v31-34) 31 And in the thirty-seventh year of the exile of Jehoiachin king of Judah, in the twelfth month, on 
the twenty-fifth day of the month, Evil-merodach king of Babylon, in the year that he began to 
reign, graciously freed[h] Jehoiachin king of Judah and brought him out of prison. 32 And he 
spoke kindly to him and gave him a seat above the seats of the kings who were with him in 
Babylon. 33 So Jehoiachin put off his prison garments. And every day of his life he dined 
regularly at the king's table, 34 and for his allowance, a regular allowance was given him by the 
king, according to his daily needs, until the day of his death, as long as he lived. 
 
We suddenly jump 21 years from the final exile in 582 BC all the way to 561 BC – 
 the 37th year of the exile of Jehoiachin. 
 
Jehoiachin, the grandson of Josiah, had been 18 years old when he became king. 
 He reigned for three months and then was taken captive to Babylon in 597 B.C. 
 Now, at the age of 56, he is finally brought out of prison. 
  
 
There is still a Son of David alive in captivity – 
 and even treated well by the king of Babylon. 
 

He has a seat at the king’s table. 
 Indeed, the exiled king of Jerusalem is exalted over the seats of the other kings. 
 
In other words, after two chapters where Babylon is painted  

as the city that is opposed to the LORD and to his people – 
 the very end of the book of Jeremiah reminds us  

that we must never confuse the earthly city of Babylon  
with the anti-city – Babylon the Great – the Harlot –  

the enemy of God and his people. 
 
Where are the nations of the earth? 
 They lie in the dust of death. 
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What about the son of David? 
 Jehoiachin is in exile  
       and by this time in the narrative, he is presumed dead. 
 But there is a sort of resurrection here. 
The son of David is now seated in honor at the table of the King of Babylon. 
      No, that is not where he should be! 
       He should be seated at the right hand of God. 
But that day will come. 
     Because God has not forgotten his promises! 
     Even in the midst of his anger, 
          God remembers mercy to the son of David. 
And God will raise up the son of David from death. 
David's hope is not that God will deliver him from death. 
     Rather, David's hope is that God will bring him through death unto life eternal. 
 
 
It has taken us 52 chapters to get to the exile – 
 but if you think that it has been a long journey for you, 
  just imagine what it was like for Jeremiah! 
 He knew for 40 years that the end was coming. 
 He knew for 40 years that there was no escape. 
 You have only had to endure 40 sermons – 
  40 weeks in which we have heard how Jeremiah’s words  
   reflect both judgment and hope. 
 Because even though Jeremiah never offers hope that the exile can be avoided, 
  he does offer hope! 
 
You may have a future! 
 But only if you renounce the future that you wanted and expected. 
 Jeremiah 29:11 – “I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, 
  plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you a hope and a future.” 
 
 Are you willing to surrender the future that you wanted and expected? 
 Are you willing to deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Jesus? 
 
 


