LAMENTATIONS

Lesson 4 – Lamentations 4:1-22
About 586 BC
You should remember that this Lamentation stands apart from the others. It was probably written by the same author, the prophet Jeremiah, who had survived the destruction of Jerusalem. It seems to have been written at the time of that destruction. This Lamentation’s thought begins at its first verse and ends at its last. It is like each of the Psalms. It begins and ends within itself and does not depend on the other Lamentations for background or context.
Like all the other Lamentations, this Lamentation is also an acrostic. An acrostic is a passage where the first verse begins with a word starting with the Hebrew letter א {aleph} and each succeeding verse begins with a word starting with the succeeding letter in the Hebrew alphabet ב {bet}. This pattern continues for all twenty two verses through the 22 twenty two letters of the Hebrew alphabet. It is generally considered that the prime purpose of the acrostic pattern was to aid in memorization. 

This fourth Lamentation was clearly written after the fall and destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of her people among the nations. 

Lamentation 4
Lamentations 4:1a How the gold has lost its luster, the fine gold become dull! 
The material wealth that the Jews of Jerusalem had cherished in their hearts did not seem so valuable any more. Those who had owned it, had lost it or were dead.
Lamentations 4:1b The sacred gems stones of the temple are scattered at the head of every street.
The phrase the NIV translated as “sacred gems” is made up of two Hebrew words. The first is אֶבֶן {eh'·ven} which most often refers to common stones or stones used as building material. The second word is קֹדֶשׁ {kō'·desh} which is most commonly translated “holy,” or “sanctuary.” The only “sacred gems” mentioned in scripture were would be those twelve stones mounted in the breastpiece of the High Priest. They could hardly have been “scattered at the head of every street.”
 However, it should be remembered that every street in Jerusalem led toward the Temple which was at the “head of every street.” We know that the Temple (or sanctuary) was made of stones (1 Kings 5:15-18) and the Temple was considered “Holy.” If the Temple was leveled, as we know it was (2 Kings 25:9), then the building stones would have been lain scattered at the head of every street. This sentence is referring to that situation.
Lamentations 4:2 How the precious sons of Zion, once worth their weight in gold, are now considered as pots of clay, the work of a potter’s hands! 
They had valued their lives in terms of their material wealth but that value was gone. However, they were still “precious sons of Zion.” That term spoke of the fact they were still sons of the promise related to the Messiah who would die on Mt. Zion and reign forever from Mt. Zion. Now they were being reworked in the potter’s (the LORD’s) hands. Paul spoke of the various reworking of the people of Israel according to their faith or lack of it:
Romans 9:21-26 “Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use? What if God, willing 
 to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory-- even us, whom he also called,
 not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles?
 As he says in Hosea: “I will call them ‘my people’ who are not my people; and I will call her ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one,”
 and, “It will happen that in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’
”
Lamentations 4:3 Even jackals offer their breasts to nurse their young, but my people have become heartless like ostriches in the desert. 
This described the heartlessness of the people during the siege. They denied their own children water and food to save their own lives. 
Lamentations 4:4 Because of thirst the infant’s tongue sticks to the roof of its mouth; the children beg for bread, but no one gives it to them. 
Figuratively, they also had also denied their children spiritual food and drink.
Lamentations 4:5 Those who once ate delicacies are destitute in the streets. Those nurtured in purple now lie on ash heaps. 
Those who had been rich among the Jews were reduced to the same state as the poor.
Lamentations 4:6 The punishment of my people is greater than that of Sodom, which was overthrown in a moment without a hand turned to help her. 
In contrast to Sodom’s sudden end, the destruction of Jerusalem was slow and agonizing. It took about 18 months.
Lamentations 4:7 Their princes were brighter than snow and whiter than milk, their bodies more ruddy than rubies, their appearance like sapphires. 
This described the prosperity of the leaders of the Jews before the siege. They had been healthy (ruddy), with dazzling apparel (brighter than snow, appearance like sapphires) and pale skin because others did the outside labor (whiter than milk).
Lamentations 4:8 But now they are blacker than soot; they are not recognized in the streets. Their skin has shriveled on their bones; it has become as dry as a stick. 
Now they were dirty and unrecognizable, without any fine apparel or shelter from the sun.
Lamentations 4:9 Those killed by the sword are better off than those who die of famine; racked with hunger, they waste away for lack of food from the field. 
The fate of those who had been killed quickly seemed better than the fate of those who would die on the march into exile.
Lamentations 4:10 With their own hands compassionate women have cooked their own children, who became their food when my people were destroyed. 
The famine had become so great that instead of burying their children, Jewish mothers had eaten them. This sort of thing had been prophesied by the LORD in Ezekiel shortly before:
Ezekiel 5:10 “Therefore in your (Jerusalem’s) midst fathers will eat their children, and children will eat their fathers. I will inflict punishment on you and will scatter all your survivors to the winds.”
Lamentations 4:11 The LORD has given full vent to his wrath; he has poured out his fierce anger. He kindled a fire in Zion that consumed her foundations. 
This described the total destruction of Jerusalem which was to be the foundation of the salvation and destiny that would be accomplished on Mt. Zion.
Lamentations 4:12 The kings of the earth did not believe, nor did any of the world’s people, that enemies and foes could enter the gates of Jerusalem.
Evidently the defenses of Jerusalem were so good, that no one in that day believed it could be taken.
Lamentations 4:13 But it happened because of the sins of her prophets and the iniquities of her priests, who shed within her the blood of the righteous. 
However, their defensive measures were useless because the LORD was against them.
Lamentations 4:14-15a Now they grope through the streets like men who are blind. They are so defiled with blood that no one dares to touch their garments. “Go away! You are unclean!” men cry to them. “Away! Away! Don’t touch us!”
Human blood was considered unclean according to the Law.
Leviticus 15:19 “‘When a woman has her regular flow of blood, the impurity of her monthly period will last seven days, and anyone who touches her will be unclean till evening.”

Leviticus 15:2-3 “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When any man has a bodily discharge, the discharge is unclean. Whether it continues flowing from his body or is blocked, it will make him unclean.”
Ironically, these Jews had ignored the spiritual aspects of the Law but they respected the health aspects of the Law. 

Lamentations 4:15b When they flee and wander about, people among the nations say, “They can stay here no longer.” 
Wherever they would be exiled, they would never be welcomed.
Lamentations 4:16a The LORD himself has scattered them; he no longer watches over them. 
The LORD had lifted His hand of protection over Judah.
Lamentations 4:16b The priests are shown no honor, the elders no favor. 
The priests and leaders who had abused their positions of power and influence would be held responsible by the people. Those who did not die in the aftermath would no longer be held in honor.
Lamentations 4:17 Moreover, our eyes failed, looking in vain for help; from our towers we watched for a nation that could not save us. 
The priests and leaders had assured the people that the Egyptians would save them from the Babylonians. They never came. They were beaten by the Babylonians themselves.
Lamentations 4:18 Men stalked us at every step, so we could not walk in our streets. Our end was near, our days were numbered, for our end had come. 
This describes Jerusalem after the Babylonian army had broken into the city and were going from house to house looting and killing.
Lamentations 4:19 Our pursuers were swifter than eagles in the sky; they chased us over the mountains and lay in wait for us in the desert. 
This describes how the royal army had broken out of the city and fled toward the east and the Lower Jordan Valley which was desert and called “the Arabah.” It was described in 2 Kings:
2 Kings 25:2-7 “The city was kept under siege until the eleventh year of King Zedekiah. By the ninth day of the [fourth] month the famine in the city had become so severe that there was no food for the people to eat. Then the city wall was broken through, and the whole army fled at night through the gate between the two walls near the king’s garden, though the Babylonians were surrounding the city. They fled toward the Arabah, but the Babylonian army pursued the king and overtook him in the plains of Jericho. All his soldiers were separated from him and scattered, and he was captured. He was taken to the king of Babylon at Riblah, where sentence was pronounced on him. They killed the sons of Zedekiah before his eyes. Then they put out his eyes, bound him with bronze shackles and took him to Babylon.”

Lamentations 4:20a The LORD’s anointed, our very life breath, was caught in their traps. 
The LORD’s anointed here referred to the anointed King of Judah, King Zedekiah. He had kept promising the people of Jerusalem that the Babylonians could never take the city and offering them false hope which kept them going during the long siege. As seen above, he was taken.

Lamentations 4:20b We thought that under his shadow we would live among the nations. 
Evidently Zedekiah had assured his people that Judah could throw off the yoke of the Babylonians and resume their place as an independent nation which they had lost with the death of King Josiah. This was even though the LORD had told them through Jeremiah that the Babylonians would rule over Judah for seventy years:
Jeremiah 25:11b “‘These nations will serve the king of Babylon seventy years.
 But when the seventy years are fulfilled, I will punish the king of Babylon and his nation, the land of the Babylonians, for their guilt,’ declares the LORD.”
Lamentations 4:21 Rejoice and be glad, O Daughter of Edom, you who live in the land of Uz. But to you also the cup will be passed; you will be drunk and stripped naked. 
The LORD spoke of this attitude of Edom and its consequences through the prophet Obadiah:
Obadiah 1:10-15 “Because of the violence against your brother Jacob, you (Edom) will be covered with shame; you will be destroyed forever. On the day you stood aloof while strangers carried off his wealth and foreigners entered his gates and cast lots 
 for Jerusalem, you were like one of them. You should not look down on your brother in the day of his misfortune, nor rejoice over the people of Judah in the day of their destruction, nor boast so much in the day of their trouble. You should not march through the gates of my people in the day of their disaster, nor look down on them in their calamity in the day of their disaster, nor seize their wealth in the day of their disaster. You should not wait at the crossroads to cut down their fugitives, nor hand over their survivors in the day of their trouble. The day of the LORD is near for all nations. As you have done, it will be done to you; your deeds will return upon your own head.”
Lamentations 4:22a O Daughter of Zion, your punishment will end; he will not prolong your exile. 
Here Jeremiah remembered the many promises of the LORD that after their punishment they would return. Here was one:
Jeremiah 50:17-20 “Israel is a scattered flock that lions have chased away. The first to devour him was the king of Assyria; the last to crush his bones was Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon.” Therefore this is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: “I will punish the king of Babylon and his land as I punished the king of Assyria. But I will bring Israel back to his own pasture and he will graze on Carmel and Bashan; his appetite will be satisfied on the hills of Ephraim and Gilead. In those days, at that time,” declares the LORD, “search will be made for Israel’s guilt, but there will be none, and for the sins of Judah, but none will be found, for I will forgive the remnant I spare.”
Lamentations 4:22b But, O Daughter of Edom, he will punish your sin and expose your wickedness.

Edom would be judged. The Edomites (or Idumeans) would be dispossessed of their land completely by the Nabateans in the 4th Century BC. Also, Edom, the temporal enemy of Israel, was often used in the Old Testament as a shadow to speak of the spiritual enemy (Satan) of Israel which was a shadow of Jesus Christ (Israel means “Prince of God”). Here, the underlying spiritual meaning was that, like Edom, Satan would be exposed, judged and cast away forever.
� Besides that, if these stones were gem stones, it hardly seems plausible that after the destruction of Jerusalem that they lies scattered on the ground in the presence of Babylonian soldiers looking for loot.


� Most of the other translations use “willing” which I find more appropriate.


� Ephesians 2:6-7 “And God raised us up in Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.”


� See 2 Peter 3:15a.


� Hosea 2:23


� Hosea 1:10


� See also Jeremiah 52:7-11.


� The prophecy connected to seventy years related to “these nations serving the king of Babylon.” “These nations” consisted of the nation of Judah and the nations surrounding it like Aram (Syria), Phoenicia, Ammon, Moab, and Edom. The event that subjected “these nations” to serving the king of Babylon was the incursion by the Babylonians into Syria in 609 BC. Although resistance wasn’t completely eliminated until the Battle of Carchemish in 605 BC, the clock on the seventy years of Jeremiah’s prophecy started in 609 BC. The clock stopped in 539 BC when the Babylonians were defeated by the Persians and the Jews returned.


� Note the parallel of the one who Satan took pains to try to destroy, Christ under whose cross the Roman guard cast lots for his clothing. Matthew 27:35, Mark 15:24, Luke 22:24, John 19:21
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