LAMENTATIONS: THE THERAPY OF TROUBLE
by Ray C. Stedman

The book of Lamentationsis sandwiched between the books of Ezekiel and Jeremiah. This unusual book
properly follows the book of Jeremiah the prophet and priest because it was written by him . It isthe
"Lamentations of Jeremiah” as he wept over the city of Jerusalem following its desolation and captivity by
Nebuchadnezzar. In the Septuagint version of this -- the Greek trandlation of the Hebrew -- there isa brief
notation to the effect that as Jeremiah went up on the hillside and sat overlooking the desolate city, he uttered
these lamentations.

Asyou read through this book, you will find many foreshadowings of our Lord weeping over the city of
Jerusalem. In the Lord's last week, when he went up to the Mount of Olives and sat looking out over the city,
he wept over it saying,

"0, Jerusalem, Jerusalem, killing the prophets and stoning those who are sent to you!
How often would | have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under
her wings, and you would not!" {Matt 23:37 RSV}

Thetears ran down his face as he looked out over the city that had rejected him; this people that did not know
the hour of their visitation, and had turned their backs upon the one who was their Messiah and their deliverer.

Y ou will also find several foreshadowings of our Lord's ministry in the book of Jeremiah's Lamentations. For
example, chapter 1.

How lonely sits the city that was full of people!
How like a widow has she become, {Lam 1l:la RSV}

Thisis highly suggestive of our Lord's weeping over the city. Farther on we read:

"Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?
Look and see
if there is any sorrow like my sorrow ..." {Lam 1:12a RSV}

Thiswould certainly bring to the believing heart an immediate remembrance of the cross and those who
watched the Lord as he hung there on it. Then in chapter 2, verse 15:

All who pass along the way

clap their hands at you;

they hiss and wag their heads

at the daughter of Jerusalem; {Lam 2:15a RSV}

Thisrecalls the mockery of the multitudes at the cross. Then in chapter 3, verses 14 and 15:

| have become the laughingstock of all peoples,

the burden of their songs all day long.

He filled me with bitterness,

he has sated me with wormwood. {Lam 3:14-15 RSV}

Aganinverse 19 of chapter 3:

Remember my affliction and my bitterness,
the wormwood and the gall! {Lam 3:19 RSV}

And verse 30 of that chapter:
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Let him give his cheek to the smiter, {Lam 3:30a RSV}

Thisrecalls Isaiah's prophecy, "I gave my back to the smiters, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the
beard." (Is. 50:6) Thiswas fulfilled by the smiting of the Lord by the soldiers when Jesus was brought before
Pilate for judgment. So thislittle book captures the agony and sorrow that was so much a part of our Lord's
ministry at the crossthat it earned him thetitle, "A man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief." (Is. 53:3)

The book of Lamentationsis also unusual in the way it is put together. There are twenty-two lettersin the
Hebrew aphabet, which begins with "aleph,” the equivalent of our "a," and ends with "tau” which isthe
equivalent of our "t." (The letter "z," by the way, comes around the middle of their alphabet.) In this book of
Jeremiah's Lamentations, chapters one, two and four form an acrostic, each chapter consisting of twenty-two
verses, and each verse beginning with one of each of the |etters of the Hebrew al phabet, beginning with aleph
and ending with tau. Chapter three isinteresting in that it consists of sixty-six versesin triads, or triplets, in
which every verse making up each triad begins with the same letter of the a phabet, so that there are
twenty-two groups of three altogether, one for each letter of the alphabet. These chapters have been written
very, very carefully, according to the rules of Hebrew poetry. Chapter five does not follow this acrostic plan,
although it does have twenty-two verses.

Thisis certainly an intriguing structure, but the real interest of this book isin its content. It isastudy in

sorrow, a hymn of heartbreak. Thisisthe kind of book you might read when sorrow strikes your own heart,
and sorrow comes to all of us at times. As Jeremiah was looking out over Jerusalem, he saw its desolation and
he remembered the terrible, bloody battle in which Nebuchadnezzar had taken the city and sacked it, destroying
the temple and killing the inhabitants.

Each chapter stresses and develops a particular aspect of sorrow. Chapter one gives us a description of the
utter depths of sorrow, the desolation of spirit that sorrow makes upon the human heart, the sense of
abandonment, of complete loneliness. Here you can see how vividly the prophet has captured this feeling as he
pours out the feelings of his own heart. The people have been vanquished and taken into captivity; the city has
been set on fire and totally destroyed. Verse 16:

"For these things | weep;

my eyes flow with tears;

for a comforter is far from me,

one to revive my courage;

my children are desolate,

for the enemy has prevailed." {{Lam 1.16 RSV}

Chapter 2 describes the thoroughness of judgment. At the beginning of this chapter you have a description of
how the armies of Nebuchadnezzar utterly devastated the city. Jeremiah, however, does not attribute this
destruction to the armies of Nebuchadnezzar, but to the Lord. He looks behind the immediate circumstance to
what God is doing. Asyou read through the chapter you can see how he points out that everything has been
destroyed, nothing isleft. There is nothing he can put his hand on that has been preserved because of the
thorough judgment of God.

Thenin chapter 3 -- thislong chapter of 66 verses where you have the triads of the alphabet -- the prophet
speaks of his own reaction, his personal pain as an individual contemplating this devastation. He begins with
these words:

| am the man who has seen affliction
under the rod of his wrath;

he has driven and brought me

into darkness without any light;
surely against me he turns his hand
again and again the whole day long.

He has made my flesh and my skin waste away,
and broken my bones;
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he has besieged and enveloped me

with bitterness and tribulation;

he has made me dwell in darkness

like the dead of long ago. {Lam 3:1-6 RSV}

In chapter 4 you have what we might call the incredibility of judgment, an attitude of unbelief as the prophet
remembers all that happened. Anyone who has been through this knows about these aspects of the times of
grief. First, there is a sense of utter desolation. Then comes an awareness of complete devastation and deep
personal pain, and then, as Jeremiah seemsto feel, akind of unbelief that this could happen, a sense of
incredulity as he contemplates the destruction of Jerusalem. Verse 2

The precious sons of Zion,

worth their weight in fine gold,

how they are reckoned as earthen pots,

the work of a potter's hands! {Lam 4:2 RSV}

As he looks out and sees the bodies of the sons of Israel -- these precious young people who have been
destroyed, turning to clay and dust in the streets -- he says.

Happier were the victims of the sword

than the victims of hunger [There had been a terrible famine in the city],
who pined away, stricken

by want of the fruits of the field. {Lam 4:9 RSV}

And so devastating had this siege been that,

The hands of compassionate women

have boiled their own children;

they became their food

in the destruction of the daughter of my people. {Lam 4:10 RSV}

Thiswas of the most terrible sieges of all time. Asthe report went out, it was unbelievable (verse 12):

The kings of the earth did not believe,
or any of the inhabitants of the world,
that foe or enemy could enter

the gates of Jerusalem. {Lam 4:12 RSV}

In chapter 5 there is the utter humiliation of judgment, the feeling that Jeremiah has been thoroughly disgraced.
He hardly dares|ift up his head again. He says (verses 1-5):

Remember, O Lord, what has befallen us;

behold, and see our disgrace!

Our inheritance has been turned over to strangers,

our homes to aliens.

We have become orphans, fatherless;

our mothers are like widows.

We must pay for the water we drink,

the wood we get must be bought.

With a yoke on our necks we are hard driven;

we are weary, we are given no rest. {Lam 5:1-5 RSV}

He describes how in verse 13:

Young men are compelled to grind at the mill;

and boys stagger under loads of wood. {Lam 5:13 RSV}
The old men have quit the city gate,

the young men their music. {Lam 5:14 RSV}

The joy of our hearts has ceased; ... {Lam 5:15a RSV}
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The crown has fallen from our head;
woe to us, for we have sinned! {Lam 5:16 RSV}

What a description of the utter despair of the human spirit in the grip of deep distress and sorrow! And yet, in
each of these chapters an insight isreveaed, alesson that God teaches through sorrow that otherwise would
never have been learned. That is what we should look for in this book.

The book is designed to teach us through what might be called the therapy of trouble, what sorrow teaches us.
All through scripture we are told that pain and suffering are God's instruments by which he teaches us.
Through suffering comes strength of character. Do not be surprised that thisis true. We read in Hebrews of
the Lord Jesus, "Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered.” (Heb. 5:8) There
were things the Lord Jesus had to learn and could learn only by living as a man through times of suffering and
sorrow. If he was not exempt, why should we expect to be?

Thisiswhy it is never right for a Christian to say, as so many of us do, when trouble strikes, "Why should
this happen to me?' Well, why shouldn't it happen to you? As Hebrews 12, verse 10, reminds us, it isamark
of God'slove. He sent it to discipline us, to teach us, and to train us.

Each chapter also reveals one particular aspect of sorrow as teaching one particular lesson of grace. In chapter
1 there is the sense of desolation and abandonment in spirit, when suddenly the prophet saysin verse 18:

"The Lord is in the right,
for | have rebelled against his word;" {Lam 1:18a RSV}

While he was looking out over Jerusalem and feeling this awful sense of desolation, he suddenly realized that
thiswas asign that God is right. So he says, "l have rebelled against hisword."

That isthe problem, and the lesson. Most of us are in the habit of blaming God, either directly or indirectly,
for whatever happensto us, and our attitude is usualy, "Well, I don't know why this should happen to me!
After dl, | have been doing my best. | have been trying hard, and still these kinds of things happen.” And our
implication isthat God is unjust, God is not right.

The apostle Paul says, "Let God be true though every man befalse.” (Rom. 3:4) It isimpossible for God not
to beright. It isimpossible for man to be more just than God, because our very sense of justice is derived from
him. It isimpossible for man to be more compassionate than God, for our feelings of compassion come from
him. You see, it isimpossible for us ever to sit in judgment on God. God is right. When Jeremiah saw the
utter desolation around him he learned this. Aslong as he had anything to prop himself up with, he could find
fault with God, but when he was |eft utterly desolate he realized that the Lord wasright.

In chapter 2 he gains more insight into this truth. He is made aware of the thoroughness of judgment, of how
meticulously God has used the armies of Nebuchadnezzar to lay everything to waste In fact, how ruthless the
Lord has been. But then he learns another insight (verse 17):

The Lord has done what he purposed,

has carried out his threat;

as he ordained long ago,

he has demolished without pity;

he has made the enemy rejoice over you,

and exalted the might of your foes. {Lam 2:17 RSV}

In other words, God is faithful. Suddenly Jeremiah realizes that thisis consistent with the character of God. If
he says heis going to do something, he will do it. Nothing can make him change. If you look back over the
history of Isragl you discover that in the book of Deuteronomy, God had said to Moses, "Moses, if my people
walk in obedience to me and love me and follow me, | will pour unlimited blessing upon them. | will open the
windows of heaven and just smply bless them until they can't stand it. But if they turn, if they go aside, | will
plead with them and send prophets to them and work with them and have patience with them." (And the record
Isthat for four hundred years, God put up with the intransigence of Isragl.) But God also promised that if

Page: 4



Israel followed after other gods, he would raise up a nation to come in and devastate the land. That is exactly
what God said and that is exactly what he did.

It isinteresting that Jeremiah predicted how long that captivity would last. It would last seventy years. (Jer.
25:11) Why seventy? Well, in the law God required Israel to allow the land to rest fallow every seventh year.
They were not to plow the soil or useit; they wereto let it rest. (Thisisavery practical principle of agricultural
conservation.) During the sixth year, to make up for the lack of food, the Lord would bless them with a
superabundance of crops so they would have enough food to carry them through that seventh year.

But Israel never obeyed that command. They continued using the land from the time they entered it. In asense
they robbed God of seventy years of rest for the land. They used it continuously for 490 years so God sent
them out of it and rested the land for 70 years.

How faithful God isto his promise. The Lord is utterly faithful. There is awidespread belief that God is so
loving, so tenderhearted, that he just gives in when you pressure him alittle; that he won't do what he says he
is going to do. But that idea has been put to rest forever by one of the greatest versesin the Bible (Rom. 8:32):
"He who did not spare his own Son..." Think of that. When he was made sin for us, God did not spare him.
That is how unflinching God isin following through on his word. "He who did not spare his own Son but
gave himup for usall...” And yet that verse endsin glory, doesn't it?"...will he not aso give us all things
with him?' One side of it isjust astrue as the other. Jeremiah learned that God is faithful by the thoroughness
of judgment.

Then in chapter 3 where you read of Jeremiah's personal pain, we come to a tremendous passage. Suddenly,
in the midst of along wail, he says (verse 22-33):

The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases,

his mercies never come to an end;

they are new every morning;

great is thy faithfulness.

"The Lord is my portion,” says my soul,
"therefore | will hope in him."

The Lord is good to those who wait for him,

to the soul that seeks him.

It is good that one should wait quietly

for the salvation of the Lord.

It is good for a man that he bear

the yoke in his youth.

Let him sit alone in silence

when he has laid it on him;

let him put his mouth in the dust --

there may yet be hope;

let him give his cheek to the smiter,

and be filled with insults.

For the Lord will not

cast off for ever,

but, though he cause grief, he will have compassion
according to the abundance of his steadfast love;
for he does not willingly afflict or grieve the sons of men. {Lam 3:22-33 RSV}

In many ways, thisis one of the most beautiful passagesin all the Bible. It reveals the compassion of the heart
of God. Judgment, as Isaiah says, is his strange work. He does not like to do it. He does not willingly afflict
or grieve the sons of men. His mercies are fresh every morning. In his own pain Jeremiah remembersthis: that
behind all the desolation isthe work of love. God destroyed Jerusalem because it was heading the wrong way.
He destroyed it so that he could restoreit later, and build it up again in joy and peace and blessing. The Lord
does not cast off forever; though he causes grief, he will have compassion.

At the end of chapter 4, the prophet saysin verse 22:
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The punishment of your iniquity,

O daughter of Zion, is accomplished,

he will keep you in exile no longer;

but your iniquity, O daughter of Edom, he will punish,
he will uncover your sins. {Lam 4:22 RSV}

The daughter of Zionislsragl. The daughter of Edom refers to the country bordering Israel that was always a
thornin their flesh. Edom is always used in scripture as a picture of the flesh. The Edomites were related to
Israel. They were the children of Esau, who is always a picture of the flesh. The prophet is saying, "God will
set alimit to the punishment of his own. He never drives them too far. He never disciplines them too harshly.
Thereisalimit. The punishment is accomplished. He will keep them in exile no longer; but asto the flesh, it
has been utterly set aside and Edom will be punished.”

Chapter 5 describes the humiliation of judgment, but in the end, Jeremiah comes to another flash of insight
(verse 19):

But thou, O Lord, dost reign for ever;
thy throne endures to all generations. {Lam 5:19 RSV}

What does this mean? Well, it means that though man may even perish in sorrow, God endures. And because
God endures, the great purpose and workings of God endure. God never does anything temporarily; all that he
does endures forever. Jeremiah sees that what God has taught him in his grief will have a practical use. Even if
he were to die in the midst of his grief, God's purposes endure. God is simply preparing now for awork yet
to come. God is not limited by time. He is eternal. His throne, his authority, enduresto all generations. In
practical terms, the prophet is realizing that after he has been through thistime of grief, he will have learned a
truth about God that will make him absolutely impervious to any other kind of test. Once he has been through
this, nothing can reach him, nothing can upset him, nothing can trouble him, nothing can touch him or
overthrow him. Heis now ready for anything. And in God's great purpose there will be an opportunity to use
that strength.

| often think of those words of our Lord recorded in the fourteenth chapter of Luke when he tells hisdisciples
the two parables about counting the cost. One involved the man who went out to do battle and met aking
coming against him with an army. Jesus said, "What man of you will do that and not sit down first and count
the cost?' Or, in the other parable about building atower, who will not count the cost to see if he has enough
to finish the building?

Usually we interpret this as our Lord saying to us, "If you are going to become a Christian, you should think it
through. Y ou should count the cost. Y ou should seeif you really mean business and are going to carry this
through." Nothing could be further from the Lord's meaning. What heis saying is, "l am the one who hasto
count the cost. I, as your Lord and Master, do not go out to build atower without sitting down first and
counting the cost. Nor do | go out to do battle with afierce king without first being sure that | have what it
takes to win this battle.”

In this passage, Jesusis explaining why he said to the disciples, "Except a man forsake his mother and father
and son and daughter he cannot be my disciple." Asthey wondered at this, he said "Y ou are wondering why |
am so severe with you. | will tell you. It is because | am going out to do agreat work of building. I will build
my church and the gates of Hell shall not prevail against it. | am going out to do battle with agreat foe, afoe of
cleverness and ruthlessness, and | have to be sure that the men who follow me are men on whom | can
depend. | have to count the cost.”

In other words, "I have to get you ready for abattle that is going to go on far beyond thislife. So | want men
who will be mine. who will be absolutely, wholly mine so | can train them, prepare them, and bring them
through trials and hardships, teaching them the great principles. When we finally get up against it, up against
thereal conflict, | will have men that | can depend upon. But | will have counted the cost.”

That iswhat he is talking about. When we learn our lessons here -- when we learn how to handle sorrow and
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heartache and desolation of spirit in this limited way here -- we will be prepared so that nothing can overthrow
us; we will be unconquerable in the battle that God faces in the subjugation of the entire universe.

| often think of this: What lies beyond? Is not God preparing us now to do a mightier work in the future? Is he
not getting us ready to carry on a conflict that will extend to the uttermost reaches of this vast universe of ours?
Of course heis. God never does anything without a purpose. He never creates anything without intending to
useit. And all thislies ahead of us. That iswhy it is so important that we learn how to face up to sorrow and to
learn what God would have usto learn in the midst of it.

Prayer:

Our Father, thank you for this book of Lamentations. for itslesson to our hearts, that we may
learn to be strong for your name's sake. to be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his
might, to be ready for that great day and that greater conflict yet to come. In Christ's name,
Amen.
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