
I. A Secret Meeting
Jeremiah 38:14-16

14 Then King Zedekiah sent for Jere-
miah the prophet and had him brought 
to the third entrance to the temple of 
the Lord. “I am going to ask you some-
thing,” the king said to Jeremiah. “Do 
not hide anything from me.”

15 Jeremiah said to Zedekiah, “If I 
give you an answer, will you not kill 
me? Even if I did give you counsel, you 
would not listen to me.”

16 But King Zedekiah swore this oath 
secretly to Jeremiah: “As surely as the 
Lord lives, who has given us breath, I 
will neither kill you nor hand you over 
to those who want to kill you.”

14. When the Babylonians returned 
and besieged Jerusalem and defeat seemed 
near, Zedekiah began to summon Jeremiah 
for conversations. The third entrance to the 
temple of the Lord probably indicates a back-
door access from the palace to the temple. 
The king apparently wanted a private set-
ting where he could talk with Jeremiah 
outside of his officials’ hearing. Perhaps Ze-
dekiah thought that Jeremiah might reverse 
his oracles of judgment and the Lord would 
grant Jerusalem a reprieve after all.

This was not the first such conversation. 
Zedekiah’s repeated summoning of Jeremi-
ah shows that at least part of him respected 

Jeremiah’s advice, if not his standing as an 
inspired prophet of God. Yet his command 
to Jeremiah, Do not hide anything from me, 
shows that Zedekiah did not yet under-
stand that Jeremiah always told the king 
everything God told the prophet.

15. Jeremiah certainly feared for his life. 
God had given him assurances of protec-
tion at the time of his calling, even from 
kings and officials (Jeremiah 1:18-19; 
15:20-21). Yet Jeremiah still feared, for he 
too was human with doubts (1:6; 15:18; 
20:7). He had every reason to believe that a 
harsh word against Zedekiah could spell his 
own demise (26:20-23).

Jeremiah surmised that Zedekiah was 
hoping for a more favorable word from the 
Lord this time.

16. King Zedekiah continued the secret 
conversation by giving Jeremiah the pur-
ported assurance of safety that he sought. 
Whether or not Zedekiah was sincere was 
one question; the more important question 
was whether he would follow through. His 
word meant little because his character was 
not dependably good or evil.

Zedekiah believed he held Jeremiah’s life 
in his hands. He ironically swore this oath 
by the Lord . . . who has given us breath, 
a poetic way of acknowledging that God 
gives life. The king inadvertently acknowl-
edged that God is actually the one who 
decides between life and death.
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(see Hebrews 11:1-40). It was their faith 
in God that led to their prophetic witness 
to the world of the power of God. Some-
times their witness was visible and awe-in-
spiring, like that of Joshua’s. Other times, 
their prophetic, faith-filled witness was 
smaller, only noticed by a few individuals, 
like that of Rahab’s (Hebrews 11:31; see 
Joshua 2:1-21). Yet, in all instances, their 
prophetic witness was a result of their faith 
and their focus on God’s promises. 

A Great Cloud of Witnesses
The prophetic witness of these Old Tes-

tament individuals served as grounds for 
the author of Hebrews to challenge read-
ers to practice their own faith. The author 
remarks “since we are surrounded by such 
a great cloud of witnesses”, then we are to 
“[fix] our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and 
perfecter of faith” (Hebrews 12:1-2). The 
prophetic voices of the Old Testament 
provide witness to the faith required of the 
Christian life, a faith that is expressed by 
fixing one’s eyes on the promises of God 
revealed in the life, teachings, and example 
of Jesus. 

Sometimes, faith can feel a lot like a re-
peller descending over a bluff: scary and 
uncertain. Yet, God’s faithful promises are 
like a sturdy rope or a trusty belayer. The 
witness of these prophetic voices serves to 
encourage us to keep our eyes focused on 
Jesus and obey his word. For Old Testa-
ment prophets, God remained true to his 
word and rewarded their faith. He will do 
so with us, if only we keep our eyes on Je-
sus and follow his lead. When we focus on 
him, we will be able to take the fateful step 
over the edge and follow wherever God 
will take us. 

When have you felt God calling to you to 
do something courageous? In those moments, 
what do you think it would look like to 
maintain focus on Jesus? 
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II. A Private Prophecy
Jeremiah 38:17-23

17 Then Jeremiah said to Zede kiah, 
“This is what the Lord God Almighty, 
the God of Israel, says: ‘If you surrender 
to the officers of the king of Babylon, 
your life will be spared and this city will 
not be burned down; you and your family 
will live. 18 But if you will not surrender 
to the officers of the king of Babylon, this 
city will be given into the hands of the 
Babylonians and they will burn it down; 
you yourself will not escape from them.’”

19 King Zedekiah said to Jeremiah, 
“I am afraid of the Jews who have gone 
over to the Babylonians, for the Baby-
lonians may hand me over to them and 
they will mistreat me.”

20 “They will not hand you over,” Jer-
emiah replied. “Obey the Lord by do-
ing what I tell you. Then it will go well 
with you, and your life will be spared. 
21 But if you refuse to surrender, this is 
what the Lord has revealed to me: 22 All 
the women left in the palace of the king 
of Judah will be brought out to the of-
ficials of the king of Babylon. Those 
women will say to you: 

“‘They misled you and overcame 
you—

those trusted friends of yours. 
Your feet are sunk in the mud; 

your friends have deserted you.’
23 “All your wives and children will 

be brought out to the Babylonians. 
You yourself will not escape from their 
hands but will be captured by the king 
of Babylon; and this city will be burned 
down.”

17a. Jeremiah knew that this king would 
likely waffle. Even so, the prophet still pro-
claimed the word from the Lord, come what 
may. The word of God was like a fire in Jere-
miah’s bones (20:9), impossible to hold back 
whether anyone listened or not (6:10-11).

Piling up designations for the Lord em-
phasized that God Almighty was the true 
king in Israel. God had allowed the Israel-
ites to have a human king because they de-
sired to be like the other nations. He knew 
this was a result of faithlessness and would 
also lead to more faithlessness.

Referring to the Lord as the God of Israel 
has implications for how the people were 
called to conduct themselves. But idolatry 
and injustice had landed them in a position 
to face God’s punishment. 

17b. The Lord’s offer to spare Zedekiah’s 
life upon surrender to the Babylonians ac-
cords with terms previously stated. God’s 
offer to spare the city from fiery destruc-
tion might seem like an astonishing, last-
minute reversal (Jeremiah 21:10; 34:2, 22; 
37:9-10). But the Lord has the freedom 
to change his mind about either blessing 
or punishment for a nation that alters its 
course (18:5-10). The Lord did not offer 
a solution in which Zedekiah was allowed 
to remain king in Jerusalem. But the Lord 
did offer a solution that would avoid Je-
rusalem’s being burned down or Zedekiah’s 
experiencing great personal violence.

The nation of Judah apparently had 
chances early on to avert disaster entirely 
(Jeremiah 4:1-4). Yet God eventually was 
determined unreservedly to punish Judah. 
Although judgment in Babylon was by this 
time assured, God still offered mercy to his 
people and their king (1 Kings 21:20-29). 
Nonetheless, Jeremiah offered a glimpse of 
what would occur if Zedekiah made other 
choices. Accepting God’s mercy in judg-
ment would mitigate some of the horrible 
consequences that otherwise would follow.

Christians still experience God’s disci-
pline tempered by his mercy, even though 
we don’t always recognize it as such. This 
is part of the process of God’s using all 
things for our good (Romans 8:28). This 
isn’t to say we will enjoy all things or that 
all things will seem good at some point. 
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Instead, all things that happen to us and 
around us are meant to make us into the 
image of Jesus (8:29).

18. Jeremiah’s words implicitly called for 
Zedekiah to ignore the officials who were 
urging him not to surrender (Jeremiah 
27:12-15). But beyond Zedekiah’s lack of 
character and the grave sins of Judah, there 
was another reason Jeremiah could be re-
signed to Jerusalem’s being burned by the 
Babylonians. The prophets had been warn-
ing of Judah’s destruction for many years. 
Though God can change his mind, he also 
clearly stated that blessing resulted from 
obedience and curses came from faithless-
ness. Without repentance and obedience, 
Jerusalem had no hope of experiencing 
God’s great mercy.

19. Had Zedekiah feared the Baby-
lonians themselves, it would be hard to 
blame him. Even fearing his own officials 
is understandable to an extent, since his 
predecessor, Jehoiakim, was probably 
murdered by his own officials the last time 
the Babylonians invaded.

The fear he expressed at this point, how-
ever, seems comparatively insignificant. 
Some of Jerusalem’s citizenry already had 
surrendered to the Babylonians. Zedekiah 
did not want to expose himself to their 
scorn or potential murderous mistreatment.

20. Zedekiah had tried to make the is-
sue into a purely political matter, but he 
was oblivious to the real issue. Jeremiah 
thus directed the king back to the core 
spiritual realities.

Obedience to the Lord was Zedekiah’s 
only viable course of action. The promise 
your life will be spared probably referred 
more to quality of life than mere survival 
(Jeremiah 34:4-5). Indeed, the quality of 
Zedekiah’s life after remaining rebellious 
to both God and Nebuchadnezzar ended 
up being quite poor (52:8-11).

21. Jeremiah made clear that this preview 
of the future comes from God. 
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Piling up designations for the Lord em-
phasized that God Almighty was the true 
king in Israel. God had allowed the Israel-
ites to have a human king because they de-
sired to be like the other nations. He knew 
this was a result of faithlessness and would 
also lead to more faithlessness.

Referring to the Lord as the God of Israel
has implications for how the people were 
called to conduct themselves. But idolatry 
and injustice had landed them in a position 
to face God’s punishment.

17b. The Lord’s offer to spare Zedekiah’s 
life upon surrender to the Babylonians ac-
cords with terms previously stated. God’s 
offer to spare the city from fiery destruc-
tion might seem like an astonishing, last-
minute reversal (Jeremiah 21:10; 34:2, 22; 
37:9-10). But the Lord has the freedom 
to change his mind about either blessing 
or punishment for a nation that alters its 
course (18:5-10). The Lord did not offer 
a solution in which Zedekiah was allowed
to remain king in Jerusalem. But the Lord
did offer a solution that would avoid Je-
rusalem’s being burned down or Zedekiah’s 
experiencing great personal violence.

The nation of Judah apparently had 
chances early on to avert disaster entirely
(Jeremiah 4:1-4). Yet God eventually was 
determined unreservedly to punish Judah. 
Although judgment in Babylon was by this 
time assured, God still offered mercy to his
people and their king (1 Kings 21:20-29). 
Nonetheless, Jeremiah offered a glimpse of 
what would occur if Zedekiah made other 
choices. Accepting God’s mercy in judg-
ment would mitigate some of the horrible 
consequences that otherwise would follow.

Christians still experience God’s disci-
pline tempered by his mercy, even though 
we don’t always recognize it as such. This 
is part of the process of God’s using all 
things for our good (Romans 8:28). This 
isn’t to say we will enjoy all things or that 
all things will seem good at some point. 

50 May 16

Instead, all things that happen to us and 
around us are meant to make us into the 
image of Jesus (8:29).

18. Jeremiah’s words implicitly called for
Zedekiah to ignore the officials who were 
urging him not to surrender (Jeremiah 
27:12-15). But beyond Zedekiah’s lack of 
character and the grave sins of Judah, there 
was another reason Jeremiah could be re-
signed to Jerusalem’s being burned by the 
Babylonians. The prophets had been warn-
ing of Judah’s destruction for many years. 
Though God can change his mind, he also 
clearly stated that blessing resulted from 
obedience and curses came from faithless-
ness. Without repentance and obedience, 
Jerusalem had no hope of experiencing 
God’s great mercy.

19. Had Zedekiah feared the Baby-
lonians themselves, it would be hard to 
blame him. Even fearing his own officials 
is understandable to an extent, since his 
predecessor, Jehoiakim, was probably 
murdered by his own officials the last time 
the Babylonians invaded.

The fear he expressed at this point, how-
ever, seems comparatively insignificant. 
Some of Jerusalem’s citizenry already had 
surrendered to the Babylonians. Zedekiah 
did not want to expose himself to their 
scorn or potential murderous mistreatment.

20. Zedekiah had tried to make the is-
sue into a purely political matter, but he 
was oblivious to the real issue. Jeremiah 
thus directed the king back to the core 
spiritual realities.

Obedience to the Lord was Zedekiah’s 
only viable course of action. The promise 
your life will be spared probably referred 
more to quality of life than mere survival 
(Jeremiah 34:4-5). Indeed, the quality of 
Zedekiah’s life after remaining rebellious 
to both God and Nebuchadnezzar ended 
up being quite poor (52:8-11).

21. Jeremiah made clear that this preview 
of the future comes from God. 

22. Zedekiah’s palace would fall if he
didn’t do as the Lord had revealed. This 
could refer to his family in general, his de-
scendants, or (less likely) the Davidic line.

Jeremiah painted a picture of Zedekiah’s 
women ridiculing him as they became cap-
tives to the Babylonians. Women in war suf-
fer immensely at the hands of oppositional 
forces. If Zedekiah cared for the women, he 
would follow Jeremiah’s counsel. 

Maybe to curry favor and maybe just 
out of heartbreak, the women would 
mock Zedekiah because of his officials’ 
treachery. Many of those advisers already 
had deserted him (Jeremiah 37:19), and 
the rest would soon follow. Jeremiah knew 
what betrayal felt like (20:10) as well as 
having his feet . . . sunk in the mud (38:6). 
Zedekiah would have no Ebed-Melek 
to rescue him from the metaphorical pit 
(38:7-13). Jeremiah hoped this grim vi-
sion would appeal to the king’s fear and 
self-interest and result in obedience.

23. Jeremiah built on his dire prophe-
cies by emphasizing that Zedekiah’s chil-
dren would go into Babylonian exile. This 
is a clear escalation of Jeremiah’s appeal to 
Zedekiah’s emotional center. 

Yet even hearing the sad fate that awaited 
his family failed to move Zedekiah. 

The dates given in Jeremiah 39:1-2 
compute to a siege of 18 months. The 
king and some of his soldiers fled Jeru-
salem at night. The Babylonians hunted 
him down, however, and captured him.

Zedekiah’s sentence was to see his sons 
put to death, be blinded afterward, then 
taken in shackles to Babylon (2 Kings 
25:7). What few officials remained at that 
point, were executed. The city of Jerusa-
lem was burned to the ground (2 Kings 
25:9).

Zedekiah’s demise came by God’s hand. 
Such was the fate of one who trusted in 
human wisdom rather than believing that 
God would do what he said.
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I. A Proverb
Ezekiel 18:1-4

1 The word of the Lord came to me: 
2 “What do you people mean by quot-
ing this proverb about the land of Israel: 

“‘The parents eat sour grapes, 
and the children’s teeth are set on 

edge’?
3 “As surely as I live, declares the Sov-

ereign Lord, you will no longer quote 
this proverb in Israel. 4 For everyone 
belongs to me, the parent as well as the 
child—both alike belong to me. The 
one who sins is the one who will die.”

1. The word of the Lord is a common 
phrase used in Ezekiel to emphasize that 
the Lord spoke to his prophet. Its frequent 
use emphasizes that God communicated 
with his people even in exile. His continu-
ing to speak to Ezekiel was meant in part to 
reassure the people that God was still with 
them in a foreign land.

2. As the exiles wallowed in the misery of 
their situation, they tried to come to grips 
with the reason for it. In so doing, they 
landed on a proverb. 

The Targum, a first-century AD Arama-
ic paraphrase of the Hebrew Bible, gives the 
meaning of the proverb: “The fathers sin, 
the children suffer.” Therefore, The parents 
eat sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set 
on edge expresses the belief that those in ex-
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Into the Lesson

People are complex creatures who can 
be curious mixtures of these character-
istics at various times. Today’s text helps 
us sort through these with two examples 
from history.

Into the Word
Read Jeremiah 38:14-23. 
List the motives and thoughts of King 

Zedekiah.
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

List the motives and thoughts of Jer-
emiah.
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

Into Life
Decide how today’s lesson illustrates 

each of the following proposals:

Faithfulness to God doesn’t always re-
sult in an easy life.
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

God’s mercy will stretch far, but even-
tually He may exert punishment. 
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

Self-interest can blind us to God’s will.
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

God will not ignore unfaithfulness.
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

Return to the words listed in the Into 
the Lesson section. Write down one of the 
negative words that most characterizes you 
in a weak moment. 
____________________________________

Write one step you can take in the 
week ahead to move yourself closer to 
the opposite of that negative word.
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

Thought to Remember
Proclaiming God’s message is risky, but to ignore that message is fatal.

courageous, petty, 
resolute, truthful,  

fearful
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