Jer. 31:15-26, A Fanily Portrait
Sept enber 8, 1990
H. Van Dyke Par unak

Overvi ew

1.

2.

This is in the "sin and restorati on" section of 30-33. The

di scussion centers around the fanmily tree of Rachel, one of
Jacob's wives. She bore two sons: Joseph (whose sons Ephrai m and
Manasseh founded | eading tribes in the northern kingdom and
Benjam n (who, with Judah, forned the southern kingdon). In this
section, we hear all three saying sonething, and all three
receiving a promse fromthe Lord.

a) First we hear Rachel nourning and conforted, 15-17.

b) Then we hear Ephraim representing the northern ki ngdom
repenti ng and prom sed bl essing, 18-20.

c) The Lord conmmands the entire nation, the "virgin of Israel,"
to return to her husband, 21-22.

d) Finally, we hear the godly confession of the restored southern
ki ngdom and the bl essing promised to them in 23-25.

e) Overview of the interchange:
Qur attitude Lord's response

1) Di scouragenent (Rachel) CGospel

2) Repentance (Ephraim Love
3) Return (AI)
4) Worshi p (Judah) Bl essi ng

f) Technical note: |If we focus on what the Lord says, the
promi ses are related by anplification and abstraction, |ike
this:

Restorati on
of Ephrai m

/ 18- 20 \
Rachel / \ Ret urn of
conforted < amplifi- abstrac- > "virgin Israel”
15-17 \ cati on tion / 21-22

\ /

Restorati on
of Judah
23-25

VWhat we can expect to learn in this section:

a) What God expects fromus: despair, repentance, faith, and
wor shi p.



b) God's faithful ness and conpassion toward his children, al ong
the trajectory of Gospel -Love-Bl essi ng.

c) Continued enphasis on the land as the center of the Lord's
attention for these prom ses.

A. 15-17, A Modther's Mourning

1

15, Rachel weeps for her children.

a) The neani ng:

1)

2)

3)

Rachel is the wife of Jacob and not her of Joseph and

Benj anmi n, Jacob's two favorite sons. Joseph's children
Ephrai m and Manasseh founded tri bes that were proninent in
t he northern ki ngdonm Benjam n remained with Judah in the
sout hern ki ngdom Thus she is invoked as a figure of the
nati on, just as her husband Jacob is in 30: 10.

She sees both ki ngdons, thus both of her sons, led into
captivity, and nourns for them

"Ramah," a high city between the ki ngdons and one that
shifted back and forth between themas a frontier
fortification now for one, now for the other (1 Kings 15),
is a place fromwhi ch she can broadcast her noburni ng so
that all can hear.

b) This verse is a striking parallel to the Joseph story in
CGenesi s.

1)

2)

The formal parallels:

a> Gen. 37:35, Jacob "refuses to be conforted" for Joseph
"his son," and "weeps." (Only other passage with "refuse
to be conforted" in O is Ps. 77:2, Heb. 3).

b> Gen. 42:36, just as Rachel's children "are not," so
Jacob concl udes that his sons Joseph and Sineon "are
not," using the sane Hebrew word.

The parallels in neaning:

a> From Jacob's perspective, Joseph has been slain by a
wild beast, and Sineon will never be seen again.

b> When Benj anin goes to Egypt, both of Rachel's sons are
t here.

c> |In fact, Jacob is overly pessimstic. Just as the Lord
here pronises to restore Rachel's sons, so he restores
Jacob's to him

d> Thus the turn in Jacob's fortunes, from one bereaved to
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c)

d)

16-

b)

one bl essed, is presented as an encouragenent for the
nati on now. The exile both of north and of south is not
permanent, but will be reversed.

One might ask, "Wy then use Rachel rather than Jacob in
v. 15?" A reference to Jacob woul d nake the allusion to Genesis
even nore secure.

1) W had Jacob in 30:7,10, but turned into a wonan with
respect to weakness and suffering, 30:6.

2) Set up for viewing the nation as a wonan in 21ff.

Why does Matthew (2:18) see this as fulfilled in the nassacre
of the infants of Bethl ehem by Herod? Herod was not a Jew, but
an BEdomte. In Matthew s tine, the land is still under the
pagan doni nation that began for Judah in 600 B.C. As we have
seen several tines, the "restorati on" under Zerubbabel, Ezra,
and Nehem ah fell far short of what the prophets pronise.

Matt hew, with his overwhel m ng concern for the kingship of the
Lord Jesus, is concerned to point out that the nation is stil
suffering under pagan rule and in need of its royal Messi ah.
The specific prophecy about Rachel nmay have been suggest ed
because Rachel's tonb is near Bet hl ehem where the infants
were slain (Gen. 35:19).

22, She should stop, for restoration is at hand.

The Lord urges her to cease weepi ng. Jacob's sons and
daughters could not confort himin his sorrow, sonetines we
have sorrows from whi ch no human conforter can deliver us. How
wonder ful then to know of the Lord's confort to us, when he
gently tells us to stop crying.

The reason: notice the parallelism He alternates an abstract
encouragenent with the specific details.

1) The specific details: return fromcaptivity. Application:
Not e the conti nued enphasi s on the geographi cal aspects of
t he prom se.

2) First abstraction: "Thy work shall be rewarded." Her | abor
in bearing and rearing the children is not futile or
fruitless.

3) Second abstraction: "There is hope in thine end." Present
di scouragenents shoul d not cause her to | ose sight of the
future blessing that God is preparing.

Application: The Lord conforts us as well as nourning Rachel.

And his confort is likely to be along the lines of the two

princi ples he proclained to her.

1) He will surely reward faithfulness. 1 Cor. 3:9-15; 4:1-5.
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Conpare the parables of the talents in the Gospels. Heb.
6: 10, it would be unrighteous of God to forget our work for
him and he will not.

2) That reward nay not appear right away; we nust be content
to wait for payday. Heb. 10: 30-39.

3. Application: Mre generally, this section rem nds us of the first
step nost of us go through in comng to Christ. Like Rachel, we
are overwhel ned at the tragedy that surrounds us. W see sorrow,
despair, and di sorder on every side, with no evidence of any
hope. W nust recogni ze that we are | ost, and then we hear the
gospel, that God has provided a way out of our problens through
the Lord Jesus. So Rachel's cry has its analog in the
consci ousness of | ostness that we pass through in coning to
Christ. BUT that is not enough to save us, as we shall shortly
see.

The succinct promnmise to Rachel, made twice, is that her children
will return to their Iand. Now we see that restoration anmplified,
once for the northern tribes in the person of her grandson Ephrai m
once for the southern tribes with which her son Benjamn is

i ncl uded; and once in a sunmmary summpns to the entire nation.

18- 20, The Restoration of the North

Rachel's first son is Joseph, ancestor of Ephrai m and Manasseh, two
of the northern ten tribes. They were the first ones to be taken
into captivity, by Assyria in 722 B.C. So we first learn of their
repentance and the Lord's promse to them As in the previous and
foll owi ng oracle, the subject speaks, then the Lord.

1. 18-19, Ephrai mweeps in repentance.

As does Rachel, Ephrai m weeps, but with a very different Kkind of
weepi ng. This is not the nourning of one wi thout hope, whomthe
Lord nmust correct and confort, but the sincere repentance of one
who recogni zes his sin and turns fromit.

To understand this npdel of repentance, we should observe that it
has two parts, each concluding with a reason ("for," "because").
These parts show us two conponents of godly repentance. The

peni tent nust recogni ze two things about his sin:

a) 18, God is sovereign in chastening sin.

1) Ephrai mrecogni zes that her sufferings cone from God, and
that she, |ike an unbroken bull ock, needs them

2) More than that, she invites nore. So desirous is she of
spiritual health that she subnits herself under God's rod.

3) The reason she can take this position is her recognition
that the Lord is her God.



b) 19, W are shaneful in commtting sin.
This verse piles together synonym after synonym for shane and
regret for the sins that have gone before. She does not glory
in them but devoutly w shes they had never happened.

c) Application: How should we then repent? The NT regularly
couples faith with repentance. Unl ess we have the kind of
under st andi ng of our sin that repentance denonstrates, it is
questi onabl e that we can have true faith in the Lord Jesus. W
must repent to be saved, and our repentance should show t he
same characteristics that Ephraims does, the same right
attitude toward both the sin and its chasti senent. Contr ast
fal se and true repentance in this regard:

Attitude toward ....
The Sin The Chasti senent

o m e e e e e e e oo oo T +
False | Not in focus at all. | Sorry for this, and seeks
| | to escape it. |
Fo e e e e o e oo Fo o e e o o e e oo +
True | Ashamed and nortified | Accepts and welcones it as |
| over having done it. | froma | oving God. |
o m e e e e e e e oo oo T +

Fal se repentance is sorry for the puni shnent but not for the
sin. True repentance is sorry for the sin, but recogni zes the
need for the punishnment and is subm ssive under it. Heb.

12: 5-11, we are not to despise the chastening that the Lord
gi ves us.

20, The Lord affirms his own affections toward Ephrai m

The Lord answered Rachel's weeping by telling her to stop,
because her perceptions were as wong as those of Jacob when
Joseph di sappeared. She saw the situation nore gravely than she
should. I n contrast, Ephraims tears are entirely appropriate,
and the Lord responds to them by showi ng how deeply nobved he is
toward his penitent child (cf. 31:9). He makes his point first by
stating it in the formof a rhetorical question, and then by
giving two pieces of evidence for it.

These evidences are both internal to the Lord, the testinony of
his heart. How precious for himto disclose such intinmate
t houghts to us!

a) The thesis: Could Ephraim after all of his sin, possibly be
my dear son, ny darling child? Seens unlikely, but let's
consi der the evidence.

b) First fact: Every tinme the Lord speaks agai nst Ephraim he
earnestly renenbers him He does not proclaimjudgnent agai nst
himto destroy himand forget hinm he |Iongs after himeven as
he chasti ses him



c) Second fact: the Lord's bowels are noved over him "Have
nmercy"” is cognate to "wonb," so both l[ines refer to deep inner
enoti on. When Ephrai msuffers, so does the Lord.

d) W are left to draw the concl usi on. Feelings such as these on
the Lord' s part are not evidence of aninpbsity, but of deep
love. In spite of all that Ephrai mhas done, when he returns
in repentance, he finds his father's arns open wide to him
(Can't help thinking of the parable of the prodigal son, Luke
15.)

Application: The next step after despairing and hearing the good
news i s repentance--not rebelling against the Lord's discipline,
but subnmitting to it and hating our sin. When we do turn to the
Lord in this way, we can be sure of finding the sane tender

wel cone that Ephraimdid. No sin is too great for himto forgive.
John 6: 37, "he who cones to ne, | will in no way cast out."

NB: God reveals his |ove, not to despairing Rachel, but to
repent ant Ephraim The gospel deals with the facts of

sal vation--here, that the deportees will return; in the broader
schene of things, that Christ has died for our sins and risen
again. It is only after we repent that we | earn of God's | ove
that has notivated himto provide so great a salvation for us.

Repent ance, while inportant, is still not the end of the process. It
must lead to faith, to personal appropriation of the proni sed
deliverance. This is the focus of the next two verses.

21-22, The Restoration of the Nation

These two verses forma notivated command. First the Lord sunnons
the nation to return, to lay hold on the prom sed restorati on. Then
he gives a notive for themto do so.

1

Technical note: W can see in two ways that there is a break

bet ween verses 20 and 21.

a) In Hebrew, the gender of pronouns and verbs shifts between
v.20 (masculine) and v.21 (fem nine). Here the object of
di scussion is the "virgin of Israel," which we nay take to be
the entire nation, nade up of the two parts whose descri ptions
surround it.

b) In contrast with the declarative statenents of the other
verses, these verses are characteristically inperative.

The command is given in detail, and then summarized in a
rhetorical question. The nation has repented. She knows that she
is a "backsliding daughter." But that is not enough. As |ong as
she "goes about,"” wandering aimessly, she will not enjoy the
promni sed bl essing. She nust lay hold of it. In this case, that
neans returning to the prom sed | and. I n the nodern anal ogy, we
lay hold of it by receiving the salvation that Christ offers us.

There is sonething surprising about the command that we can
appreci ate only by exam ning the details.
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a) "Set up waynarks." Perhaps a reference to a connopbn techni que
for navigating across the desert that |ies between Babyl on and
Israel. Wth no landmarks, it's easy to end up walking in a
circle. So travellers set up pillars as they npve al ong,
frequently enough that two or three are visible at a tine, and
keep themin a straight |ine.

b) "Make thee high heaps.” Parallel with the proceedi ng, and a
punni ng reference to v.15, where "bitter weeping"” is literally
"weepi ng of bitterness" and "bitterness" | ooks the sane in
Hebrew as "hi gh heaps” here. The nation that once was occupi ed
Wi th pointless weeping and bitterness is now to set up
navi gational aids for its journey hone.

c) "Set thine heart toward the highway," "pay attention to the

road." As we know only too well from M chigan's | egendary

pot hol es, hi ghways need nai ntenance. The nation is call ed upon

to inspect and repair the road that will carry them back hone.

d) Now here's the unusual fact: activities such as erecting
pillars, piling up stones, and inspecting and repairing
hi ghways are hardly wonan's work, yet it is the "virgin of
Israel” who is called upon to do thenl Just as God frustrated
human effort by turning nmen into wonen in 30:6, here he
suggests that wonmen can acconplish that for which they are not
natural ly suited.

The notivation in 22b is an extrenely puzzling saying. The church
fathers thought it was a reference to the virgin birth, but there
is no evidence of that in the context, and the NT does not all ude
to it as a prophecy. But if we consider it in the context of the
comrand, we may have a clue. It is the man who usual ly surrounds,
protects, provides for the wonan, but in this transaction with

| srael, God brings themto the point where they nust do sonething
in order to return to the I and, sonmething for which they are not
suited by nature.

Wnen are | egendary for playing "hard-to-get:" you've heard of
the fell ow who chased a girl until she caught hinml But when God
brings his people to the point of repentance, he expects themto
step out and cone to him In Israel's case, the restoration in
viewis to the land, and the action required of the nation is to
return. He is her husband, and you ni ght expect that she would be
totally passive in this restoration, but he commands her, the
virgin of Israel, to nake her way across the desert and return to
him This was not a trivial command: at the first restoration,
many of them did not. But God wants themto surround him to
press upon him to nmake their devotion to himexplicit. He has

al ready proposed; they need to respond with a resounding "Yes."

Application: Mdre generally, once God presents us with the gospe
and shows us our individual sin, he expects us to nake an
explicit decision and receive Jesus Christ. Now, we are as
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ill-suited to do this as a young worman is to pile up stones in
the desert and mai ntain a highway, and the Scriptures are cl ear
that God is the one who enables us to cone to him-but still we
must cone. W must decide to forsake our sin, just as Israel had
to forsake the homes and gardens she built in Babylon. And the

way W ll not be easy. It is a wilderness that requires us to
build stone pillars and repair the road in order to reach our
destination. God will enable us to cross it, but we nust actually

do the crossing.

After nmoving from Ephraimto the entire nation, we cone back to
Judah, who will shortly suffer attack, siege, and exile under the
Babyl oni ans. W have seen the nation recognize its desparate
condition, repent of its sin, and be invited to return to the Lord
in faith. Now we gain a glinpse of what awaits them once they do
return.

23-25, The Restoration of the South

Rachel 's despair and Ephrainm s repentance are depicted as past. Here
the Lord predicts the future fate of Judah, after they have been
brought back to the | and.

1. 23, Judah's Wbrship
The prayer recorded here descri bes Mount Zion, the | ocation of
the tenple in Jerusalem The people ascribe two titles to it, and
then pray for God's blessing on it.

a) "Habitation of Justice [Ri ghteousness]": contrast the behavi or
described in 7:9-11, summari zed by our Lord in Matt. 21:13,
"My house shall be called a house of prayer, but you have nade
it a den of thieves." Wen Judah is restored, the tenple and
those who frequent it will be characterized by ri ght eousness,
by adherence to CGod's | aw.

b) "Mountai n of Holiness": Remenber that holiness neans
separateness. The tenple was to be set apart for the service
of God, but even during the restoration the tenple was
profaned with the presence of unbelievers, the warehouses
bei ng used for apartnents for political friends of the priests
(Neh. 13:4-9). To this day the tenple nount is profaned with
pagan shrines. In the comng day, it will truly be set apart
to the Lord.

c) Strikingly, Judah will pray for the Lord to bless the tenple.
This is a change of attitude; previously, they have expected
bl essing to come fromthe tenple, not to it. In Jer. 7 and 26,
Jer excoriates their use of the tenple as a nmgical amul et.
Finally, they reach a right perception of the distinction
bet ween the Lord and his cerenonies.

d) Application: For npst people today, "worship" refers nore to a
pl ace and a set of activities than it does to our relation
with the Lord. It is very easy for nodern believers to becone
so occupied with church buil di ngs and schedul ed neeti ngs that
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2. 24-

we focus on themrather than on the Lord who gives themto us.

25, The Lord's Bl essing

Rachel 's ori gi nal npurning was over the exile, and God proni sed

to

bri ng the peopl e back. Now he proni ses far nore--bl essing and

prosperity once they are back.

Application: Many people think that God owes themthis right off,
and are angry with himwhen they do not experience blessing in
their daily lives. This passage is hel pful in showi ng us that

bl essing is the portion of the worshi pper, not just the penitent

or

t he one who recogni zes the problem Wen we recogni ze the

di saster around us, God tells us the good news of deliverance.
When we repent of our sin, he assures us of his love. It is as we

wal

k daily with himin worship, not confounding the G ver with

the Gfts, that he pours out his bl essings upon us.

Summar y
The overall sequence of events bears repeating, as a pattern for our

experi

ence:

1. Wien we despair, God brings us the good news that salvation is
avai l abl e.

2. When we repent of our sin, he assures us of his | ove and of our
place in his famly.

3. W

must turn enthusiastically to himto lay hold of the salvation

t hat he provides for us.

4. VWhen we worship him he brings us bl essing.

Psal m

1. News of salvation: Ps. 98, "Sing a New Song"

2. God's |love: Ps. 103, "The Tender Love"

3. Wrship: Ps. 65, "Praise Waits for Thee in Zion" or 118 "The
d orious Gates of Ri ghteousness”

Anal ysi s

30:4-31:25, * quote p: the prom se of restoration after suffering to
bot h houses of | srael

quot e:
t hr ee

let S be suffering, R restoration. A series of oracles, in
groups; the first and third i nclude both suffering and

restoration. (Regrouping of 31:15-26)

30: 5-31:1, SRRS SRS RSR

Thr ee

cycles of suffering and restoration for Jacob. No explicit

mention of either house of I|Israel (but Zi on, 30:17). See previous
st udi es.

31:2-14, Al restoration: the Lord regathers his people. Both
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nort hern and sout hern ki ngdons (Sanari a; Zion) are expressly
i ncl uded. See previous studies.

31:15-25, anplification p
Rachel is conforted by prom sing the restoration of her sons, which
is then expounded in nore detail.

Note the repeated pattern of soneone [ Rachel and her northern
(Joseph) and southern (Benjanin) sons] speaking, and the Lord's
responses to them

1. 15-17, text p: Rachel
a) 31:15, quote p: Rachel weeps for her children.
1) quote f: 31:15 K. OH )FMAR Y: HWH
2) quote: reason p
a> text: QOAL B.:/RFMFH NI $: M-( NNH Y B.: KIY TAM RW Rl YM
RFX'L M BAK. FH (AL-B. FNEY/ HF M'): ANFH L:/H N. FX"M
( AL- B. FNEY/ HF
b> reason: KIY )"YNEN W S
b) 31:16-22, quote p: She should stop, for restoration is at
hand.
1) quote f: 31:16 K. OH)FMAR Y: HWH
2) quot e:
a> reason p
1> text: MN (1Y QOAL/"K: M/B.EKIY W/ ("YNAY/I K:
M/D. I M(FH
2> reason: K1Y
a: Y'$ &KFR LI/P: (UL. FT/"K: N ) UM Y: HAWFH
b: W/$FBW M'/)EREC ) ON" B
c: 31:17 W/Y'$-T.IQWH L:/)AX ARl YT/ " K:
N: ) UM Y: HWFH
d: W/$FBW BFNIYM LI/GBWL/FM S

2. 18-25, anplification: chiastic abstraction p
a) 18-20, textl: stinulus-response p: Ephraim

1) stimulus: quote p: the weeping of Ephraim
a> quote f: 31:18 $FMOWA $FMA(:T. 1Y )EP: RAYIM M T: NOAD' D
b> quote: coordinate p
1> reason p:
a: text:
1: YIS ART./ANIY
2: WF/)IWFS'R K :/("GEL LO LUM FD
3: HASIYB/ "N'Y
4: W/ )F$W BFH
b: reason: K IY )AT.FH Y: HWH ) : ELOHFY
2> reason p:
a: text:
1: 31:19 K IY-)AX AR'Y $WBIY NI XAMT. 1Y
2: W/)AXAR'Y HWFD: (1Y SFPAQ T. 1Y (AL-YFR'K:
3: BOET. 1Y
4: W/GAMN K LAMT. Y
b: reason: K1Y NF&)TIY XER P. AT N (W RFY
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b)

2) response: evidence p: The Lord exani nes his own affections
toward Ephrai m
a> text: Coordinate rhetorical question, asserting the
Lord's | ove for Ephraim
1> 31:20 H A/ B'"N YAQ I YR L/1Y )EP: RAYI M
2> )1 M YELED $A(: ASU(I YM
b> evi dence: coordi nate p:
1> tenporal p: the Lord still renenbers him
a: tinme: KI1Y-M/D."Y DAB.:RY B./OW
b: text: ZFKOR )JEZ: K. : RFREN W (OAD
2> coordinate p: the Lord's bowel s are noved over him
a: (AL-K."N HFMW M' (/ AY L/ OWV
b: RAX"M): ARAX: AM EN. W N )UM Y: HAFH S

21-22, abstraction: notivated conmmand: The Lord summons t he
exiled nation to return. Note the shift from mascul i ne for
Ephraimto feninine verb forns. The entire nation, "virgin of
Israel," consisting of the two parts whose descriptions fl ank
her, is to return.
1) command: summary p
a> text:
1> 31:21 HAC. IYBIY L/FK: ClY.UN YM
2> &MY L/FK: T. AM RW Rl YM
3> $ITIY LIB./"K LAMSIL.FH
4> D. EREK: {HFLFK: T.1Y} [HFLFK: T.:]
5> $WBIY B.: TWLAT YI& RF)"L
6> $UBIY )EL-(FRAY/IK: )"L.EH
b> summary: 31:22 (AD MFTAY T.I1T: XAM FQ YN HA/ B. AT
HA/ $. ONB"BFH (rhetorical question, for comrand)
2) notive:
a> K. 1Y-BFRF) Y: HWFH X: ADF$FH B. F/ ) FREC
b> NQ@BFH T.: SOMB'B G FBER S

31: 23-25, text2: quote p, restoration of Judah (note extended
quote fornula). Full focus on the south.
1) quote f: 31:23 K OH)FMAR Y: HWFH C:. BF) OM ) : ELOH'Y
Yl & RF) "L
2) quote: reason p
a> text: sequence p
1> quote p
a: quote f: (OAD YO M RW )ET-HA D. FBFR HA/ Z. EH
B.:/)EREC Y: HWDFH W/ B:/ (FRFY/ WB. : / $W Bl Y
) ET-$: BW T/ FM
b: quote: Y:BFREK/ :KF Y: HWFH N: W H CEDEQ HAR
HA/ Q. ODES$
2> 31:24 W/ YF$: BW B/FH Y: HW DFH W/ KFL- ( FRFY/ W
YAX: D. FW) I K. FRI YM W/ NFS: (W B. A/ (" DER
b> reason: 31:25 K1Y
1> HR W YTIY NEPE$ (: AY"PFH
2> W/KFL-NEPE$ D.F): ABFH ML.")TlY
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