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Introduction 

The year was 587 B.C.E. The Babylonian armies came. The temple of Jerusalem was 
burned. The holy city was devastated. The Davidic house was ended. The political, religious, and 
social leaders were deported. The clans scattered. The Yahwistic tradition, as they knew it, was 
terminated. It was not merely a decisive break from the old ways. The old sacral symbols 
themselves disappeared. Judah found itself in a totally new situation. Yet in the midst of despair 
was the prophetic message of hope. Though this hope projected new symbols, it was in no way 
entirely novel. The new symbols were anchored in the old tradition, but re-imaged with 
newness.1 Though the prophets faced the loss of king, temple, and liturgical traditions, they 
nevertheless spoke a fresh vision over that loss.2 The Hebrew Bible survives today because these 
prophets were able to interpret the upheaval of 587 within a theological framework that allowed 
for a configuring of traditions. It made them pitch that hope in ways that raised faith above the 
din of dejection. It enabled them to re-direct that faith from the old ways to new metaphors and 
themes, bringing newness to the tradition. 

The hope of Israel’s restoration motif runs through six traditions in the exilic period, if 
we follow critical dating—laments (Lamentations and selected Psalms), Deuteronomistic history, 
prophecy (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel), and Priestly writing in the Pentateuch.3 Of the six, the 
prophetic traditions portray it explicitly, while the rest shows a somewhat subdued picture of the 
future. The hope of restoration marks the turning point—what J. Middlemas calls “the shift in 
focus” from the presence of God in the midst of Israel to God’s intervention in the life of Israel, 
after Jehoiachin’s release from prison (562 B.C.E) or Cyrus’ appearance (550 B.C.E.).4 The 
prophetic message is the “starting point,” as Gerhard von Rad affirms, in the belief that the old 
symbols of Israel’s relationship with Yahweh has ended, but the new symbols have come.5  

This paper seeks to identify the predominant symbols of the prophetic hope of Israel’s 
restoration from exile, primarily from Isa. 54:1-17, Jer. 31:1-40, and Ezek. 36:16-38. What 
principal referent, if any, did the prophets project to Israel that fuelled her hope for restoration? 
What theological freshness did they bring to redirect the people’s faith back to Yahweh? In what 
follows, I will lay out the task involved, delineate convergences or divergences, and attempt to 
distinguish a new coherence in the prophetic visions of hope. 

Task and Method 
That Jeremiah and Ezek. 33-58 are exilic is clear enough.6 Though the context of Isa. 40-

55 is arguably set in the Babylonian exile of 540 BCE, our treatment of it here is prophetic, in 
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that Isaiah, the son of Amoz, predicted it. The pericope addresses the exiles nonetheless.7 
Although composed of complex literary elements, it is seen as unified, building on its intentional 
connection with Isa. 1-39.8 To impose templates of prophetic speech, such as that found in C. 
Westermann’s important commentary,9 may end up forcing them on complex texts that resists 
classification (e.g. Isa. 40-55), as P. D. Hanson argues. This is partly because of the entirely new 
conditions of Israel, wherein the prophetic speeches associated with the old sacral institutions 
vanished together with them.10 Hence, we will explore the texts in their final form (canonical), 
genre (prophetic), historical period (exilic), and authorial theology (restoration). Our task is to 
appeal primarily to the theological claims of the writers as evoked by their historical situation, 
which they transmitted for theological reasons. Here we apply the results of exegesis to the 
problem of what the prophets are striving to say,11 in an attempt to determine their theology of 
hope for the exiles. Instead of a detailed poetic analysis, I am presenting a theological 
interpretation of the text.  

Isa. 54:1-17 falls within the theme of restoration in Isaiah 49:1-55:13, wherein the 
“covenant of peace” is expounded further in Isa. 54:1-55:13. Whereas in Isa. 44:23 and 49:13, 
the call to sing applies only to the heavens and the earth, now in Isa. 54:1, it is to Israel alone. 
Thus far, the prophet never promised the blessing of increase and divine protection, except now 
in Isa. 54:2-3 and 54:13-17, respectively. The chapter marks a turning point, in that with its 
promise of an everlasting covenant, it proclaims the new status of salvation through the 
permanent affirmation of Yahweh’s new relationship with Zion.12 In no other chapter in Isaiah 
40-66 is this made more explicit, esp. in Isa. 54:9-10, which builds on verses 1-8.  

The new covenant motif is envisioned also in Jer. 31:1-40. In the divine guarantee of 
permanent existence of the nation (vv. 35-37), the idea of permanence is reinforced. This chapter 
is embedded within the poetic center of Jer. 30-31, which constitute a large amount of the hope 
material of Jeremiah.13 It marks a dramatic shift from God’s judgment in Jer. 1-29 to God’s 
restoration in Jer. 30-33. Another strong link with Isa. 54 is the poetic expression of what it 
means to be a woman whom Yahweh loves. It shares the Isaianic vision of restoration in similar 
terms of rural settings (tents and wilderness), joy (sing and dance), and fertility (more 
children).14 
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Ezek. 36:16-38 forms one literary unit, with three messenger formulas marking three 
oracles of restoration (vv. 22-32, 33-36, and 37-38).15 It describes the final part of the vision of 
the restitution of the people to the land in Ezek. 34-39, which parallels the reasons for divine 
judgment in Ezek. 12-24.16 Ezek. 36:16 marks off a new revelation message by the “message 
received” formula. Having stated the true owner of the land of Israel in Ezek. 35:1-36:15, 
Ezekiel now treats the reason of the restoration in Ezek. 36:20-38. He depicts Yahweh’s 
sovereign acts in restoring the people to the land by renewing the covenant relationship (vv. 22-
30), conversion (vv. 25-27), and productivity (vv. 29-34). The covenant thread ties Isa. 54, Jer. 
31, and Ezek. 36. 

The basis for the choice of the texts is more attuned to its theological testimony. The 
promise of newness and reversal of fortunes comes only by the free and gracious acts of Yahweh 
in covenant affirmation, as the key factor of national and spiritual restoration. Precisely, the hope 
of Israel’s restoration is grounded, not merely in Yahweh’s acts, but in Yahweh himself—in his 
sovereignty, steadfast love, and undeserved favor, which drive those acts. If the source of Israel’s 
hope is the sovereignty of Yahweh, then it can be argued that the starting point of a theology of 
restoration lies in the sovereign acts of Yahweh in promising new referents of divine intervention 
for his despondent people. 

 “I Will Have Compassion on You” (Isa. 54:8)17 
 The prophet speaks to Zion in the imagery of a humiliated barren mother. Zion’s 
barrenness may signify her hopelessness in exile,18 but also her desolation, dejection, and 
despair. She is to sing and shout for joy, for her desolation will be no more. Soon, she will bear 
more children than the married woman (v. 1). The shout of joy portrays the long barren mother’s 
excitement of knowing that she now expects a baby. This time, the expectation is not limited to a 
single baby, but many offspring. The imagery changes from the barren woman to a desert tent. 
Jerusalem is to enlarge her tent, lengthen her ropes, and secure her stakes (v. 2). For her children 
will be so many that she would need a bigger tent to accommodate them. They will be so 
numerous that they will settle in the cities of the nations (v. 3).  

The images of barrenness, descendants, tent-life, and spreading abroad recall the 
covenant promises of Yahweh to Abraham in Genesis (Gen. 12:1-3; 28:13-14).19 Long barren 
Sarah will have a baby. Abraham will produce multiple progeny. They now need, not just one 
extra room, but many rooms in the tent. The call is to enlarge the tent. The multiplied 
descendants will outgrow their tents soon. They will live in the cities to the right and to the left. 
It recalls Yahweh’s covenant promise to Jacob, of the land of Canaan to the west and the east 
and the north and south in Gen. 28:14.20 That is the extent of the turnaround of Zion’s sad state. 
The arrival and success of her offspring overcomes the degree of Zion’s shame in exile. 
 The poem follows with the same stigma of Zion’s humiliation, yet now in the image of a 
deserted young spouse (vv. 4-6). In the patriarchal culture of the ancient near east, she suffers the 
same stigma of the barren mother. She is to fear no more, for Zion’s Maker is her husband, who 
comes back to her (v. 5). The use of three variant Isaianic terms for “shame” in v. 4 alone is 
significantly emphatic. Hence, she is to fear no more, for she will no longer be buwsh, 
                                                

15 Leslie C. Allen, Ezekiel 20-48 (WBC 29; Dallas: Word, 1990), 176. 
16 Willem A. VanGemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 326. 
17 All quotations are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV). 
18 Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 40-66 (WBC; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 151. 
19  Brueggemann, Isaiah, 151. 
20 Whybray, Isaiah, 184. 
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“ashamed,” and kalam, “disgraced;” for she will forget the boshet, “shame,” of her youth (v. 4). 
The exile has caused Zion to feel rejected and deserted by Yahweh. Seemingly reflecting the 
patriarchal prerogative of leaving and coming back to a wife, now Yahweh returns to call her. To 
go to questions of the prophetic use of sexist patriarchal language here is pointless however. The 
prophetic emphasis is the decisive act of Yahweh to remove the shame of Zion and to redeem her 
from the pain.21 That Yahweh is described in six titles in just one verse speaks of his divine 
purpose, immense might, and sovereign grace for Israel (v. 5). As “maker,” Yahweh caused 
Israel’s existence. As “husband,” he loves her and removes her shame. As “Jehovah of hosts,” he 
is mighty to protect her from her enemies. As the “Holy One of Israel,” he deals with Israel’s sin 
by forgiving her. As “Redeemer,” he buys her back from captivity. As the “God of the whole 
earth,” he is able to sustain Israel. The prophet projects Yahweh’s purpose, power, and 
willingness to bring back Israel unto himself and to Zion. 

Yahweh indeed has come back, for by his own admission, he abandoned Israel for a little 
while (v. 7). The abandonment evokes Isa. 42:24-25, where Yahweh is identified as the one who 
“gave up Jacob to the looter and Israel to the plunderers.” Yet in the next breath, he says that 
with great compassion, he will gather her (v. 7). The brief moment of the exile is nothing 
compared to the great gathering of Israel, due to the great compassion of Yahweh. In Yahweh’s 
overflowing anger, he hid his face from her. However, in his hesed, “steadfast, unfailing love,” 
he has compassion over her (v. 8). Yahweh’s eternal love now overcomes his momentary wrath. 
If Yahweh is the cause of the catastrophe, as Hanson well asks, who could reverse it? The 
answer must be in the One who caused it. The change must come from God.22 This is the heart of 
the prophet’s proclamation. Yahweh himself has changed his attitude towards Israel,23 although 
his hesed never changed. To say that Yahweh’s wrath is but an expression of his everlasting 
love, as Knight avers,24 is to rationalize the plurality of the divine nature, which is not the point 
of the text. There is a sense in which the constant love of Yahweh invites the chastening of 
Yahweh. Yet the theological tension is that Yahweh’s anger has changed, but his covenant love 
remains constant for Zion. Thus, Yahweh has changed, in that he has ceased his wrath. But he 
did not change, in that his everlasting love remained the same. The change did not come from 
Israel. It came over Yahweh. It did not come because of Israel, but despite her. Because Yahweh 
changed his will, the condition of Israel shall also change. There is hope for Israel. That hope is 
grounded in Yahweh himself. He is the source of Israel’s hope. 
 Continuing the herald formula (“says the LORD”), the writer projects Yahweh looking 
back into the past (v. 9), to a point that could assure her in her present dejection. He did not draw 
it from Israel’s past, but farther back in the aftermath of the worst catastrophe of humankind—
the flood. Indeed, as W. Brueggemann points out, the exile was like the flood. It was deeply 
cataclysmic. It was caused by Yahweh. It ended. Just like the flood, the exile is about to end.25 It 
must be noted however that the prophetic thrust is not to analogize the flood to the exile. Rather, 
it is to stress the solid assurance of Yahweh’s cessation from wrath. In the same certitude of 
Yahweh’s oath to Noah that there should be no more such a calamity as the flood, Yahweh now 
swears to Israel that he will no longer be angry with her. He will rebuke her no more (v. 9). 

                                                
21 Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah (TOTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 429. 
22 Hanson, Isaiah, 170. 
23 Westermann, Isaiah, 274. 
24 Knight, Isaiah, 183. 
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Equally then, Yahweh matches Israel’s catastrophic situation with a solid vow of an enduring 
absence of divine wrath.  

Parallel to that is Yahweh’s assertion that though all creation (“mountains and hills”) is 
removed, he will not allow his grace to depart from her. If the mountains and hills symbolize 
strength and stability in the OT, then Yahweh’s hesed is stronger and more stable than creation 
itself. Even if all creation is removed, Yahweh will not remove his berit selomi, “covenant of 
peace” (v. 10). The noun, shalom, refers to a condition of “completeness, soundness, welfare, 
peace.”26 In this case, it is a permanent condition of well-being for Israel.27 Converse to 
Yahweh’s vow of an enduring want of wrath is his equally unending covenant. That Yahweh will 
no longer be angry and rebuke Israel is analogous to his unremoved grace and covenant of peace. 
He thus puts his covenant with Noah on the same level with his covenant of peace with Israel. As 
Yahweh’s vow to Noah was everlasting, his vow of grace and covenant to Israel is also 
unending. This is a crucial symbol of the prophetic hope, in that Israel’s restoration is not merely 
an act of deliverance in time and space, but especially a permanent condition of salvation. In the 
only other place in the corpus, he calls it, “an everlasting covenant” (Isa. 53:5), most likely 
recalling the “everlasting covenant” of Gen. 9:16. The implication for a theology of hope here is 
that Yahweh’s hesed is the foundation of the covenant.28 Yahweh redeems not by proclaiming 
the covenant, but by confirming it.29 Yahweh redeems permanently, by confirming it eternally, 
through sovereign acts of deliverance. This permanent covenant of peace is grounded on the 
sovereignty of Yahweh to enact it. 
 Thus far, Yahweh speaks through the herald formula from vv. 1-10. Now in vv. 11-17, he 
speaks directly to Zion in the first person. In this section, the imagery of Zion as the sterile 
mother and divorced spouse shifts to a damaged, storm-buffeted city in need of repair. To be 
sure, the Babylonian armies caused massive devastation of the city. The spiritual desolation that 
came with it has made the bride of Yahweh look ugly and desolate. Yet Yahweh has no plans of 
merely repairing Zion. He intends to make a new city out of the old. The rebuilding is not to put 
the same foundation and structures, but to set new ones. He will lay Zion’s stones in “antimony” 
or black paint for the eyes (v. 11). (Oriental women, like modern women, would put black power 
on their eyelids to enhance their eyes.)30 As the husband of Zion, Yahweh will not only comfort 
her, but also make her attractive once again. The “make-up” is not to make Yahweh love 
Jerusalem, as Knight suggests,31 but to underscore his love. Yahweh will lay Zion’s foundations 
with sapphires, her gates with jewels, and her walls with precious gems. The new Jerusalem will 
be characterized not only by dazzling beauty and by glittering splendor, surpassing even its old 
grandeur. It will be marked by unprecedented shalom, the continuing condition of peace and 
prosperity (v. 13). Yet economics do not measure Jerusalem’s prosperity, but also an increase in 
the knowledge of Yahweh (v. 13). That Yahweh himself will teach the children of Zion is a 
follow-up theme of Isa 48:17. There can be a connection here. If Yahweh trains Zion’s children 
in the knowledge of Yahweh, then righteousness will establish the nation. If oppressive power 
and moral corruption (both by Israelite kings and invaders) ruled the old Jerusalem in the past, 
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righteousness shall rule the new Jerusalem (v. 14). Zion then will be the showcase of Yahweh’s 
righteousness before the whole world. 

The poem alters from city to military metaphor. If returnees were still feeling insecure in 
their new surroundings, suspecting perhaps a revived Babylon or a new superpower, they shall 
not fear anymore. Their prosperity will be under girded by peace—the absence of violence and 
terror (v. 14). War can visit Zion no more. It is Yahweh, who created both the blacksmith of 
weapons and the destroyer (v. 16). Yet the very source of the destroyer and the destructive 
weapon now defends Jerusalem. Therefore, no weapon formed against Zion will succeed, for 
Yahweh will repulse it (vv. 16-17).  

Then the writer shifts from military to court imagery. Zion herself will “condemn” as 
guilty in “judgment” every tongue that accuses her (v. 17). The use of three judicial words in this 
verse alone is revealing. The judicial hiphil verb, taresi, “condemn,” used earlier in Isa. 50:9, 
means, to “condemn as guilty.”32 A second legal word is mishppat, “judgment,” which denotes, 
“act of deciding a case,”33 or verdict. No accusation against them will stand in court, so to speak, 
in that there is now a reversal of roles. Zion now stands in verdict against her accusers and finds 
them guilty. The righteousness of Yahweh in Jerusalem shall make it so. This is both their 
“heritage” and “vindication,” which come from Yahweh himself (v. 17). A third juridical word, 
wesidqatam, “vindication,” in v. 17 looks back to bisedaqah, “righteousness” in v. 14. Just as in 
righteousness, Yahweh will establish Zion; in righteousness also, Yahweh will protect and 
ensure their future against all threats. Jerusalem will be invincible. Yet her invincibility lies in 
Yahweh. 

“I Have Loved You with an Everlasting Love” (Jer. 31:3) 
 As the exile separated the clans, the restoration will re-unify them (v. 1). The central 
unifying figure is Yahweh, who will form all the families into one Israel. They shall be one 
people once again under one God. The prophet states an oracle in vv. 1-2 with the herald 
formula, until Yahweh speaks in the first person in vv. 3-6. The imagery of people “who 
survived the sword” refers to Israelite survivors of war (v. 2). They found grace “in the 
wilderness” (v. 2), which alludes to Yahweh’s sustaining grace to them in their ancestors’ 
journey with Moses (Jer. 2:2).34 Here, the prophet brings new meaning to an old symbol. They 
found their rest in Yahweh, for they never did find their rest among the nations (vv. 2-3; Deut. 
28:65). Yahweh’s rest means their restoration. When Israel needed rest from exile, Yahweh 
appeared to him (v. 3); in the same way, he appeared in critical points in the exodus (Ex. 3:16; 
24:17).35 

The metaphor changes into that of a woman loved by Yahweh. The double perfect (“I 
have loved,” “I have continued”) emphasizes Yahweh’s accomplished action of olam we’ahabat, 
“everlasting love” (v. 3). Parallel to this love is his hasad, “faithfulness” to Israel (v. 3)—a 
manifestation of the enduring hesed of Yahweh. The love that caused the election of Israel is the 
same divine love that loves those who keep his covenant (Deut. 7:9). This time however, such 
love goes beyond the conditions set in Deut. 7:9, in that it no longer keeps count with Israel’s 
fidelity, or the lack of it, to the covenant. It is now left to the constant love of Yahweh that brings 

                                                
32 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “,” BDB, 20:445. 
33 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “,” BDB, 16:276. 
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35 Gerald L. Keown, Pamela J. Scalise, and Thomas G. Smothers, Jeremiah 26-52 (WBC 27; Dallas: Word, 

1995), 108. 
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restoration to Israel.36 The prophet paints what this love means with poetic beauty. Yahweh 
himself will “build” Israel (v. 4). Israel will “adorn’ herself with “tambourines” and “dance” with 
“merrymakers.” She shall plant vineyards, indicating a reversal of the covenant curse of Deut. 
28:30. Her planters shall enjoy the fruit (v. 5), signifying the absence of war. The triple use of the 
word, “again” (vv. 4-6), in this portrait of restoration recalls the past and reassures the future, 
demonstrating Yahweh’s loving initiative. The watchmen shall call the people, not to drive away 
raiders from the harvest or to warn of invaders like in the past (Jer. 4:16), but to go to Zion in 
holy pilgrimage to Yahweh (v. 6). This, too, is a reversal of judgment, for no longer will Israel 
see the shadow of besiegers. Zion shall once again be the place of worship of Yahweh. Thus, 
Israel shall find her rest in Yahweh’s restoration. Yahweh’s ’ahab and hasad invigorate the 
nation.37 Israel shall celebrate once again. The land shall see high productivity. The watchmen 
shall become ushers in a remarkable role reversal, from guarding the land to calling people to 
worship. 

In the next section, a second exodus motif emerges. The prophet pictures Yahweh 
bringing in the exiles from the “north country” (v. 8). The road that the northern nation came in 
to invade Israel is the very road of the returnees. They are an unlikely bunch—the blind and 
lame, pregnant, and one about to give birth. Two strands tie them all—relative weakness and 
slowness, causing them to arrive last. The blind and lame cannot fight in the army. A woman in 
labor is as a soldier paralyzed by terror, as Jer. 30:6 implies. They return home weak and 
helpless, but only in the energy of Yahweh. What better way then, to highlight the strength and 
guidance of Yahweh even in Israel’s state of weakness and wavering (v. 22), and her need to 
depend on her God. Yahweh shall play two roles. As shepherd, Yahweh will guide them “by 
rivers of water,” suggesting ample provisions for the journey (v. 9). The blind, lame, and 
expectant women shall walk “in a straight path” without stumbling, recalling Yahweh’s guidance 
in the wilderness (Ex. 17:1-7).38 As father to “Ephraim” (Israel), his “firstborn” (v. 9), Yahweh 
values him, taking care of him. Brueggemann observes insightfully, that the community of the 
firstborn is also the community of the disabled. The last become the first, in that the disabled 
ones become the firstborn.39 If the weak can come home, so, too, can the strong. Everyone goes 
home. 

Then the prophet addresses the “nations” (v. 10). He stresses the sovereignty of Yahweh, 
in that it is “he who scattered Israel,” not her conquerors. The shame of exile included the 
scornful words of the nations, that Israel is “an outcast” (Jer. 30:17). No more shall they call her 
so. They shall know that the One who scattered Israel is the One who shall “gather” and “keep” 
her, as the shepherd of Israel (v. 10). As redeemer, Yahweh has redeemed Israel from the strong 
hand that held her (v. 11). As king, he shall give a banquet upon their arrival (vv. 12-14). The 
banquet metaphor that follows is joyful news to the remnant who suffered in hunger. “They shall 
languish no more” (v. 12). The verb, da’abah, “languish” (v. 12) comes from da’ab, “faintness, 
failure of mental energy, dismay.”40 The context of v. 12 points to the exiles’ faintness brought 
about possibly by hunger (cf. Lam. 2:19-20; Jer. 41:4-8). This overturns the covenant curse of 
“failing eyes and a languishing soul” in Deut. 26:65. The contrary picture of rejoicing also 

                                                
36 Keown, Scalise, and Smothers, Jeremiah, 108. 
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reverses that of mourning when the enemy approached (Jer. 6:26). The images of singing, grain, 
wine, oil, flock, dance, and the virgins, young men, and elders together in joyful feasting, signify 
a return of the temple feasts (vv. 12-14).41 That the “priests” shall have “abundance,” with their 
share in the multiplied sacrifices due to abundant harvests, suggests the continuation of the 
temple sacrifices together with the temple feasts (vv. 14, 23). 
 In the first poem inviting Rachel’s children to return (vv. 15-22), Yahweh comforts 
Rachel over the loss of her children. Her offspring shall return to the land (vv. 16-17). The prayer 
of wayward Ephraim (“Israel,” v. 9) is significant. “Restore me, and I will return” (v. 18, NKJV). 
In the only time he asks Yahweh in this prayer, it is for Yahweh to restore him. Thus, it is only 
by the sovereign grace and will of Yahweh to restore Israel that makes possible her restoration.  

In the next breath, the prophet uses a mother metaphor for Yahweh. Against C. L. 
Fienberg, R. E. Clements, and F. B. Huey Jr., who see fatherly love here,42 Yahweh’s response to 
Ephraim is rather a display of feminine, motherly love for a rebellious son (v. 20).43 Probably no 
other OT text expresses the motherly side of Yahweh more than here. The poetic rhetoric is full 
of female terms, as P. Trible notes.44 The verb, ’arahamennu, “have mercy” (v. 20), comes from 
racham, “womb.”45 However, the word, me‘ay, “heart” (lit., bowels, intestines) (v. 20), may 
refer to the male’s inward parts elsewhere (Gen. 15:4; 2 Sam. 7:12). Yahweh is also referred to 
as, “a father to Israel, and Ephraim is my firstborn” (Jer. 31:9). Yet in motherly fashion, Yahweh 
calls Ephraim her haben yaqqir, “dear son,” with the equivalent meaning of, yeled sa‘su‘yim, 
“darling child” (v. 20). As every loving mother of a rebellious son knows, every time Yahweh 
speaks “against” her son, she “remembers” him still. Her heart “yearns” for him. In other words, 
despite Ephraim’s disobedience, Yahweh becomes soft to him. Therefore, she will have mercy 
on Israel (v. 20).  

Yahweh answers Israel’s prayer in the imperative. On the way Israel went into exile, she 
is to return in the same way—the highway back to Zion (v. 21). Theologically, for a “faithless 
daughter” who turns away from Yahweh (v. 22), her return indicates an end of rebellion through 
repentance.46 Yet, Israel must stop wavering, for new things await them in the land (v. 22). 
Yahweh looks at Israel as a whore no more (Jer. 3:1-2; 31:21). The adulterous wife becomes a 
“virgin” daughter of her father, Yahweh. There is also the blessing of new children (v. 8). In the 
near eastern context of mothers never seeing their children anymore due to war and separation 
(v. 15), this would indeed make it radically new. 

What follows is what appears to be a joyful dream during the prophet’s pleasant sleep 
(vv. 23-26). When Yahweh restores Judah, the people will once again declare Yahweh’s 
presence on the “holy hill”—the sacred temple mount in Jerusalem. Farmers, shepherds, and city 
dwellers will live together in the land (v. 24), signifying prosperity in both rural and urban 
communities. Yahweh himself will satisfy those tired from thirst and refresh those languishing 
from hunger (v. 25). Both parallel motifs share the same meaning—the presence of Yahweh in 

                                                
41 Keown, Scalise, and Smothers, Jeremiah, 115. 
42 Fienberg, Jeremiah, 570; R. E. Clements, Jeremiah (Int; Atlanta: John Knox, 1988), 186; F. B. Huey Jr., 

Jeremiah/Lamentations (TNAC 16; Nashville: Broadman, 1993), 276.  
43 Robert P. Carroll, Jeremiah: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 600. 
44 Phyllis Trible, “Journey of a Metaphor,” in God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1978), 31-59. Carroll rightly insists, however, that a feminist ideological reading of the feminine/masculine terms of 
Jeremiah is exegetically lopsided and misguided. The words are metaphorical and the tradition uses a mix of both 
genders in the divine-human interface. Carroll, Jeremiah, 173, 600-601.  

45 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “,” BDB, 20:194. 
46 Brueggemann, To Build, 65. 
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the land producing prosperity and righteousness for the people. It is no wonder, then, that the 
prophet woke up from a pleasant sleep with this dream in mind (v. 26).47 Even so, a plausible 
view is that the thirsty and hungry languishing of Israel signifies the covenant curse of the 
languishing soul in Deut. 28:65. The exiles languished in their spirit, with insecurity and fear in a 
hostile land day and night. Yahweh’s promise effectively repeals the curse.48 In a restored nation 
of peace (v. 25), the languishing souls shall then wake up in the morning and conclude that 
indeed, in the security of Yahweh, they had a very good night’s sleep. 
 A reversal of the past with anticipation of a brighter future is marked by three 
eschatological hope formulas, “Behold, the days are coming” (vv. 27, 31, 38). The first portrays 
the repopulation of Israel and Judah in the land. Yahweh is cast in the imagery of the farmer who 
sows the seeds of man and beast in the farmlands of Israel and Judah (v. 27). While Israel shall 
plant the vineyards (v. 5), it is actually Yahweh who “plants” Israel. He watches over the field as 
the seed grows. He is never the detached landowner who watches from a distance. He is the 
worker himself—up close and personal—that makes sure that his seed will produce abundant 
crops. The invasions caused untold destruction of human and animal life. Yahweh shall reverse 
this with a promise of fertility. Whereas before, Yahweh watched over Israel, “to pluck up and 
break down, to overthrow, destroy, and bring harm” (v. 28) because of her apostasy, in this 
reversal of tomorrow, he will “watch over them to build and to plant” (v. 28). 
 Then the prophet tackles a popular proverb. “‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the 
children’s teeth are set on edge [qahah, “be blunt, dull” (Qal)49]’” (v. 29). This proverb probably 
developed out of the belief that Israel’s rebellion caused the invasion and resultant destruction. 
Hence, the later generations now reap what their fathers have sown. They must pay for the sins 
of their parents.50 The proverb reflects a spirit of resignation to their fate.51 However, Jeremiah’s 
images of fertility and productivity in the land, effectively invalidates this notion. That Yahweh 
will never cast them off “for all that they have done” (v. 37) already frees them from the guilt of 
their ancestors’ sins. In the future, the man who eats sour grapes will find his own teeth become 
numb. Whatever a man sows, others will not reap it. For everyone shall pay for his own sins. In 
this image of a brighter future, nobody shall suffer for the wrong of others; but neither shall 
everybody escape his own wrong. This is divine justice according to Deut. 24:16. Yet it is a 
gracious justice, in that Yahweh shall no longer cast them off for their sin. The point is that no 
longer shall the next generations suffer the consequences of their ancestors’ sins, as they did 
before 587. The future depends on how they make it with Yahweh.52 In the context of newness, 
they can start all over again. 
 The second hope formula introduces a hadasa berit, “new covenant,” over the old (vv. 
31-32). As in all covenants, Yahweh takes the initiative, as seen also in the five “I wills” in one 
verse alone (v. 33).53 That it is a covenant with “the [one] house of Israel” (v. 33) indicates a 
future reunification of Judah and Israel, as envisioned in Jer. 3:18 and 50:4-5. That the people 
will internalize the divine torah makes this covenant new (vv. 33). It is not only new, but totally 
new, in the manner in which Yahweh’s law will be delivered.54 The torah is no longer inscribed 
                                                

47 Carroll, Jeremiah, 607; so Fienberg, Jeremiah, 573; Clements, Jeremiah, 188; and Puey, Jeremiah, 278. 
48 Keown, Scalise, and Smothers, Jeremiah, 129. 
49 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “,” BDB 19:56. 
50 Carroll, Jeremiah, 609; also, Fienberg, Jeremiah, 573. 
51 Clements, Jeremiah, 189. 
52 Brueggemann, To Build, 69. 
53 Puey, Jeremiah/Lamentations, 284. 
54 H. W. Wolff, Confrontations with Prophets (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 54. 
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in the Mosaic stones, but the very minds of the people. Consequently, the human tradition of 
teaching the knowledge of Yahweh shall cease. 55 Every person “from the least of them to the 
greatest” (v. 34), shall know Yahweh—the highest and the lowest classes and the youngest to the 
oldest (Jer. 6:11-13). The theological teaching profession shall cease because everyone will 
know, embrace, and obey Yahweh. Schools shall no longer produce ThM/PhD graduates, so to 
speak, for they will become jobless. For that matter, schools shall be no more. This reverses the 
state of the people’s ignorance of Yahweh’s ways in Jer. 8:7.  

What makes it all possible is the divine initiative to forgive their sin (v. 34). No more 
shall Yahweh hold them accountable by rewarding or punishing them for their fidelity or 
infidelity to the old covenant. The justice of Yahweh can only go so far, but the grace of God 
goes beyond the offense of sin (Isa. 40:2). The new covenant is new, in that it breaks the cycle of 
reward and punishment in the old.56 The knowledge of God springs from the forgiveness of God. 
The forgiveness of God grows out of the grace of God. The new covenant therefore is a covenant 
of grace.  

Are forgiven sinners capable of sinning again? The text speaks only about forgiveness of 
sins however, as Fienberg points out, and not sinlessness.57 Yet deeper theological issues jump 
from the same text. If the torah is written in the heart, it is impossible for that heart to ever sin 
again.58 As von Rad explains, the “new man” produced by the new covenant, “obeys perfectly,” 
because of his new nature.59 The promise in v. 33 recalls Deut. 6:6, wherein Yahweh puts the 
law upon their hearts. The concern of the covenant then, as Clements well clarifies, is “the 
willingness to obey” the law.60 It is Yahweh who shall maintain this covenant, by enabling the 
people to obey him, as J. G. McConville asserts.61 The commandments of this covenant, 
Brueggemann posits, are no longer external, inviting hostility, but internal, enabling obedience. 
It will be as natural as breathing or eating.62 The torah of Yahweh brings the knowledge of 
Yahweh. Yet the knowledge of Yahweh is possible only by his grace. The sinless state therefore, 
is feasible never by human effort, but only by divine grace. 

At this point, the prophet reinforces the idea of permanence in the covenant, with a 
parallel motif of a permanent nation in the next poem (vv. 35-37). Yahweh makes a vow. He sets 
the fixed order of the sun giving light by day, the moon and stars giving light by night, and the 
seas roaring (v. 35). If this fixed order were removed, in that it changes and departs from its 
order, then shall Israel cease from being a nation (v. 36). Analogous is Yahweh’s oath that if the 
heavens can be measured and the earth below be explored, then he will cast off the children of 
Israel (v. 37). The fixed order of the sun, moon, stars, and seas is unchanging. The measuring of 
the heavens and earth is virtually impossible. Hence, the nation of Israel shall enjoy enduring 
existence. Her restoration is absolute. That this is so signifies strongly the inviolability of the 
covenant. The covenant, then, is new, in that it shall be indissoluble. Yahweh himself guarantees 

                                                
55 Carroll, Jeremiah, 611, 614. 
56 Brueggemann, To Build, 72. 
57 Fienberg, Jeremiah, 577. 
58 Walter Brueggemann, “A Shattered Transcendence? Exile and Restoration,” in Old Testament Theology: 
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it. Thus, beyond human decision is the prophet’s emphasis on the divine initiative in introducing 
this new covenant and a permanent future for Israel. 

The last eschatological oracle portrays Yahweh as architect in the rebuilding of Jerusalem 
(vv. 38-40). Including the area between the Tower of Hananel and the Corner Gate, the boundary 
is bigger than the older city perimeter.63 The “measuring line” (v. 39) from Gareb Hill and 
turning around Goah and the whole valley, entails a wall perimeter that is yet unbuilt, as W. 
Rudolph suggests.64 Thus, Zion shall be enlarged. The whole area, including “the dead bodies 
and the ashes,” shall be holy to Yahweh (v. 40). The whole valley includes Topheth, called the 
Valley of ben-Hinnom, or the “Valley of Slaughter” (Jer. 19:6). It is a place full of dead bodies 
killed by Judah’s enemies and cannibalized by city residents, as divine judgment for the idolatry 
of Jerusalem (Jer. 19:6-13). The salvation oracle converts the city of “horror” (Jer. 9:8) into a 
city of sanctification. It is made holy by the sanctification of the people, whose hearts are 
inscribed by the law of Yahweh (v. 33). It is made holy by the knowledge and presence of 
Yahweh. Thus, Zion shall be a “holy hill” (v. 23). Being holy, it “shall not be uprooted or 
overthrown anymore forever” (v. 40). It is the people’s sins, which led to its destruction. It is 
their sanctification, which brings them safety. Its security then, lies in its sanctification. 

“I will Vindicate the Holiness of My Great Name” (Ezek. 36:23) 
 There is only one reason for Yahweh’s judgment against Israel (Ezek. 36:16-19). In the 
priestly theology of Ezekiel, Israel has “defiled” the land by bloody and idolatrous deeds (vv. 17-
18; cf. Lev. 18:24-30). To defile the land is to defile the holiness of Yahweh, who dwells in the 
land (Num. 35:34). Yahweh described Israel’s defilement using the metaphor of a woman during 
menstruation. Such “uncleanness” violates the maintenance of sacred space in the land (v. 19; 
Lev.15:19-30). Thus, the prophet calls to mind an ancient symbol as the reason for their exile.  
Israel’s sins brought profanity to the land, which in turn profaned the holiness of Yahweh.  

The judgment oracle specifies Yahweh’s punishment in distinctly personal terms (“I 
poured out my wrath,” “I scattered them,” “I judged them”) (vv. 18-19). Striking then is how 
Yahweh treats the sins of Israel in the land as a personal affront to his holiness. In the old laws, 
judgment was seemingly impersonal and automatic (Lev. 18:25; Num. 13:32), as W. Eichrodt 
notes. Here however, Yahweh takes it personally and acts accordingly against the offense done 
against his holiness.65 The result is that, within the divine will, the nations scorned Israel and her 
god (v. 20). In ancient belief, the fortunes of a nation are tied to the land, and the prosperity of 
the land is tied to its gods. The victory of a nation is the victory of its gods. That Israel was 
driven out of the land speaks loudly about the reputation of her god. Yet Yahweh allowed this 
situation apparently for a reason. The holy name of Yahweh drives his actions (v. 21). Five times 
in only four verses, Yahweh repeated the expression, “my holy name, which you have profaned 
among the nations” (vv. 20-23). Despite that, Yahweh will still act in Israel’s favor. He will act 
for her, despite her, but for his sake, not theirs. In this first restoration oracle, Yahweh locates the 
true center of gravity. It is not for the sake of Israel that he shall restore her, but for the sake of 
his qades sem, “holy name” (v. 22). Yahweh’s acts of future restoration and renewal are thus 
independent of the good intentions of the people and their right conduct, but dependent, rather, 
on the sovereignty of the holiness of Yahweh.66  

                                                
63 Keown, Scalise, and Smothers, Jeremiah, 137. 
64 Rudolph, “Jeremia,” 187, in Keown, Scalise, and Smothers, Jeremiah, 138. 
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66 Ronald E. Clements, Ezekiel (WBC; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 163. 
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In Isaiah and Jeremiah, it is the sovereign will of Yahweh to restore his people by divine 
grace. Here, we see the divine reason for that will. It is to protect the honor of Yahweh. Hence, 
the exile must end, in that Yahweh’s holy name is at stake. The same reason why Yahweh 
brought them out of Egypt—for the sake of his name, that it may not be profaned by the 
nations—is the very reason he is getting them out of the nations (Ezek. 20:9, 14, 22). Here, 
Ezekiel draws on the exodus, a recurring old motif of release, which he gives new meaning with 
Israel’s return. Yahweh will do so by an act of divine grace. With the end of exile is also the end 
of the accusation of the nations that Israel’s god is helpless. What L. C. Allen calls, “Yahweh’s 
problem,”67 is actually Yahweh’s solution. The return of Israel is the perfect situation wherein 
Yahweh will vindicate his holiness before Israel and the nations (v. 23). If exile is the vindication 
of Yahweh’s justice, restoration is the vindication of his holiness. Thus, the restoration of Israel 
first lies in Yahweh’s faithfulness to his own inherent character, in that her restoration rests in his 
holiness and grace. Her restoration is entirely undeserved.68  

How could Israel then maintain the covenant with Yahweh and not backslide to her old 
state? The answer lies not in Israel, for given the same fallen, spiritual condition she is in, she is 
bound to fail again. It is up to Yahweh to ensure the covenant. Its success lies in him. Yahweh 
shall “sprinkle clean water” on Israel (v. 25) to remove her “uncleanness” (v. 17). The prophet 
evokes the old image of purification as a figure for forgiveness and cleansing from sin (Ps. 51:7, 
9).69 Yahweh shall give Israel a new heart and a new spirit (v. 26; cf. Ezek. 11:19). In a spiritual 
heart transplant surgery, Yahweh will remove Israel’s “heart of stone,” and replace it with his 
“heart of flesh” (v. 26). The word, leb, “heart,” refers to the, “inner man, mind, will.”70 In the 
context, “heart” would refer to the “will” or “willingness” to follow Yahweh’s will expressed in 
the covenant. Coupled with Jeremiah’s oracle, the new heart is the disposition to obey the torah 
written in it. Yahweh shall also give them his Spirit. The new heart will become disposed to obey 
the Spirit of Yahweh. He shall make it walk in his ways (v. 27). In Ezek. 2:3, the prophet 
affirmed the impossibility of obedience for “a nation of rebels” (Ezek. 2:3, NKJV). Here, the 
divine initiative of Yahweh nullifies it. Then recalling the covenant in clear covenantal terms 
(Ezek. 11:20; 14:11), Yahweh affirms, “you shall be my people, and I will be your God” (v. 28). 
Hence, it can be argued that this turning point in Yahweh’s relationship with Israel, with the new 
heart and Spirit and the new covenant, echoing Jer. 31:31-34, signals a different starting point for 
a new relationship—a new dispensation.71 Thus, the hope of Israel’s restoration rests in the 
nature of Yahweh, who guards his “Godness” seriously. Since Israel can no longer have any 
claim on Yahweh based on the covenant, Yahweh’s act of giving them new intrinsic natures are 
therefore acts of pure divine grace.72 The promise of restoration then is the promise of mercy. 

The new heart enabled by the Spirit of Yahweh signifies an enduring spiritual state. In 
this permanent spiritual condition, they shall also stay permanently in the land (v. 28). The verb, 
“live,” is from yasab, “dwell, have one’s abode,”73 indicating permanent residence.74 This echoes 
the permanent state of salvation envisioned by Isaiah through the covenant of peace. It is also 
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analogous to the permanent status of the nation portrayed by Jeremiah through the new covenant. 
With the sanctification of both people and land, Yahweh shall then dwell in the land. The defiled 
land turns into a sanctified land. The presence of Yahweh revitalizes the land. There shall be 
increased productivity (v. 29). As famine signaled judgment (Ezek. 5:17), abundance signifies a 
reversal of judgment and the cessation of the scorn of the nations (v. 30). Thus, we see here the 
close connection between land and the presence of Yahweh in the covenant relationship.75  

In the old covenant, after sharing in the blessings, Israel would remember her sins and 
slide back into it again. In the new covenant, with a new heart, Israel would still recall her sins, 
but with loathing and repentance (vv. 31-32). Jeremiah speaks of repentance on the way back to 
Zion. Ezekiel speaks of repentance inside the land. 

In the language of reversal, the second salvation oracle speaks about the land. Desolate 
cities shall be re-inhabited (v. 33). The scorched land shall be tilled. Evincing beauty, it will look 
like Eden (vv. 34-35). Such unprecedented renewal shall make the nations swallow their words 
and glorify Yahweh (v. 36).  

While the first restoration oracle relates to the land, the second oracle applies to the 
people of the land (v. 37). They shall multiply and fill the cities. Using the simile of a flock, the 
priestly prophet recollects imagery of pre-exilic Jerusalem with its flocks for sacrifices and 
temple feasts. The oracle ends by pointing to the glory of Yahweh, as the beginning and end of 
Israel’s restoration (v. 38). 

Conclusion 
The prophetic words paint a clear and colorful picture of hope in the context of the 

national crisis of exile. The exile signaled a tectonic shift in tradition history, resulting to the 
forsaking of the old symbols and the creating of the new. The new referents transformed the 
identity of Israel in a wholly new situation without the old symbols of king, priest, and temple.  

The prophetic hope was not entirely an abstract idea, but a mix of concrete and symbolic 
images. Predominant in all three prophetic traditions is the new covenant, assuring a permanent 
unmerited status of salvation for Israel. In this new covenant is the divine initiative to forgive 
Israel her sins, to put his law in her heart, and to give her a new heart and enabling Spirit. With 
the law inscribed in her heart, Israel shall know Yahweh. With a new heart and spirit, she shall 
draw near to Yahweh and away from idolatry in willing obedience. A sanctified people make a 
sanctified land. Zion shall be the city of Yahweh’s righteousness and the radiance of his glory. 
There is the promise of fertility and offspring, affirming the old promise of multiplied 
descendants on the land. Related to it is Israel’s reunification as one people, repopulation, 
rebuilding of cities, and replanting of the land. She shall become a permanent resident in the 
land. The land shall see high productivity and lasting peace under divine protection.  

Yet the prophetic emphasis is on Yahweh’s steadfast love for an abandoned people, his 
faithfulness to a faithless nation, and his desire for his holiness among a profane people. The 
unfailing love of Yahweh is the foundation of the everlasting covenant. The prophetic avowal of 
hope is thus built upon the loving nature and sovereign initiative of Yahweh, not the capacities of 
fallen human nature and society. Despite the infidelity of Israel to the old covenant, inviting her 
desolation, Yahweh shall break the cycle of reward and retribution by forgiving her. He will not 
hold the next generations responsible for their forebears’ sins. The city and the land shall be 
made holy to the Holy One of Israel. Israel’s restoration, therefore, is rooted in divine grace. 
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