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Called from a young age, Jeremiah was God’s prophet to apostate Judah. For decades he 

spoke of the coming judgement of God against the unrighteousness of His people. He was given 

the difficult task of speaking for God to a people hardened in their disobedience towards Him. 

Yet the book of Jeremiah is not just a giant judgment oracle; the many texts concerning judgment 

are punctuated by glimmers of hope and accounts of the sins that have led to Judah’s dire 

situation. It is in the juxtapositions of hope and judgment, of God’s faithfulness in fulfilling His 

promises and His people’s adultery, that the substance of the message of Jeremiah emerges. 

Jeremiah, following Deuteronomy (esp., 30:1-14), presents God and His sovereign mercy as the 

only hope for Israel. God is consistently free, merciful, and faithful: He brings the judgment He 

promises, yet grants mercy to the repentant; He tears down and overthrows, yet will build and 

plant. These juxtapositions are significant for the passage that this paper will explore, 34:17-22. 

In these verses we read an account of momentary repentance among the Judahites. 

Around the time of a short respite from Babylon’s attack on Jerusalem, the leaders and people of 

Jerusalem covenant before God to free their slaves, in accord with a long neglected command 

from Deuteronomy. Yet, shortly after fulfilling their promise, the owners of the slaves go back 

on the promise and repossess their slaves, possibly in response to Babylon’s withdrawal.
 1

 In 

response, in 34:17-22, God pronounces judgment on these covenant breakers. The purpose of 

this paper will be to examine these five verses. We will look at this passage in its literary context, 

following God’s promises (Chs. 30-33) and preceding the obedience of the Rechabites (Ch. 35), 

to see how it contributes to the theology of Jeremiah and how its placement accents the various 

themes found within it.  To accomplish this purpose we will first look at 34:1-16 to understand 

                                                 
1
  R. K. Harrison, Jeremiah and Lamentations, Reprinted., Tyndale Old Testament Commentary 21 

(Downers Grove, Ill.; England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2009), 148; Tremper Longman III, Jeremiah, Lamentations, 

New International Biblical Commentary: Old Testament Series (Peabody, Mass.; United Kingdom: Hendrickson 

Publishers; Paternoster Press, 2008), 229; J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah, New International Commentary 

on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich.: WM. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1980), 611. 
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the necessary context for 34:17-22, then we will take a closer look at verses 17-22, finally we 

will set these verses in their greater literary context and draw out some of the implications this 

context has for our reading of the passage. In the conclusion, I will offer some ways this passage 

relates to the New Testament and speaks to our contemporary circumstances. 

 

Jeremiah 34:1-16 

Jeremiah 34 comes as somewhat of a downer after the heights of hope expressed in 30-

33. Returning to the narrative under the reign of Zedekiah (28-29, 32:1-35), Jeremiah presents a 

message about the end of Zedekiah and Jerusalem: Zedekiah will be captured by Babylon and 

the city will be burned with fire (34:2-3). Yet, though Zedekiah will meet his end, a measure of 

mercy is found in God’s prophecy concerning his future. With regard to Jehoiakim, God shows 

Jeremiah that there will be no royal burial or lament (22:18-19), but it is said of Zedekiah, “You 

shall die in peace. And as spices were burned for your fathers, the former kings who were before 

you, so people shall burn spices for you and lament for you, saying, ‘Alas, Lord!’” (5).
2
 

The following verses then revisit the same period of time (cf. 34:1, 6) from a different 

perspective. We are now told of a brief moment of repentance, initiated by Zedekiah, in which 

the people of Jerusalem move to fulfill obligations God had laid upon them in Deuteronomy 

15:12. They were to set free their Hebrew slaves every 7 years, yet this had not been done (Jer. 

34:13); those who covenanted with Zedekiah in the presence of God were to set free the slaves 

they had kept far past these prescribed years (8). They went back on this covenant (11), so God 

sent Jeremiah with a message for these covenant breakers. In verses 13-16, God recounts His 

                                                 
2
 All Scripture quotations except Jer. 34:17-22 are taken from the ESV. It is noteworthy that הֹוי ָאדֹון (hôy 

‘ādôn; Alas, lord!) is found in the MT only here and in Jer. 22:18. 
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faithfulness and the basis for the covenant they had made: He had made a covenant with their 

fathers; He had taken them out of slavery in Egypt and instructed them to set their slaves free 

regularly. Verses 17-22 continue this message from God, giving His response to the 

disobedience of those who made the covenant with Zedekiah.  

 

Jeremiah 34:17-22 

Having recounted in 34:16 what they had done—“but then you turned and profaned my 

name when each of you took back his male and female slaves”—Jeremiah then presents them 

with the consequences of their covenant breaking:  

 

17
Therefore, this is what YHWH has to say, “You yourselves have not obeyed me to 

proclaim liberty, each man to his brother, and each man to his neighbour. Behold, I am 

proclaiming,” says the Lord, “for you a liberty to the sword, to pestilence, to famine, and 

I will make you a horror to all the kingdoms of the earth. 
18

And I will make the men who 

transgressed the covenant, who did not establish the words of the covenant that they cut 

before me, like the calf they cut in two and whose pieces they walked between—
19

the 

officials of Judah and the officials of Jerusalem, the eunuchs and the priests and all the 

people of the land who passed between the pieces of the calf. 
20

 I will give them into the 

hand of their enemies, into the hand of those seeking their life, and their carcasses will be 

food for the birds of the heavens and the beasts of the earth. 
21

And I will give Zedekiah, 

the king of Judah, and his officials into the hand of their enemies, into the hand of those 

seeking their life, into the hand of the army of the king of Babylon, which has gone up 

from against you. 
22

Behold, I am giving the command,” says YHWH, “and I will bring 
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them back to this city and they will wage war against it and they will capture it and they 

will burn it with fire. I will make the cities of Judah a desolation without inhabitants.”
3
 

 

In this fascinating passage, the consequences for covenant failure are seen to be dire. We are 

given in this passage a glimpse of covenant making in Israel: the consequences of covenant 

failure are given in terms of a covenant making ritual the people of Jerusalem underwent (18-19).  

 

Verse 17 reiterates the failure of these covenanters, furthering the message of judgment 

with a play on the liberty they said they would give. They said they would proclaim liberty, but 

took it back; God, on the other hand, would not waver in granting them liberty, though it would 

be a liberty to death by various means (cf. 14:12, 24:10, 32:24). Their feigned repentance had 

bought them no mercy; their fate remained what it had always been, if not worse (18-20). 

 

 Verses 18-19 make this judgment more specific. What is clear in these verses is the basic 

nature of the ritual these covenanters underwent: they cut a calf in half (18) and walked between 

the halves (18, 19). The meaning of the latter half of verse 18, and so the consequences they 

faced for their failure, is more debated.
4
 The MT text does not have an equivalent to “like” in this 

verse; the MT reads “I will make [give] the men… the calf which….” To make sense of the text, 

the BHS suggests an emendation of ָהֵעֶגל (hā‘ēgel, the calf) to ָכֵעֶגל (kā‘ēgel, like the calf), others 

reject a comparison and suggest alternate ways to understand the relation of “the calf” to the rest 

                                                 
3
 This is my translation of Jeremiah 34:17-22.  It is translated from the MT as represented in the BHS. No 

emendations were followed. 
4
 Kapelrud argues that Jeremiah has reinterpreted a non-threatening covenant ratification in a self-

maledictory manner. Harrison thinks that self-imprecation is implied, but that the idea “like the calf” should not be 

supplied. Arvid S Kapelrud, “The Interpretation of Jeremiah 34:18ff,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 22 

(1982): 138 – 141; Harrison, Jeremiah and Lamentations, 149. 
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of the sentence.
5
 It seems to this author that neither option is optimal; instead, it is best to read 

the text as it stands with the comparative idea implied. The reasons for doing so are based on the 

syntax and sense of the passage.  

Beginning with the syntax, an implied comparative is rare but not unheard of in prose 

(frequent in poetry). In Exodus 7:1, when God reassures Moses, He tells him that he has made 

( ןתָ נָ  , nāṯan) him “ ְלַפְרעֹה ֱאֹלִהים ” (’ĕlōhîm l
e
p̱ār‘ōh; God to Pharaoh). No one reads this as 

YHWH’s pledge to make Moses one of Pharaoh’s gods, nor in the generic sense “a mighty one.” 

The sense here is “I have made you like God to Pharaoh” (ESV; cf. NASB, NRSV).
6
 Though 

“like” in Exodus 7:1 is not semantically equivalent to “like” in our passage—for in 7:1 the idea 

is “in the place of God as a representative” and in Jer. 34:18 as “sharing the same fate as” (in the 

place of)—these ideas are close enough in Hebrew, as in English, to see in this passage 

justification for unmarked comparisons.
7
 Furthermore, without ֶאת (’eṯ) attached, “calf” is most 

likely not functioning as a direct object, for Jeremiah uses the marker of the DDO consistently—

especially in prose.
8
 

 Considering the sense of the passage,  ָןַת נ  requires some sort of complement and  ֶגלעֵ ָה  

(hā‘ēgel; the calf) is appropriate. Semantically,  ָןַת נ  involves transference: sometimes  ָןַת נ  is 

spatial, with the subject giving the object to someone or setting the object on or in something; in 

                                                 
5
 The LXX has translated  ֵלגֶ ָהע  as an accusative, which the NETS understands to be equivalent to the 

Hebrew sense: “render them as the bull calf” (41:18). The vulgate follows suit, translating with the accusative 

vitulum; this may allow for a similar ad sensum construction but is rendered by Douay-Rheims adverbially (“when 

they cut”), with a resumptive verb inverse 20 (“And I will give the men… I will give them into…”).   
6
 That Moses represents YHWH, the  ֱאֹלִהים, and that the text has the plural for singular ֱאֹלִהים not ֵאלָ  

(’ēl)ָor  לֹוַה ֱא  (ĕlôah) suggest that Moses will be like YHWH, the God, to Pharaoh 
7
 The closest discussion I could find of this in the major grammars is the instances of understood 

prepositions with a verb when clarity is unaffected. Paul Joüon and Takamitsu Muraoka, A Grammar of Biblical 

Hebrew, Revised English Edition. (Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2006), 462. 
8
 Contra Harrison, Jeremiah and Lamentations, 149. 
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other instances,  ָןַת נ  (nāṯan; make) is transformative, with the subject making the object to be 

something. In the latter case, a woman is given as a wife, Moses is made to be like God, and 

Abraham is made to be the father of many nations. Transference, whether spatial or 

transformative, requires a complement in the sense that what is receiving the object or what the 

object becomes needs to be implied or explicitly indicated. When we read in the passage that 

God “will make the men who transgressed…,” we naturally look for that which they are to be 

made into. The only possible complement to ֶאת־ָהֲאָנִשים (’ēṯ-h’anāsîm; the men) is ָהֵעֶגל 

(hā‘ēgel; the calf), for every other piece of the sentence is part of an adjective clause. Apart 

from ָנַתן, there is no clause in which ָהֵעֶגל could function, it is not connected to the preceding 

relative (“the words of the covenant which they cut before me”) and the following relative 

modifies it adjectivally (the calf “they cut in two and whose pieces they walked between”). If we 

take ֵעֶגל ן as part of the ה  ת   clause, it is clear that YHWH is not going to turn these men into the נ 

calf. Apart from the ridiculousness of that reading, the article and the following relative clause 

indicate that the calf to which they are to be made like is the one they cut in half. Therefore, there 

is very good reason to read the text, without need of emendation, as “and I will make the men… 

like the calf….” 

 We should then understand the ceremony these men performed as one of self-

malediction: by walking through the severed halves of the calf, these men indicated that they will 

fulfill their vow and that failure will result in their own dismembering.
9
 They made this vow 

                                                 
9
 So Longman, Jeremiah, Lamentations, 230; Hetty Lalleman, Jeremiah and Lamentations, Tyndale Old 

Testament Commentaries 21 (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2013), 248–249; Thompson, The Book of 

Jeremiah, 612–613. 
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before God; because they failed, God now says through Jeremiah that He will be faithful on His 

part: they will be made like that calf; their lives will be forfeit. 

 

 Verses 20-22 then explicate the nature of the judgment they will receive. All who passed 

through the calf will be given into the hand of their enemies. Their bodies will be slaughtered 

and become a feast for the birds—a death notably worse than that promised to Zedekiah in 34:1-

16. The Babylonians at this time appear to have withdrawn (21-22), yet in tremendous irony, 

these pagans will be obedient to YHWH’s command and return to take the disobedient Zedekiah 

and his officials captive and to burn the city.  

 

  In summary of these verses, the repentance initiated by Zedekiah failed: the people went 

back on their covenant and incurred God’s wrath further. Instead of receiving blessing for 

obedience, they would receive cursing for disobedience. The officials and the people would be 

made like the calf whose pieces they walked through to affirm their covenant, Zedekiah also 

would be given into the hand of the Babylonians, and the city would burn. 

 

Vv. 17-22 in Context 

 Now, with an understanding of verses 17-22, let us consider these verses in their greater 

literary context, in relation to verses 1-16, Chapters 30-33, and Chapter 35.  Beginning with the 

most immediately connected, it is important to note how verses 17-22 contrast the death of the 

covenanters with Zedekiah’s promised death in verses 3-5. There is an inclusio here; the section 

begins and ends with Jeremiah’s word that Jerusalem would be burned by the Babylonians (vv. 

2, 22), his word that Zedekiah and—in the second text—his officials would be captured (vv. 3, 
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20-21), and a contrast between the fate of Zedekiah (vv. 4-5) and his officials (vv. 18-20). Lying 

between these bookends is the narrative of Zedekiah’s failed attempt at initiating repentance. 

This suggests that part of the reason Zedekiah receives mercy whereas Jehoiakim did not is at 

least this attempt (cf. Jer. 36). Zedekiah is still to be judged, for he is consistently considered a 

unfaithful king, yet the portrait Jeremiah paints is of a weak and cowardly king, who seeks God’s 

will but does not have the guts to follow it (cf. 37:2,  20-21, 3813-28). This contributes to the 

greater tension within Jeremiah between God’s promises to David (23:1-8, 33:14-26) and His 

judgment upon the Davidic line (cf. 34:1-16, 22:11-30). The act of mercy here, in contrast with 

judgment pronounced on Jehoiakim’s line, makes it all the more shocking when all of 

Zedekiah’s children are slaughtered before his eyes (39:6) and God reveals hope in the 

preservation of Jeconiah, Jehoiakim’s son, at the conclusion of the book (52:31-34) . This 

contrast demonstrates the theme of Jeremiah’s ministry—God’s sovereign freedom and His 

purpose to “pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant” (1:9-

10)—in relation to His promises to David. 

 

 This tension with regard to the Davidic covenant is especially heightened by the 

placement of this passage following the restoration oracles in 30-33. In 33:14-26, God promises 

to raise His righteous branch from the line of David (cf. 23:1-8), concluding with His purpose to 

“restore their fortunes and [to] have mercy on” the offspring of Jacob and David. That the 

following account has a faint glimmer of mercy with regard to the Davidic line is surely 

intentional.  

The greater significance of the location of 34:1-22 in relation to Chapters 30-33 is the 

reinforcement the later account provides for the promises preceding it. This is first achieved 



Rutherford 10 

 

negatively; God’s faithfulness is contrasted with the unfaithfulness of Judah. The actions of the 

wicked Judeans in breaking their covenant provides a foil for the revelation of God’s enduring 

purpose to be faithful to His covenants with David and the patriarchs (33:23-26). In concluding 

the restoration promises, God compares His faithfulness to this covenant with His faithfulness to 

the covenant He made with creation and affirmed with Noah—as the day and night endured, so 

would these promises. In the account of 34:1-22, this is set against the background of Judah’s 

inability to maintain even the basest commitments of their covenant with God: they promise to 

make up for their neglect and only reap further condemnation.  

The reinforcement of the promises made in 30-33 is also achieved positively in this 

passage. In contrast with the faithfulness of the officials of Judah, God through Jeremiah reminds 

them of the reason for the command to release the slaves: God was faithful to deliver His people 

from slavery as He had covenanted
10

 and proceeded to make a covenant with their fathers to do 

the same. God’s faithfulness was demonstrated in Egypt and became the foundation for the 

requirement to release Hebrew slaves regularly. Furthermore, those who passed through the calf 

did so before YHWH in His temple (34:15, 18); they vowed that they would do this or pay the 

consequences. When they failed to keep up there end of the deal, God demonstrated His 

faithfulness in judgment, revealing that the Babylonians will return and that the unfaithful 

covenanters will pay the consequences of their broken oath. This account of a covenant made 

under Zedekiah is, then, perfectly placed after the promises of restoration in 30-33 to draw 

attention to Judah’s failure, continue Judah’s indictment, and emphasize even more God’s 

faithfulness and trustworthy character.  

 

                                                 
10

 It is surely not coincidental that when God performs the self-malediction ceremony on behalf of His 

servant Abraham (Gen. 15), He promises to deliver His people from slavery in Egypt—as, here, this ceremony 

involves their vow to release the slaves. 
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 We have considered our passage in relation to some of the greater themes unpacked 

across Jeremiah and in light of what precedes, all that remains is to consider 34:17-22 with what 

follows in Chapter 35. Chapter 35 takes us back to the days of Jehoiakim; we are given an 

account of Jeremiah’s interaction with the Rechabites. In short, Jeremiah contrasts the 

disobedience of Judah with the obedience demonstrated by the Rechabites. The Rechabites are a 

family of Jews who undertook an oath from their fathers to abstain from certain practices, such 

as drinking or building and living in a house. When Jeremiah places before them wine, they are 

obedient to their oath and refuse (35:5-6). This family is faithful to the words of men, says 

Jeremiah, how much more should the Jews of Judah be faithful to God’s covenant? The folly of 

Judah’s disobedience is magnified when set next to the faithfulness this family showed to their 

fathers.  

The result for the Rechabites is God’s promise to preserve them, “Jonadab the son of 

Rechab shall never lack a man to stand before me” (35:19). But concerning Jerusalem God says, 

“I am bringing upon Judah and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem all the disaster that I have 

pronounced against them” (35:17). This example of obedience provides, of course, a sharp 

contrast with the disobedience of Judah displayed in 34.
11

 God’s mercy and faithfulness are also 

demonstrated in that He blesses the Rechabites for their obedience. The message received by the 

reader is that Judah has no one to blame for their end but themselves. God is ever faithful to bless 

obedience but equally faithful to curse disobedience; God will tear down Judah for their 

disobedience, but He will build up the Rechabites for their obedience. 

 

                                                 
11

 Only Kidner explicitly commented on this literary contrast. Derek Kidner, The Message of Jeremiah: 

Against Wind and Tide, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, England ; Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity Press, 

1987), 116–119. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this paper was to examine Jeremiah 34:17-22 in its literary context. We 

first examined the words of Jeremiah given in 34:1-16, an account of the making and breaking of 

covenant made by the people of Jerusalem to set free Hebrew slaves. This prepared us for our 

discussion of verses 17-22, in which God’s judgment on the covenant breakers is pronounced. 

There, after weighing the evidence, we saw that the people undertook a self-maledictory 

covenant ceremony and, after failing to keep their promise, brought upon themselves God’s sure 

judgment; they would be made like the calf they cut in two, slaughtered at the hands of their 

enemies. Considering these verses in their literary context, we then saw how the account in 34:1-

22 was perfectly placed to emphasize Jeremiah’s themes through a contrast and comparison of 

God’s faithfulness in the promises of restoration (Chs. 30-33) and the Rechabites’ obedience 

(Ch. 35) with Judah’s unfaithfulness is Chapter 34. Having understood Jeremiah 34 in its 

context, we must now—to conclude this paper—ask how it relates to the New Testament and our 

contemporary situation. 

Regarding our text and the New Testament, the faithfulness of God that Jeremiah is eager 

to emphasize ultimately finds its fulfillment in Christ. In our passage, God was seen to be faithful 

in cursing disobedience and His faithfulness to His promises was highlighted in context; both of 

these facets of God’s faithfulness find their consummation on the Cross, as does the promise of 

blessing contrasted in Chapter 35. On the Cross, God is shown to be perfectly faithful in His 

justice, poured out on Christ in our stead; He is also shown to be faithful with regard to His 

promises of restoration, providing in Christ the new heart His people needed (John 6:44-45), and 

raising up the Righteous Branch and true Davidic Messiah (shockingly, a descendent of 
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Jeconiah). With regard to blessing, God is faithful to honor Jesus’ perfect covenantal obedience, 

rendering to His people the benefits of right covenant relationship achieved by Him.  

Regarding our contemporary situation, we are in as much need as the original recipients 

of Jeremiah to grasp and cling to the faithfulness of God in fulfilling His promises and blessing 

obedience. Concerning the former, we as Christians are a people waiting for the fulfillment of 

God’s promises. In Christ, He has given the new heart and provided the forgiveness of sin 

promised (31:31-34), but we still await Christ’s return and the fullness of the kingdom of God 

consummated in the new creation. That God is ever faithful is the encouragement we need to 

stay ever vigilant in waiting for Jesus’ return. Concerning the latter, that God rewards obedience 

and punishes disobedience is a needed reminder of what Christ accomplished in His life and 

death. Because He took our disobedience upon Himself, we can have assurance and we can 

praise God that there is now no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus: the curse has been 

removed. Because He fulfilled all obedience, we can be assured that we now take part in and will 

soon experience the fullness of the covenant blessings God has prepared for those in right 

covenant with Him. Lastly, though it would be wrong to reduce this text to a moralistic passage 

about keeping our promises, surely in our pursuit of Christlikeness, God would ask nothing less 

of us than mirroring His faithful character in being people of our word, fulfilling our 

commitments, oaths, and promises. 
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