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Jeremiah's answer introduces us to the not-altogether­

naw concept which Jeremiah was now emphasizing and trfi1'18 

to get across to tlie people. In the verse immediately 

following that quoted above, he says1 •But every one shall 

die f'or his ov,n iniquitya every man that eateth the sour 

grape, his teeth shall be set o~ edge," Jeremiah was calli1'18 

attention to the personal relationship and reaponsibiiity 

of the individual to Jehovah. As Fowie~ puts its "Jeremiah 

looked forward to the day \\'hen this convenient shif'ti1'18 ot 

responsibility should have passed away wtth. ,he recognition . . 
of' the· truth that God deals with each according' to his own 

deaerts.0 8 

Tl1e i1npression must not be given that this concept of 

individualism was entirely lacking in former times which is 
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the view of' 'lllarJY• We need but thi'l'.lk of the very close per­

sonal contact maintained between Jehovah and men such as 

Elijah, Elisha, Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, Hosea, Da:vid, and the 

like. These were men who kn~ Jehovah to be tneir own per­

sonal God, their O\'m Protector, their own Judge, as well as the 

God of' the nation. The writer of' such a book as Proverbs, Job, 

or Ecclesiastes was conacious, of' this individual relationship. 

"lie concerned himself' ·with the common, practical interests of 

ordinary, everyday :J,if'e. He m~t men ~ace to face on the 
t ' • ' ' • -~ • 

streets and at the' ci.ty gates,. and gave them counsel on matters 
. . . . 9 

arising from t~e1r ~elations to each other ~s individuals." 

a. Fowler, .22• cit., P• 118 .• 
9. Smith, Jm• cit., P• 254. 



The priests also aoted on the basis of the individual. Theirs . . 

was the task of instruoting individuals as to their cei-emonial . -
obligations in conneotion with saorifioes and offerings, to 

see to the observi~ ~f the reguJ.atiomr concerning clean an4 

unclean, and to ins~eot personally all oases of leprosy and . . . 
presoribe. the course to be pursued. ihe very laws- of~ 

nation did not leave out the lndividual. The in.justice of 

punishing one man for the cr~mes committed by another, even 

though they may be of the same blood, could not be overlook­

ed very long in a progressive community. __ N~, the individual 

had not been forgot~en in the earlier history of Israel and 

Judah • • 

The point we wish to make here is that the responsibility 

of the individual to Jehovah had to a great extent been pushed 

into the deep recesses of the Jewish ~ind, in the years im~ . . 
mediately preceding the Exile. This responsibility needed 

reempbasis. And the time, war~ just right fo~ the teaching 

of such a doctrine. Fowler seems to hav.e a fairly good . . 

idea of this course of events ~hen he saysa 

In the early years of struggle for the land 
common loyalty to the covenant God was the one 
force ,vhioh v,as able to cl1ange the tribal con­
sciousness of early Israel into something like 
a national consciousness. When the remnant of 
~he divided nation was facing extinotion more 
than tour centuries later, it was the loyalty 
of .the prophet Jeremiah to tbe nation and i ta 
deserted God -which led him to. such .an experi­
ence of his own standing with God tba.t he 
found -the individual, whose fellowship v,ith 
his God might exist, though the nation proved 
faithless, and whose life as~ reality, dear 
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t9 God, might continue though the nation 
fall and its members were scattered abroad.lo 

With Jer~iah, the individual human being begins to take 

on a nn importance. A man now became conscious of the tact 

tha.t he could truly reach Jehovah apart from his tellcmman1 

he is no longer dependent upon the oomnunity in his dealing 

with Jehovah. Jeremiah's experience with the reform ot 

Josiah had taught him the uselessness of a merely super­

ficial and temporary religion. He learned that only the 

Law written in the heart could be adequate. Therefore he 

wrote1 "See, the days are coming, saith Jehovah, When I 

shall raake a new covenant with the house of Io-rael and 

t he house of Judah ••• I will put my law in their imnost 

being, and in their heart will I write it.011 

Vie have pointed out that Jeremiah tried to prove to 

the people that they individually could stand before Jehovah. 

He furtl"'.ermore tried to shov; them that they individually 

v,ere responsible :for everything they did. It becomes evi­

dent tlmt the emphasis on persoml. responsibility was 

especially elaborated upon by Ezekiel, the prophet ot the 

Exile. His environment ,vas especially favorable to the 

development of this doctrine. Dr. Smith feels that the 

tact that the l3abylonian conquerors selected the leaders 

of the nation's thought and action tor deportation in it­

self gave splendid opportunity for this truth to be ac­

cepted.12 

10. Fowler., ~• .!!11• , P•. 121. 
11. Jer.31, 31ft. 
12. Smith, Jm• .9J!•• P• 260. 
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Another fa.ct ~hioh tended to aid tl-ie development of thia 

doctrine Tias tbis that now the exiles ~ere shorn of' the op­

portunity to worship a.a members of' the kind o:f' oommunity to 

wh1cl1 they had been o.couston1ed. The Jew ,·,as faoed witb·,. tlle 

necessi:ty of lifting his thougl ts o.nd desires to Jehova.h1a 

t!u•one in the _privncy of bio OT.TI horoo. Ezekiel, filled 

·with the zeal of achieving among hie peo!)le a true conscious­

ness o:f' God 'e ,·.-ill Emd a. constant endeavoring to ruJ.fill 

Uis \i"ill in the111, st1·essed this peraonnl responsibility in 

moot of hio preaohing. \: e have evidence 0£ e. different 

iippro· ch. ,.hen wo rea.c1 bis yi·ords oonoarning his oo.ll hy 

Jehovah in ohaptar 3, 17-.21. He is OHl.led to minister to 

individuals. r"J.a own feeling of responsibility to Jehovah 

:ror t he s ouls intrusted to his cu.?.~e is vei•y marked. !Io 

he · :vier burdens \'Jere to be plo.ced on t hem than he himself' 

could bour. Therefore justice becon1es, c.t times, the -sub­

ject o'Z his diacourses. In chaptei• 14, 12-23 he ahowa tl'..o.t .. 

011e man's or!1nea do not bring judgement upon another, nor 

does the righteousness of one eecm.·e immun1 ty far tl1e sins 

o'E another. In chapter 18, 5-20 he repeats this t1•uth i itll 

the illustrf.i.tion of a father e.tJd his sun. Nothins is ocunted. 

aza,inst or for a. man except those deeds, thoughts, and taith 

,vh!ch l1e himself he.a o.ncl doers. ln cl".aptoi• 18, 21-:da Ezekiel 

epeu.ks beautifully of true rei,e11tance t lhich absolves a mo.n 

f'ro111 everything ,o;hiol1 he ti.as committed e.Sfl,inet Jehovah 

previous to t hat time. He tl1en proceeds in cb2pter 33 to 
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otter an earnest appeal to repentanoe a.nd to faithfulness, 

insisting that Jehovah wants all ment to be aave.d. However, 
I 

Jehovah is still just and righteous. •Behold, all soul.a are 

mine1 .as the soul of the father, ao also the soul of the son 

is mines the soul that einneth it sluu.l die~•13 Kent sums 

up this whole activity of Ezekiel with these worda1 

In the olearest terms he enunoiatea the great 
principle that each mn is responsible, in the 
sight ot God, simply f'or his own acts whether 
good or bad, and t hat present, not past, at­
titudes and deeds determine the issues of lite. 
Ezekiel's ultimate message, therefore, in the 
hour of the nation's overthr01'1, was a call to 
individual repentanoe and the assuranoe that 
Jehovah V.'as not Qnly just in hie treatment of 
eaoh individual, but also eager to forgive every 
soul that truly turned to him for pardon and pro­
tection.14 

I , I 

With such a .devoted man of God leadin6 them, with a God so 

anxious to help and save them, is there UJY vronder that the 

people of the Exile became the foundation of the new king­

dom of Israel? 
I 

As forcefully and beautifully as Jeremiah and Ezekiel 

developed this doctrine of personal relationship and individ­

ual responsibility, there is laoki,ig in later Biblical and 

Apocryphal writings any speoial treatment ot tbe subject or 

any definite evidence that such individuality had beoome a . ' 
part of the Jev;iah character. Two reasons for this mq be 

theses first, this concept .of individuality~ have became 

13. Ezek. 18,4. , 
14. Kent, Kings and Prophets, P• 279. 
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so much a· part. ot Jewish thl:nking that it v,as simply taken 

f.or are.nted by the later writers. The thoughts, v,ords, and 

actions ot the J8\,ish peopl~may have been so built up a­

round this personal ·relationship with Jehovah that it was 

considered co11tra.ry to the, Jewieh character that there 

should be any idea of ·relationship except a personal one. 

Unfortunately, this theory. can be accepteci as no mor-e tban 

a speculative one, tor we have tound no definite evidence 

·trom these later v,ri tings that such was the ca11e among the . . ' 
Jews. The closest we have been able to come to·· finding euoh 

evidence is in tbe story of Esther, where both Esther and 

Hordeoai considered themselves fully capable and acceptable 

in the eyes ot Jehovah to ·come to Him ae individuals. In the 

beautiful prayer ot Esther, as recorde~ •in The Additions to 

the Book of Esther 14, 3-4, Esther sqs: n . • •• . • help me, 

desolate woman, which have no helper but thee. For my danger 

is in mine hnnd." There is here at least a hint of such a 

personal. feeling ot closeness to Jehovah. However, we can­

not press the point in Esther too tar, tor as we vier.i the 

actions o~Esthor and Hordeoai as a whole, we immediately 

see that everything they said . and did tias in the light ot 

doing it tor the sake ot the Jewish community as a whole1 

whatever they did T:as also tor the sake of their exiled 

tell:O\'lmon. In ;L Esdras a, Ezra speaks ot the honor that 

Jehovah has bestowed upon him in that he put it into the 

heart ot the king to send Esdras. to Jerusalem. His words 
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"Therefore was l! encouraged by the help ·of the Lore,. q God" 

impress one aa having their origin in a .beautif"ul trust in . . . 
the personal providence of Jehovah, in the unv,avering lmcm­

ledge that Jehovah knmv Hie own, ea.oh one individually, and 

provided for ~im. 

Such evidence, however, ia .not oonclueive, and leav~s 

us free to c~te a second theory ooncernins the later re­

lationship of the Jew with Jehovah. This theory tends to 

put the Jews back into -~he same condition which obtained 

in the yeRra previous to the Exile. In later Biblical 

writings, especially, we find that .Jehovah's pronollDcJments 

of destruction, displeasure, or mercy are proclaimed to the 

Jews as a nation. Perhaps two illustrations will ,~tice. 

Ezra 9 tells of the princes coming to Ezra, and speaking 

the words: "The people of Israel, and the p~i~sts, and the 

Levites, have not separated themselves from tqe people of 

the lands• •• ,For they have taken of their daughters tar 

themselves: so that the holy seed have mtngJ.ed the?tJselves 

,vith the people of those lands1 yea, the hand of the princes 

and rulers have been chief in this trespass.a The conclusion 

to this passage is given in Ezra 101 5: "Then arose Ezra, and 

made t~ chief priests, tqa Levites, and all Israel, to 
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8\Year that they should do aocording to this v,ord. And they 

aware." '\fe have here an example of the very thing against 

which Ezekiel strove, the condemnation of all because of the 

guilt of some. Even if we should feel safe 1~ ea.yins that this 



I •' • 

·• 

sin of having heathen wives waa applicable to ever.r man and 

woman in the kingdom (which, to ua, seems unlikely), even 

so, such oonaemnation, according to Ezekiel; waa not to be 

applied alao to the children, but earlier in chapter 10 of 

Ezra v.•e read that the children were included :t:n the congre­

gation ot those who aaaembled before Ezra to weep their 

tears 'of sorrow.15 A second illust~ation is taken from the 

words of Haggai, chapter 2113-14; AThen said Hagaa,i, If one 

that is unclean by a dead body touch any of these, shall 

it be unclean? And the priests answered and said, It snall 

be unclean. Then anav1ered Haggai and said, So is this 

people, and so is this nation befor.e ma, saith the Lordi 

and so ia every work of their hands1and tba.t which they otter 

there is unclean." li'rom 'these passages and mar,y more like 

them, eapeoially 'in the Apocrypha, we are impressed with. the 

fact that Jehovah is dealing, not~with the individual, but 

with the nation. Vlhat some did, that the nation did. V.aat 

some deserved, :that the · .nation deserved. Did Jehovah no 

longer deal with the incllvidual, but only with the nation? 

With these two the·ories in mind, the one that ilidividual­

iam had become a part of the character of the Jews, the 

other that the nation alone \'las dealt Ti1 th by Jehovah, we 

. 
15. It seems that we have here a very ,arly use of the false 

premise which has been repeated ao ·otten among certain group■ 
of the 19th and 20th centuries, that 0 every member of an 
organisation is personally responsible for every action of 
that organization to which he belongs." 
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look at the periOd whioh-aaw the greatest amount of Jewish 

aotivity since the Exile, the· Yaooabean f':l:ght against Hell• 

enization. We find that it is mtion fighting nation, culture 

fighting culture; religion fighti?Jg religion. It was a 

national emergency and the emphasis. was definitely on the 

relationship between Jehovah and the ·Jewiah nation. How­

ever, we also ~ind tHat wbat one part of the Jewish nation 

did was far from wbat another part did, and the first party 

would not be held accountable for wnat the other party did. 

The nation v,as divided. There was no longer a united nation 

.,,i th whom Jehovah could deal.. The realization of the 

individual I s relationship to Jehovah \'m.s also very evident. 

It ~as not the nation nbich refused to do battle with the 

Syrian armies o~ t he Sabbath; They were individuals. It nae 

not the nation which continued t~ rite of circumcision, 

contrary to the la\'.' of Antiochus; they were individual.a. 

It was not the nation which would rather suffer deat~ than 

give up its sacred Scriptures; they r.ere inclividuals. The 

very tact tl18.t men would sacrifice themselves is a strons 

argument for the contention that tlle important thing 'r."&S 

tnat an individual could stand before the throne of Jehovah 

and knw. that he was doing right, despite v:hat others ot 

his ne.tion said or did. 

The conclusion that we draw froni all this is this, that 

despite the reemphasis by Jeremiah and Ezekiel on the 

personal. relationship and personal responsibility of a man 



with Jehovah, the former idea of Jehovah dealing with 

individuals through the nation was not completely excluded. 

Both were. evident, both wera•appealed to. If the mtion1a 

relationship with Jehovah was not ao it Ehould have been, 

a man was not immediately condemned because he was e part of 

that nation, altho:ugh for most JnJs it was difficult to 

realize it1 he himself was still able to stand before 

Jehovah and plead his own case, repent of his O\\'D sins, 

even if' the nation did not, and receive forgivenes·s, even 

when the nation was condemned. Small ~onder ago.in that so 

yaany Jews were ~l:!,8er to hear more frCJD the lips of Jesus 

who , ! ught ' that same doctrine ot peruoml responsibility. 

What· the Jewish people OY:e Jeremiah and Ezekiel tor 
" 

this reemphasis of the individua1 is beyond human ability 

to fully appreciate. '\"/hat comfort or consolation coui<l the 

Jew have today if' his relationship with Jehoveh still 

depended upon the relationship that the entire nation had.­

vi th Jehovah'/ The ?ei"J bs;d le"rned that J'ehovah deals 

Tlith man as an individual.. · 

.. 
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. III. The Attitude Toward the Law ot Jehovah 

We have pointed out so far that Jehovah, f ollor;ing the 

period of national idolatry preceding the Exile, again be­

came the focal point in the Jewish lite, so that His position 

as the one God, the all-wise and all-me~cif'ul Father~ both for 
l • I \ , • I 

the individual Jew as well as tor the J9tish nation, could not 
I 

be taken by any other deity, no matter what the consequences 

of their loyalty might be. We are now interested in shQV11ing 

how the Jew showed his loyalty to Jehovah. There were num­

erous wqs in which such loyalty could be shown1 by the Jew's 

regularity in temple worship, by his sacrifices, by his prqers, 

by his exemp_lary life, and the like. But all these are only 

symptoms or methods which stemmed from one great principle. 

That principle was obedience to the Law which Jehovah had 

given to His people, by which they were to regulate their 

lives, whiohwas their guide in living lives pleasing to 

Jehovah. Jehovah had gi van this Law to Hoses, and ?.toses 

had passed it on to them. f n writing. ~erence to this 

Law was the deciding factor which determined where the 

Jn stood in the eyes of Jehovah. Therefore strict 

conformity to the Law was the prime requisite in Jewish 

lif'e. 



It was not always ao4, In the yeara before the. Babylonian 

exile, . the Law was almost entirel3 41areprded·s the Jen 

ciurirJS this period discarded the demands ot the Law to the 

extent that their every acti-on was a transgression of thia 

Law. In chapte,r I we noted a number of these transgressions. 

In Jeremiah w, find a complete oatalosue ot the sine of the 

people. It will not be -neceasary here to go through this 

complete list, but we f~el that,. in order to get some in­

sight into the lawless condition of the Jewish people up 

till the tall ot ·Jeru~alam, the more important of these sins 

should be mentioned. 

The people among whom Jeremiah :worked had been trained 

to kn~ the will of Jehovah • . Despite t.he .tearful~ irre­

ligious condition of the Jewish people at .this time, they 

were still kept e~ough in touch with the Law that they 

knew, even if they would not &dmit .it, w)J.at .,,as displeasi?Jg 

to Jehovah. Their ohlet faili-ng ,was loveless~s~, b9th tor 

Jehovah as well as f~ ~heir fellowmen. Lovelessness was 

a complete transgression ot ~oth~ables of the Law. This 

lovelessn,ss tar Jehovah resulted in idolatry, discus~ed in . . 
chapter I, forsaking of the S&bbath Day, treated in Jeremiah 

17, and rejecti014 _of, t}J.e Word of the Lord, as. in Jer.6,101 

n • • • l>ehold, the word of'. the Lord is unto them a reproachl 

they have no delight in it.n i'he woe ·ot Jeremiah, the heart­

ache and soul-sea.ring pain which he felt, ia readily under­

stood when we s~e how completely the people had forsaken 
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everything that even reminded :them of love to J.ehoY&h. 

Such God-leasneas immediately showed ttaelt in sins committed 

against their fellow Jews~ Here the aata1ogue beoomes blaok 

with transgression·. A •n was no longer able t~ speak the 

truth to his neighbors •And they bend their tongues like 

their bow tor lies: but they are not valiant tor the truth 

upon the earth • • • they' have taught their tongue to apeak 

lies ••• 111, Deceitfulness filled the hearts ot the: peopl·ea 

•Their tongue is an arrow ahot out1 it apeaketh deceits one 

speaketh peaceably to his neighbor •with hfa mouth, but in 

heart -he layeth his. "lra.it.•2 There was no longer any regard 

for the life ot ·others, not even on••s own children: •They 

have built also the high places of Baal, to burn their 

sons with fire fa,: burnt otteril188 unto Baal••• •3 alaoa 

•Therefore thus saith the Lord of the men of•Amthoth, 

that seek tll1" life, saying, "Prophesy not in the name of 

the Lord, that thou die not by our -hand-. •4 The death of 

another was no barrier if it meant tba~ they would no longer 

hear the words of Jehovah. · Everyone lived for ·himself, re­

gard:l:ng not the needs of his neighbors 11They. are waxen fat, 

they shines yea, they overpass the deeds of the wicked• they 

judge not the oauae 1 the ·oause of the fatherless, yet they 

prosper, · and the rigllt of the needy to they not judge. 116 

1. J'er.9,3-0. 
2. Jer.91 a. 
3. J'er.19, 5. 
'-• J'er.191 6. 
6. Jer.5, ·2a. 


