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36 In the fourth year of Judah’s King Jehoiakim, Josiah’s son, this word came to Jeremiah 
from the Lord: 2 Take a scroll and write in it all the words I have spoken to you concerning 
Israel, Judah, and all the nations from the time of Josiah until today. 3 Perhaps when the 
people of Judah hear about every disaster I intend to bring upon them, they will turn from 
their evil ways, and I will forgive their wrongdoing and sins. 4 So Jeremiah sent for Baruch, 
Neriah’s son. As Jeremiah dictated all the words that the Lord had spoken to him, Baruch 
wrote them in the scroll. 5 Then Jeremiah told Baruch, “I’m confined here and can’t go to the 
Lord’s temple. 6 So you go to the temple on the next day of fasting, and read the Lord’s words 
from the scroll that I have dictated to you. Read them so that all the people in the temple can 
hear them, as well as all the Judeans who have come from their towns. 7 If they turn from their 
evil ways, perhaps the Lord will hear their prayers. The Lord has threatened them with fierce 
anger.” 8 Baruch, Neriah’s son, did everything the prophet Jeremiah instructed him: he read 
all the Lord’s words from the scroll in the temple. 
  
21 The king sent Jehudi to take the scroll, and he retrieved it from the room of Elishama the 
scribe. Then Jehudi read it to the king and all his royal officials who were standing next to the 
king. 22 Now it was the ninth month,[a] and the king was staying in the winterized part of the 
palace with the firepot burning near him. 23 And whenever Jehudi read three or four columns 
of the scroll, the king would cut them off with a scribe’s knife and throw them into the firepot 
until the whole scroll was burned up. 24 Neither the king nor any of his attendants who heard 
all these words were alarmed or tore their clothes. 25 Elnathan, Delaiah, and Gemariah begged 
the king not to burn the scroll, but he wouldn’t listen to them. 
27 The Lord’s word came to Jeremiah after the king had burned the scroll containing the words 
written by Baruch at Jeremiah’s dictation: 28 Get another scroll and write in it all the words 
that were in the first scroll that Judah’s King Jehoiakim burned. 
  
31 The time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the people of 
Israel and Judah. 32 It won’t be like the covenant I made with their ancestors when I took 
them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt. They broke that covenant with me even 
though I was their husband, declares the Lord. 33 No, this is the covenant that I will make with 
the people of Israel after that time, declares the Lord. I will put my Instructions within them 
and engrave them on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. 34 They will 
no longer need to teach each other to say, “Know the Lord!” because they will all know me, 
from the least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord; for I will forgive their wrongdoing and 
never again remember their sins.  - Common English Bible 

On Wednesday night we read the call of Jeremiah at evening prayer.  I try to select a 

bridging passage for our reflection at these mid-week prayer services.  Last Sunday we heard of 

the call of the prophet Isaiah, this Sunday a few moments from the ministry of the prophet 

Jeremiah.  So… the call of Jeremiah for Wednesday night seemed just right.  One of our 

participants reflected that he suspects God is calling all of us, all the time, the only question is 

whether or not we’re listening.  This, I think, is an excellent lens through which to reflect on 
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this week’s scripture— the persistence of God’s word or call.  Our kindred in the United Church 

of Christ remind us that God is still speaking, and that is precisely what comes through to me 

from the pages of Jeremiah.   

Nevertheless, God persists.   

You might be wondering why we read from chapter 36 before reading from chapter 31. The 

Book of Jeremiah is not arranged chronologically.  The oracle delivered in chapter 31, one of 

the most famous of all prophetic oracles, was delivered after the events recalled in chapter 36.  

This powerful affirmation of the word of God being etched onto the hearts of believers, these 

words were spoken to the Judeans left behind, having survived the slaughter of many and the 

carrying off of their leaders into Babylon. But the story we have in 36 is before the final 

conquest of Jerusalem.   

Our reading begins “In the fourth year of Judah’s King Jehoiakim….”  that probably 

doesn’t mean to much to you, but to historical scholars in means a lot.  It precisely locates the 

story in history.  What we know about the 4th year of this king, the corrupt son of one of the 

most faithful kings in Judah’s history, King Josiah, what we know about the 4th year of King 

Jehoiakim’s reign is that Babylon has defeated Egypt in a battle in northern Syria, clearing the 

way for the conquest of Judah.  Last week Assyria was pressing in.  Assyria has been overtaken 

by Babylon and now Babylon is pressing in.  The people of Judah were well acquainted with 

invasion and war.   

Jeremiah’s ministry began during the reign of Josiah, a king who discovered a scroll with 

the teachings of Deuteronomy and was stirred to great sorrow and penance and sought to 

initiate reform.  His son, Jehoiakim, did not share his zeal for the word and will of God. 

Jeremiah was delivering direct messages from God for twenty years by the time our story today 

unfolds.  God kept reaching out to God’s people— through words recorded on scrolls hundreds 

of years before, through words on a prophet’s lips— God kept speaking.  Even when kings 

would lead the people astray.  Even when injustice reigned in the land.  Even when everyone 

appeared to live in flagrant disobedience God kept speaking.  Sometimes God spoke of terrible 

outcomes to their unfaithfulness. Often God was calling the people to return, to return to the 

love of God above all else, manifest in care for the widow and orphan, food for the hungry, 

justice for the oppressed.   

God kept speaking.  
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But people weren’t listening.   

God tells Jeremiah to write down everything that God has said to and through him for the 

past twenty years.  That’s where our story begins today.  He calls the scribe Baruch to come to 

him and dictates twenty years worth of oracles.  I have trouble remembering what I preached 

last week.  I can’t imagine how hard this must have been.  It’s not obvious in the excerpts we 

read from today, but the scroll is complete and delivered late in the 5th year of Jehoiakim’s 

rule.  It probably took a long time to dictate and write all those words from God down, but also 

it may have been that the prophet was waiting  for an opportune moment to deliver the scroll.  

Remember why God wanted him to do this, God said “Perhaps when the people of Judah hear 

about every disaster I intend to bring upon them, they will turn from their evil ways, and I will 

forgive their wrongdoing and sins.” Even now, even as more disaster is encroaching upon 

them, God wants to turn things around.  God wants to forgive.  Perhaps, God thinks, if they see 

it’s all in writing, if they hear it all at once, they’ll listen, they’ll return.  So it doesn’t seem 

accidental that the prophet chooses to deliver the word to the people on a day when a fast was 

declared.  This was a day when people were likely to be at the temple, seeking to right their 

relationship with God.  Surely this would be an opportune time.   

Jeremiah can’t go.  Probably 20 years of delivering hard messages from God had left him 

quite vulnerable.  He was likely in hiding.  If you keep reading Jeremiah you’ll see he suffers 

plenty for the word he delivers.  God bless Baruch who not only writes the scroll but is willing 

to deliver it, in public, no matter what the cost may be.  First the scroll is read to the people in 

the temple, and some of the king’s officials overhear and they are troubled.  They feel the king 

needs to hear this… whether they thought this was seditious and needed the king’s attention, or 

thought it was true and thus needed the king’s attention, we don’t know.  We know they were 

troubled and they made sure the scroll made it to the king.  They confirm with Baruch that this 

scroll was dictated by Jeremiah, that it is a word from God.  And then they deliver the scroll to 

the king.  

The king is unmoved by the reading.  He coldly uses a scribe’s knife to shred the scroll and 

throws it into the fire bit by bit.  When his father found the scroll of Deuteronomy he tore his 

clothes and grieved.  His son just decides to feed his winter’s fire.   

God was still speaking.  

But the king wasn’t listening.   
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The king probably thought with his knife and fire that he had effectively silenced God, but 

God orders Jeremiah to write it all down again.   

Nevertheless, God persists.   

And after all the horrible things that God had declared through Jeremiah, all the 

destruction foretold came to pass, and Jerusalem is in ruins, the temple a pile of rubble, the 

backbone of the nation broken, only the poor and dispossessed left in the land under the rule of 

people appointed by Babylon, Jeremiah chooses to stay with the remnant of Judah even though 

he could have been more comfortable in Babylon.  He stays because God is still speaking in this 

land and to these people.  And he speaks of a new covenant, one not written on tablets or 

scrolls, but written on hearts.  Even though God’s people had broken covenant with God, again, 

and again, and again… God so wants to maintain the relationship that God plans to plant God’s 

word deep within God’s people, so that all people can know and love God directly.   

Friends, we believe that God made good on this promise through the sending of Jesus and 

the gift of the Spirit.  We speak of Jesus as the new covenant every time we gather at Christ’s 

table.  God’s word is in us.  God persists in speaking to us and through us.  In a moment in 

history when it is hard to know what is true, when so many voices are demanding our 

attention, it can distract us from God’s word to us.  But I hope in the season of Advent ahead 

we can make time and space to connect with the word of God engraved on our hearts, to let the 

word be born in us anew, so that we can live love in powerful ways no matter what may come.   

Nevertheless God persists.  Let us persist too.   

Source in addition to scripture that significantly influenced this sermon:  
Amy Robertson and Robert Williamson. “Episode 211: The Power of the Word (Jeremiah 36 

and 31)” on the Bible Worm podcast, https://www.biblewormpodcast.com/e/episode-211-
the-power-of-the-word-jeremiah-36-and-31/
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