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Jeremiah 1.4-10:
‘Lost and Found’ in Translation
and a New Interpretation*

ESTHER H. ROSHWALB
New York, USA

Abstract

Jeremiah 1.4-10 presents the first encounter between God and Jeremiah, an encounter
which results in Jeremiah’s commission to be a prophet of God. The text is characterized
by two literary devices: (1) the use of stereotypical expressions, which have led exegetes
to treat vv. 4-10 as ‘the call proper’ of Jeremiah’s commission, and (2) the presence of
two guiding themes—namely, verbal skill and physical strength. These themes highlight
Jeremiah’s qualifications as God’s prophet, compel the reader to heed the text’s content,
and prepare him/her for the next two dialogues, which this article claims constitute
Jeremiah’s true call to the prophetic mission. The aims of this article are: to present
detailed philological and thematic analysis of vv. 4-10; to evaluate the contributions of
multiple translations to our understanding of the text and to offer a new translation; and to
show that this text does not fulfill the requirements of ‘a call proper’ to Jeremiah. These
insights dispel any remaining confusion about the meaning of Jeremiah’s call proper.

Keywords: Word of God, hand of God, verbal skills, physical strength, warrior, prophet.

Jeremiah 1.4-10 presents the first direct encounter between God and
Jeremiah, an encounter which resulted in Jeremiah’s commission to be
a messenger-prophet of God (Jer. 30.3; 36.1-3, 28, 32). The text is

*  This study is dedicated to the memory of my teacher Professor Cyrus H. Gordon.
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characterized by two literary devices usually found in call narratives:
(1) stereotypical expressions, and (2) the presence of two guiding themes.

The stereotypical expressions are: direct divine confrontation with
Jeremiah (' 727); Jeremiah’s prenatal predestination (Jb22 T7'K");
Jeremiah’s objection (7M1721777); God’s commission to Jeremiah and his
reassurance (7177 MMOW); the symbolic touch of the hand of God on
Jeremiah’s mouth (' 77); the office—a messenger-prophet of God; the
mission—a prophet to the nations (2™21> %'21); and the charge—to
rebuke and to comfort the nations (2r351 m"21719). These elements have
led exegetes to treat vv. 4-10 as ‘the call proper’ of Jeremiah’s com-
mission to be a prophet.! My claim in this article is that these expressions
do not fulfill the requirements of ‘a call proper’ to be a prophet of God.
Rather, in my opinion, these verses serve here as an introduction to
Jeremiah’s call proper, their purpose being only to authenticate
Jeremiah’s word and affirm his authority to speak in God’s name.>

The two guiding themes present in Jeremiah 1 are verbal skill (727)
and physical strength (7P, 15w, 757). These two guiding themes are

1. John Bright, Jeremiah: Introduction, Translation and Notes (AB; New York:
Doubleday, 1965), pp. 3-8; Robert P. Carroll, Jeremiah: A Commentary (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1986), pp. 89-111; P.C. Craigie, P.H. Kelley and J.F. Drinkard, Jr,
Jeremiah (WBC, 26; Dallas: Word Books, 1991), pp. 1-18; William L. Holladay,
Jeremiah: A Fresh Reading (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1990), pp. 8-24, and Jeremiah. 1.
Chapters 1-25 (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), pp. 20-46; Abraham
Malamat, ‘Jeremiah Chapter 1: About the Problem of Prophetic Dedication and Prophetic
Visions’, [yunim 21 (Jerusalem: Jewish Agency Publication, 1943), pp. 12-95 (Hebrew);
William McKane, Jeremiah: Introduction and Commentary (ICC; 2 vols.; Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1986), I, pp. 6-25; Bruce M. Metzger and Roland E. Murphy (eds.),
Jeremiah (The New Oxford Annotated Bible; New York: Oxford University Press,
1991), p. 961; John A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah (Michigan: Eerdmans, 1980),
pp. 143-58, and ‘The Book of Jeremiah’, in IDB, V, pp. 798-99. For further details on
call narratives, see N.C. Habel, ‘The Form and Significance of the Call Narratives’, ZA W
77 (1965), pp. 297-323, and Malamat, ‘Jeremiah Chapter 1°, pp. 18-35. By employing a
similar language as for the call of Moses, Jeremiah may also claim that he is standing in
the prophetic succession of Moses. See Rashi on Jer. 1.5, under the words 2™ 8™23. For
extended bibliography on the common pattern of commissioning of both prophets, see
Holladay, Jeremiah: A Fresh Reading, p. 19.

2. An authority that both he and his hearers needed since the prophet is not only
God’s messenger to the people, but also their mediator before God. They need to believe
that his words are divine. See Exod. 3.13; 4.1; 19.9. On the conflict between true and
false prophets over the polemical issues of authority, see Jer. 23 and 27-28, and Tsemah
Tsimrion, ‘How to Differentiate Between True and False Prophets?’, Bet Mikra 99
(1984), pp. 334-51 (Hebrew).
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repeated throughout this encounter between God and Jeremiah. Their
prevalence throughout this dialogue demonstrates a clear understanding
between God and Jeremiah and highlights the skills required of Jeremiah
to qualify as a messenger-prophet of God. This repetition of themes
compels the reader to heed fully the text’s content and prepares him/her
for the next two dialogues (Jer. 1.11-14), dialogues which I claim consti-
tute Jeremiah’s true call to the prophetic mission.?
The aims of the present study are:
1. To present detailed philological and thematic analysis of vv. 4-
10 as we contrast the biblical text (BT)* with several translations:
Targum Jonathan (TJ),” an Arabic translation (AT),® several
English translations (ET 1-8),” and a French translation (FT).?
2. To evaluate the contributions of these translations to our under-
standing of the BT and to offer a new translation / interpretation
for Jer. 1.4-10.
3. To show that this text does not fulfill the requirements of ‘a call
proper’ to Jeremiah to be a messenger-prophet of God in spite of
all the stereotypical expressions found here.

Analysis of Verses 4-10

The dialogue’s opening statement in v. 4, 85 "8 71 727 71, which is
related in first person by Jeremiah, is notable in two ways: first, by its
structure, in which the last word, K7, is added to the first part of the

3. For the analysis of Jeremiah’s visions, see E.H. Roshwalb, ‘Build-Up and Climax
in Jeremiah’s Visions and Laments’, in M. Lubetski, C. Gottlieb and S. Keller (eds.),
Boundaries of the Ancient Near Eastern World: A Tribute to Cyrus H. Gordon
(JSOTSup, 273; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), pp. 111-35.

4. Jeremiah: Biblical Anthology with 32 Commentaries (New York: Pardes
Publishing House, 1951 [Hebrew]), IX, p. 95.

5. Jeremiah: Biblical Anthology with 32 Commentaries, IX, p. 95.

6. The Holy Book: Jeremiah (Arabic New Van Dyck Bible; The Bible Society of
Egypt, 5th edn, 2003 [Arabic]), p. 797.

7. For convenience, the original Biblical Text (BT) and its various translations
referred to in this study can be found in the Appendices to this study. Several English
translations are referenced in the course of the present discussion (full details of which
appear in n. 1): ET 1 =J. Bright; ET 2 = J.A. Thompson; ET 3 = W. McKane; ET 4 =
W.L. Holladay (Hermeneia); ET 5 = Craigie, Kelley and Drinkard; ET 6 = The
Interpreter’s Bible (= KJV); ET 7 = R.P. Carroll (= RSV); ET 8 = The New Oxford
Annotated Bible (= NRSV).

8. Jérémie, La Bible: Edition bilingue, traduction frangaise sous la direction du
Grand Rabbin Zadoc Kahn (Paris: Libraire Colbo, 1967), p. 739.
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verse ("8 ' 127 M), and second, by its syntax, wherein the first word
M includes a waw consecutive and an auxiliary verb 777.

This structure seems redundant since both phrases convey the impart-
ing of God’s word to Jeremiah. Moreover, this structure is repeated four
times in the opening chapters of the book (1.4, 11, 13; 2.1). The book of
Jeremiah contains many other statements in which only the first part of
the verse is used (e.g. Jer. 2.4; 3.1, 6, 11; 6.6; 9.16, 22 etc.). Why is this
statement repeated four times in this form in a sequential order, and why
only here in the opening chapters?

The key to understanding these repeated introductory statements can
be established by an accurate analysis of the word 1M (the waw consecu-
tive and the auxiliary verb i177), which conveys successive and persisting
events. The auxiliary verb 177 (as in the Aramaic X177 and Arabic (\S),
can be rendered as: D™PNT, ‘to exist’; DMOK X2 X2, “to be’; 7P, ‘to
occur’; MY, ‘to become’; WM, ‘comes to pass’.’ The waw con-
secutive can be rendered as: ‘then’, ‘when’, ‘that’, ‘while’, ‘so’, ‘for’,
depending upon the specific context and according to basic syntax.
However, some scholars overlook these alternative meanings of the waw
consecutive and translate it in general as ‘and’ (v. 4: ‘and the word of the
Lord came to me saying’). Some scholars even choose to drop the waw
and the auxiliary verb altogether.'

In addition to the meaning of the word "1™ in this opening statement,'!
the purpose of its emphatic fourfold repetition in the first two chapters of
the book is to authenticate Jeremiah’s claim to speak in God’s name, and
to reveal the text’s literary unity.'> Both the repetition and the structure

9. See BDB, pp. 224-27. See also the AT, which renders the first word as cuil<s, ‘used
to’ (see J.M. Cowan [ed.], Arabic—English Dictionary [The Hans Wehr Dictionary of
Modern Written Arabic; Ithaca, NY: Spoken Language Services, 1994], p. 809). See
Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and
the Midrashic Literature (2 vols.; New York: Pardes Publishing House, 1950), I, p. 338.
The conventional translation of every waw into English ‘and’, or the dropping of the
word "M, results both in redundancy and in the misrepresentation of the meaning of the
Hebrew text.

10. For waw consecutive, see BDB, pp. 253-54. FT and ET 1-4 omit this word; ET 5
translates ‘and’; ET 6 translates ‘then’; ET 7-8 have ‘now’. TJ translates this word as
X171 and AT has cuilss, retaining both the waw and the verb 1177, which render them the
most accurate translations of the opening statement. Note also that in the AT this waw is
translated to s, the strongest form of the conjunction. See BDB, p. 254.

11. Usually this statement appears in the Bible as a conventional opening statement
to convey the occurrence of successive events. See Gen. 21.1; Est. 1.1.

12. If each use of "M is translated according to its specific context, it is possible to
maintain the unity of the text while demonstrating the succession and persistence of
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are deliberately used here, since they have distinct functions; they disclose
that Jeremiah’s encounters and conversations with God were continuous
experiences throughout his life."® They also indicate that Jeremiah’s
experience was not merely that of listening to a voice. In contrast with
the false prophet who receives his revelation in a dream, Jeremiah as a
true prophet retains his full power of consciousness;'* he is able to
challenge God rather than suppress his feelings.'> Heschel asserts that:

In prophetic inspiration...the knowledge and presence of Him who imparts
the message is the central, staggering fact of awareness. There is a certainty of
having experienced the impingement of a personal Being, of another [; not an
idea coming from nowhere or from a nameless source, but always a commu-
nication reaching him from the most powerful Subject of all, confronting the
prophet, who is responsive and often participates in the act. Structurally, it
may be described as a subject-subject-relationship.'¢

The phrase T 727 has several meanings of which one is prophecy or
vision: 1771, N2 (2 Sam. 7.17; Jer. 18.18; Amos 3.8). In TJ it is clearly
stated as TN123 0212, ‘word of prophecy’. The word 72%5 usually has the
meaning: ‘thatis’, ‘to say’, ‘to wit’, ‘namely’, ‘saying’. It can also mean
‘commanding’ as in Aramaic 75,17

Since the word of the Lord comes to the prophet unexpectedly'® and
repeatedly, I suggest that the proper English version of the first
dialogue’s opening statement in v. 4 should read:

1t happened that the word of prophecy came to me from God, commanding.*®

God’s appearances to Jeremiah. Hence the first opening statement in v. 4 should read: ‘/¢
happened that the word...commanding’; the second opening statement in v. 11 should
read: ‘Then...asking’; the third statement in v. 13 should read: ‘When...came to me, a
second time asking’; and the fourth statement in 2.1 should read: ‘But, the word of the
Lord came to me also saying’. See also Roshwalb, ‘Build-Up and Climax’, p. 116. Some
scholars translate each statement as ‘and the word...’, resulting in the fragmentation of
the text. They then question whether there is any literary or historical connection among
these opening statements.

13. Moses Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook,
1957 [Hebrew]), 11, Chapter 45, p. 262. See also Jer. 25.3; Isa. 50.4; Amos 7.15.

14. A.J. Heschel, The Prophets (2 vols.; New York: Harper Torch Books, 1062), 11,
pp. 147-205

15. Heschel, The Prophets, 1, p. 26.

16. Heschel, The Prophets, 11, p. 169 (emphasis original).

17.  Abraham Even Shoshan, The New Dictionary (3 vols.; Jerusalem: Qiryat Sefer,
1949 [Hebrew]), I, pp. 201, 263; 11, p. 577.

18. See Heschel, The Prophets, 11, pp. 192 and 211. See also Num. 11.23;23.3-4, and
23.16.
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Jeremiah indicates in this opening statement that he immediately
perceived that ' 727 is prophecy (as TJ maintains, 78121 0X12). He thus
prepares the reader to expect in the following verses the typical charac-
teristics of a call to prophecy such as the prenatal predestination of the
prophet. Jeremiah consequently continues to report in v. 5 that God
suddenly informed him that he was known to God before he was created,
that he was singled out by God already before birth, and that he was
destined to be an emissary of God to the nations:

TOWTPT DM REN 002 THYT P22 T8 002
TR o™ 8

This verse is notable for its poetic structure, known as synthetic
parallelism (i.e. the second hemistich adds to the first). Recognizing
parallelism as a poetic device can aid in understanding or interpreting a
passage. Specific words that may be ambiguous or used in unusual ways
can be clarified or more narrowly defined by seeing them in the context
of a parallel structure. The first two hemistiches in v. 5 each consist of
four words with an athnah? at the end of the second hemistich, while the
last line has only three words. However, all three hemistiches end with
Hebrew verbs that have the same rhyme (702, T0WPT, TNYTY). In the
first hemistich we are told that Jeremiah was predestined to be a prophet
before he was even created in the belly?' and the second hemistich adds
that before he was born he was set apart for the same task. The question
is: how do the different verbs enhance each other? Do they really convey
two different ideas or only one?

A survey of the various translations shows that the first term 7" is
generally rendered as ‘I knew you’, while the term ©7P is given a host of
different translations, resulting in much confusion. AT translates the first

19. Seealso Jer. 1.7. TI’s translation of v. 4 is the most precise: ]2 TN121 2IND MM
M MY 71 07p, ‘It happened that the word of prophecy from before God came to me
commanding’. Note in comparison to the English translation in Robert Hayward, The
Aramaic Bible. X11. The Targum of Jeremiah (Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1987),
p. 46: “And the word of prophecy from before the Lord was with me, saying’ (emphasis
added, here too the first word ™ is missing).

20. That is, a distinctive accent in the Hebrew Bible, representing a pause or
semicolon.

21. Note that the AT uses the word ¢l ) s, a more sophisticated word for the biblical
T7%", ‘I created you’, which can also mean ‘to imagine, to fancy, to conceive, to think”,
thus intensifying the idea that Jeremiah was predestined to be a prophet even before he
was conceived. See Cowan (ed.), Arabic—English Dictionary, p. 619.
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term as <a e, ‘to get to know, to recognize, to perceive, to be aware, to
be acquainted’, and the second as i3, “to hallow, to sanctify’. So too FT,
ET 6, 7 and 8 give the same meaning as the Arabic, that is, ‘I knew you’
and ‘I sanctified you’ (or ‘consecrated you’). ET 2 and 4 render the first
term, ‘I knew you’, and the second, ‘I set you aside’ (or ‘apart’). ET 4
renders the first as ‘I knew you’ and the second as ‘I dedicated you’. ET
1 and 3 render the first term as ‘I chose you’ or ‘singled you out’ and the
second as ‘I set you apart’. The TJ translation does not entirely convey
the true meaning of these verbs in the Hebrew text since it renders the
first term as ‘I established you’ (JRPnR) and the second term as ‘I
appointed you’ (T3727). To complicate matters further, the translators
propose in their commentaries that the meaning of the second verb ‘I set
you apart’ (or ‘singled you out’) refers to a sacred task. However, there is
no indication in the entire Hebrew Bible that the prophet himself or his
mission are considered to be sacred. Even Moses, the master of all
prophets, was but a plain man. So far, the questions posed above remain
unanswered.

The key to answering these questions will be found in v. 6, in
Jeremiah’s reply to God, which shows that Jeremiah fully comprehended
God’s words to him. Jeremiah’s reply demonstrates that there are indeed
two distinct reasons, appearing in a parallel order to God’s words to him
inv. 5, for selecting Jeremiah to be a prophet. As mentioned above, the
two different rhyming verbs in the parallel hemistich are TT27" and
TP, With the first verb, 707 (‘I knew you’), which conveys also
the meaning ‘to know a person thoroughly, to perceive him intellectu-
ally, to recognize him’ as well as ‘to choose him’, God indicates that
Jeremiah is a suitable man for the task of prophecy, because Jeremiah
(like Abraham in Gen. 18.19, where the same verb is used) will faithfully
deliver God’s words of prophecy. This verb thus refers to Jeremiah’s
potential rhetorical and poetical skills, the first required attribute for the
task.?> With the second verb, TP (‘I set you apart”), which conveys
also the meaning ‘set you apart’ as for war or to be a ‘warrior’, that is, ‘I
set you apart for a specific purpose, to be a warrior-prophet’. This verb
thus refers to Jeremiah’s potential physical ability, which is the second

22. See BDB, p. 394. See 2 Sam. 7.20; 1 Chron. 17.18. See also Jer. 12.3, in which
the words D7 and WP appear together. For an elaboration of the meaning of the term
U7, see Heschel, The Prophets, 1, pp. 57-60, as well as McKane (Jeremiah, p. 6), who
renders TNYT" as ‘single you out’, since Y7" is synonymous with M2 (‘choose’), as in
Amos 3.2.
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characteristic required for the task of prophecy.* As we shall see below
inv. 6, these two requirements (skill in rhetorical speaking and physical
strength) will be confirmed as the two essential characteristics that allow
Jeremiah to meet the challenges of ‘a prophet to the nations’. The Eng-
lish translation of v. 5 can now be rendered as:

Before I formed you in the belly 7 knew you (for your verbal skills) and before
you were born / set you apart (as for war). I appointed you a prophet to the
nations.

Although TJ’s translations of these two verbs differ from the BT and do
not indicate why Jeremiah was predestined to be a prophet before his
birth. TJ does add a few words to this verse that may shed some light on
the interpretation of the verse:

2157 D3 PL 23 TN ROV RO RS TYY PO 7000 T2 RO W
piabiaNyalalip

Before I created you from the womb I established you, and before you came
into the world I appointed you; [ designated you to be a prophet who will
make the nations drink a cup of cursing.

The additional words ‘I designated you to be a prophet who will make
the nations drink a cup of cursing’® show clearly that Jeremiah was
appointed to be a rebuking prophet to the nations. The astonished
Jeremiah indeed knows that the task of a prophet to deliver God’s word,
'M 227, is dangerous, as is indicated in Jer. 18.18:

DM DY T8 T8 TIRA K’ D M2 1Y S n2en 125 18T
1127 52 58 2Py H81 11b2 17231 125 80231 2T

So they said: ‘Come then, let us devise devices against Jeremiah, since
instruction will not perish from the priest, nor counsel from the wise, nor
word from the prophet. Let us smite him with the tongue and not listen to all
his words.’

23. BDB, pp. 872-73. Note especially Mic. 3.5, in which the words ‘prophet’ and U7p
with the meaning of ‘war’ appear together in the same verse. In the book of Jeremiah,
there are several examples of this term referring to preparation for war: 6.4; 22.7 and
51.27-28 (cf. Joel 4.9; Isa. 13.3). Most commentators translate the term TP as
‘consecrate’, that is, ‘to dedicate solemnly to a sacred commitment’. See also Yechezkel
Kaufman, The History of the Religion of Israel (8 vols.; Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1952),
II, p. 521.

24. See Jer. 8.14; 9.14; 23.15; 25.15-17; Isa. 51.17 (in contrast to ‘the cup of
blessing’). See also n. 25.
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Jeremiah, therefore, immediately declines the office of a prophet, using a
twofold protest as did Moses.? He speaks, however, not modestly as did
his predecessor, but boldly, adding to the word 127 the word 3,
confirming the idea of the two themes (verbal skill and physical strength
in God’s words, as we shall see below on v. 5), saying in v. 6:

DR D3 7D 72T W R I T 0TI R N

Most translators are aware of the multiple usage and meaning of the
word 7] in the Bible, though they follow Kimbhi in their interpretation of
this word and render it as ‘a child’, ‘a boy’ or ‘a youth’, translating this
verse as: ‘Ah, my Lord Yahweh! Look, I don’t know how to speak. I’'m
only a boy’ (ET 1, 2) or ‘I do not know how to speak for (or because) I
am (only) a youth’ (ET 4, 5, 6, 7, 8; FT has un enfant; AT has Jy Y,
‘for I am a child’). It is interesting to note, on the other hand, that ET 3
not only translates this word as ‘a young man’ but also reverses
Jeremiah’s order of speech (in which he first used the verbal theme, 727,
and then the physical one, 721). ET 3 translates v. 6 as: ‘I replied, Alas!
Lord Yahweh, I am only a young man and have no skill of utterance’.?
In contrast to the above translation, TJ translates the word 7Y as "27,
‘[growing] boy, apprentice’.”” He keeps Jeremiah’s order of speech, but
adds on to Jeremiah’s short and concise answer the following:

TN RIN 27 W TIR2INRD DT RIS D 8T 00N T T bap nanw
17T MY 5V 20 K% 15 8P

But I said: ‘Receive my prayers, O Lord God! See, I do not know how to
prophesy, because I am a youth (or an apprentice) and from my beginning [
have been prophesying trouble and exile upon this people.’

25. Jeremiah’s twofold protest is not unusual; see Exod. 4.10; 1 Kgs 3.7; Judg. 6.15.
The prophet’s protest seems superfluous, since he is confronted by God whose wish will
prevail anyway; see Jer. 20.7; Amos 3.8. The purpose of this argument is, therefore, to
give the prophet a chance to discern between dream and reality. Since he is a counselor
(Jer. 15.19; 23.18) as well as a messenger, he does not hesitate to challenge God’s
intention.

26. 1 wonder why translators take the liberty to excise or transpose the BT. Surely
they know the admonition of Deut. 13.1. Moreover, this suggestion is in contrast to the
literary construction of the biblical text, as will be shown below.

27. Jastrow, 4 Dictionary of the Targumim, 11, p. 1442. See Targum Ongelos to Gen.
37.2, where the same Aramaic word is used in the description ‘Joseph is seventeen years
old’. Since Jeremiah belongs to the priestly family, Ongelos may be thinking of Samuel
the boy-prophet who was also an apprentice in the temple; see 1 Sam. 2.11, 18; 3.1.
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TJ’s addition expresses again the idea that Jeremiah was destined to be a
rebuking prophet especially to his own people, a task that Jeremiah who
loved his people so much definitely did not want to fulfill. As will be
shown below, the various translations in which the word 1) is rendered
as ‘a child or a boy’ and the word "3 as ‘for’ or ‘because’ fail to convey
the full meaning of the biblical text and also do not conform to its lit-
erary construction. This translation implies that Jeremiah expresses only
one objection—°1 do not know how to speak for (or because) I am a
child’—whereas Jeremiah actually expresses two objections.

The athnah under the word 727 in v. 6 shows that Jeremiah expresses
two objections, referring in a parallel fashion to the terms used in God’s
address to him: the first term concerns his verbal skill (7T27"), the
second his physical strength (77W7PT). Jeremiah uses here two stylistic
forms to express his objections. First, Jeremiah senses immediately the
intended meaning of the word 107", He is aware of his lack of experi-
ence in speaking publicly, perhaps especially his inability either to
rebuke the nations (7772317 ™27), particularly his own people, or to com-
fort them (77721713 *727).28 He therefore adds the word 127 to the verb Y
and states quite factually: 127 7" 8, ‘I do not know how to speak’
(‘to prophesy’), that is, ‘I am not experienced in either rebuking or
comforting the nations’.?

Second, Jeremiah understands the meaning of WP as ‘set you
apart as a warrior’ (not ‘set you apart for a sacred task’). He therefore
doubts his combative capability and is convinced that the task is physi-
cally beyond him. Jeremiah knows that a prophet’s destiny is potentially
dangerous, one that attracts hatred and violence. He is well aware of the
task’s responsibilities and the fate of other true prophets who preceded

28. The phrase 71727, ‘prophecy’, conveys two meanings, both ‘rebuke’ and ‘com-
fort’. For the first meaning, see Kimhi on Jer. 1.6, and Rashi on Exod. 7.1, ‘and so every
word of prophecy implies that a man proclaims rebuking words’. The same idea is
expressed negatively in Ezek. 3.26: ‘And your tongue I will glue to your palate and you
will become mute so you will not be a rebuking man unto them’. See also TJ, v. 6, where
Jeremiah says: ‘...and from my beginning I have been prophesying trouble and exile
upon this people’. Actually, the prophet is not only a spokesman to and for the people,
but is also known to rebuke God. See Jer. 12.1; Job 23.4. For the second meaning, ‘to
comfort the people with promises of peace, security and well-being’, see Gen. 37.14; Jer.
32.12; Zech. 9.10; Ps. 122.8.

29. Note that the word D7 appears in the Bible also with the meaning ‘professional’.
See 1 Kgs 3.7; 5.20; 9.27; Amos 5.16. Jeremiah actually says here: ‘I am not skilled in
prophesying’.
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him;* understandably, he is fearful. His conviction that this task
demands a physically strong person, one able to withstand the people’s
attacks against him, gives credence to an alternative translation for the
word 7Y, namely, ‘warrior’.’' Also, the word "2 now has the mean-
ing ‘am 1?” (O%),> which puts the phrase into the form of a question.
This interpretation suggests that Jeremiah is actually asking rhetorically:

IR DD
‘Am I a warrior?’

30. See 1 Kgs 19.10; Neh. 9.26; Jer. 26.20-23.

31. See 1 Chron. 12.28, 5™ 21 ) 1781, in which 127 is a warrior; see also 2 Sam.
2.14; 2 Kgs 19.6. Rambam says: ‘However, they said: “I am a na‘ar”. You know that in
Hebrew Joseph was called na‘ar and he was 30 years old, while Joshua was called naar
and he was about 60°). See Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, 11, Chapter 32, p. 241.
To my knowledge, commentators are aware of the multiple usage and meanings of the
word D) in the Bible (see, e.g., Carroll, Jeremiah, pp. 93-94; and Malamat, ‘Jeremiah
Chapter 1, pp. 26-27), but follow Kimbhi in their interpretation that this word means ‘a
child’, ‘aboy’ or ‘a youth’. They also translate the word "2, as ‘because’ or ‘for’, causing
the passage to read: “I don’t know how to speak, because (or for) I am only a child (or a
youth)’. See Craigie, Kelley and Drinkard, Jeremiah, pp. 7, 10, and others. This meaning
implies that Jeremiah refuses the task because of his youth, thus suggesting that the
prophet raises only one objection, his inability to express himself publicly on account of
his youth. This suggestion may be an appealing one and ‘worthy of saga’, but according
to the text the term’s other meanings, for example, ‘apprentice’ or ‘warrior’, are more
appropriate. Since Jeremiah came from a priestly family, he may have meant that he was
only an apprentice in the house of the Lord and did not deserve such honor (see Exod.
33.11; 2 Sam. 3.1; 2 Kgs 9.4; in all three places the meaning of 1] is ‘apprentice’). Thus
the verse might be read as Jeremiah’s expressing humbly his inadequacy and sense of
himself as a simple man. In contrast, both God’s and Jeremiah’s words indicate that he is
a mature man with an awareness of both the responsibilities and potential dangers of his
mission. If Jeremiah meant to express his objection on account of his youth, he would
have said "2)% JBP "2, as in Amos 7.2, 5, or 1 Kgs 3.7, 8271 NRY D8 ) TOP DI DN,
Why, one might ask, should God want to choose a child to accept such a trying task? I
know of no other biblical example in which a child was appointed to be a messenger-
prophet, and one to all the nations. While Zech. 2.8 also refers to the prophet as 3, there
is no indication there that he was a child. See also the meaning of 72J as ‘soldier’ or
‘servitor’ in Ugaritic literature; cf. C.H. Gordon, Ugaritic Textbook (Rome: Pontificium
Istitutum Biblicum, 1965), p. 445.

32. ON7 (="2?) usually appears at the beginning of a rhetorical question when the
expected answer is negative. See Isa. 36.19. The word "3, according to Resh-Lakish, has
four principal meanings, one of which is "% =0 with an interrogative meaning: ‘am [?°,
‘whether’ or ‘is it?”. The book of Jeremiah abounds in rhetorical questions, including:
2.11,24,31,32;3.1;5.22,29; 7.19; 8.4, 12.5; 13.23; 14.22 and 15.12. It is, therefore,
possible that he used this style here too. See also Job 5.12, in which a rhetorical question
begins with the word OX.
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By rendering the word 73 as ‘warrior’ and posing a rhetorical question,
Jeremiah emphasizes now his physical weakness, in addition to his lack
of rhetorical skill.** Jeremiah’s twofold protest demonstrates not only his
understanding of the prophet’s responsibilities, but also his ability to
challenge authority. Thus the English translation of v. 6 should read as
follows:

But, I said: ‘Alas, Lord God, behold! I do not know how to speak (to
prophesy). Am I a warrior?’

God’s answer to Jeremiah in v. 7, "3R8 D3 RN DR OR T RN, is
rendered according to all the translations as follows: ‘But the Lord said
to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a youth [or “a boy” or a “child”]..."”””’
(see the Appendix). Accordingly, God is repeating Jeremiah’s word as if
stating factually his inability to talk on account of his young age. On the
contrary, in my opinion, God also employs in his answer to Jeremiah in
v. 7 a rhetorical question and uses the same words scornfully. If we
construe the word =80 in v. 7 as ‘ask’,** the translation of this verse
now reads:

D3R DI NA DN DR TR
But God said to me: ‘Do not ask “Am I a warrior?”’

The repetition of Jeremiah’s rhetorical question by God further empha-
sizes that Jeremiah fully understood God’s intention and that God recog-
nized Jeremiah’s physical inadequacy. Nonetheless, God’s message is to
be transmitted through Jeremiah.’® However, now in v. 7, God reverses
the order of speech. He first addresses Jeremiah’s second concern, that of
his physical strength. Then God addresses Jeremiah’s first concern, that

33. The idea of poetical skills and combative strength is not strange to the Bible.
King David was not only a warrior, but also a poet, a musician and a dancer. See C.H.
Gordon, The Common Background of Greek and Hebrew Civilizations (New York: W.W.
Norton, 1962), p. 299.

34. SeeGen. 16.13;18.17;21.7;43.27,29; 46.33; Exod. 3.13; Deut. 20.8; Isa. 49.21;
Jer. 1.11, 13; Ps. 79.10; Job 7.4; 9.12; Est. 6.6; to cite some biblical examples in which
the word R suggests the meaning ‘ask’. Note that all the English translations render
this word as ‘say’ only— ‘Do not say...’—which is tedious and monotonous. Note also
that God’s answer to Moses’ objection is also a rhetorical question (Exod. 4.11). See also
Judg. 6.11, in which the commission is formulated as a direct imperative command and a
rhetorical question in the perfect tense.

35. Ofcourse, Jeremiah is not strong, but is it not God’s modus operandi throughout
the Bible to deliver his strength through a relatively weak servant?
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of his lack of verbal skill. God not only denies Jeremiah the right to
decline becoming a prophet, but also commands him to go to wherever
he will send him and to speak whatever God commands him. Providing
that this "2 in v. 7 is emphatic,* the translation reads:

2270 ISR R D2 0 T7on ook ek Sw by o

Indeed, to wherever I shall send you, you shall go and whatever 1 shall
command you, you shall speak.

God not only rejects Jeremiah’s complaints of physical and verbal
inadequacy, in reverse order, to emphasize the equal importance and
necessity of both themes to the subject matter, but also compels Jeremiah
to accept his prophetic assignment. However, understanding Jeremiah’s
fears, God reassures him accordingly, in a parallel structure of the new
order: first (physical theme), God promises to protect and to rescue him:

T ORY TORMD IR TN D ONENn XM O
Be not afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord.

These words of encouragement to Jeremiah, along with God’s reassur-
ance in Jer. 1.17-19, clearly express that the more appropriate meaning of
the word 71 here is ‘warrior’. Both Rashi and Kimhi associate the gird-
ing of the loins in v. 17, 73712 718N, with speedy and decisive action;
Rashi reads: ‘like a soldier on the eve of battle’ (51 W& 1171 1wH).
Having no choice, Jeremiah prepares himself for battle. He will, how-
ever, fight with words.

Second (verbal theme), God arms Jeremiah with his own words by
performing a transformative action. He touches Jeremiah’s mouth with
his hand, to indicate that it is God’s words that are placed in Jeremiah’s
mouth:

T°92 2T NN T 9N T 0N D DY pan 1T kT o
Then God stretched out his hand and touched my mouth and God said to me:
‘I have put my words (prophecy) in your mouth’ (v. 9).

The symbolic touch of God’s hand on Jeremiah’s mouth has compelled
scholars to conclude their analysis of the first dialogue by claiming that it
brings ‘the call proper’ to a thematic climax. Carroll, for instance, speaks
of ‘the possession and delivery of the divine word at the divine com-

36. See Gordon, Ugaritic Textbook, p. 416. Note also that this "3 appears in the Bible
often after a question implying surprise or deprecation: Gen. 20.9: 1 Sam. 17.26; 22.8;
Isa. 22.1; Job 7.12; 10.5; 13.25; 15.12.
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mand...’¥ However, ‘The hand of God’ does not necessarily play a part
in the actual call to prophecy; it is merely a conventional expression
whose purpose is to validate the words of the one who claims that God
chose him to be a messenger-prophet. Rashi states:

‘The hand of God’: any expression of ‘hand’ that is mentioned in this book
and in all prophetic language connotes ‘force’ since the prophecy overpowers
him against his will as a person who is frenzied.

Note also that TJ omits the word ‘hand’ and renders v. 9 thus:
Then God sent the words of his prophecy and set them in order in my mouth.

God’s twofold assurances (physically and verbally in vv. 8-9) com-
pletely overrule Jeremiah’s objections, implying that Jeremiah now
possesses neither human words nor human strength, but divine ones.*
These assurances, which are characteristic of call narratives, essentially
repeat the commission’s essence. At this point, in v. 10, God defines the
mission’s goal by adding a specific charge:

The mission: mabaan S o™t S M o TR0 RT
See, I have appointed you this day over the nations and over the kingdoms.
The charge: DY M5 01T TN P e

To root out and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.

This command, which contains both destructive and constructive terms,
conveys a message of doom and salvation, as McKane states:

37. See Carroll, Jeremiah, p. 101. See also Malamat, ‘Jeremiah Chapter 1°, pp. 11, 30.

38. Rashion Ezek. 1.3, and see also 1 Kgs 18.46; 2 Kgs 3.15; Isa. 8.11. For the word
7" (‘hand’) being but a symbol, see also Nedarim 1. Other expressions, such as ‘eating the
scroll’, in Ezek. 3.2, suggests the same idea. The image’s action does not take place, in
fact, but simply lends validity to the prophecy. In the case of Ezek. 3.2, Abravanel says
he means that he heard and received and learned it well. See also Num. 11.25. The spirit
which envelopes him does not make him a prophet; see Kaufman, The History of the
Religion of Israel, 11, pp. 522-24, and Heschel, The Prophets, 1, p. 114, and Maimonides,
Guide, 11, Chapter 45, p. 263.

39. Finally, verbal skill and physical strength, as the necessary credentials that
qualify a true prophet to speak in God’s name, are also attested to in Isa. 49.4; Jer. 23.21;
Ezek. 2.8-9; 3.1-3, 7-9, 25-26; Dan. 10.16-19; Job 37.23, and especially, in the conflict
between Micah and the false prophets. In that narrative, Micah says: 12 T8 "228% T8
WD S8H1 1w 2P0 T 7712 R 1M NN (‘But I, truly, am full of power
by the spirit of the Lord, and of judgment, and of might, to declare to Jacob his
transgression and to Israel his sin’, Mic. 3.8). With the words 771221 ©2Lr, Micah means
that it is God-given strength which enables him openly to rebuke his people.
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The true prophet will never secure release from a tension between warning
and promise, demolition and construction. It is a balance which he will have
to maintain, a tug of war which he will have to endure.*’

The table appearing overleaf demonstrates the literary construction of the
two themes in God’s first address to Jeremiah.

The skillfully constructed dialogue reveals a mutual understanding and
close relationship between God and Jeremiah (Jer. 12.3) and fully
supports God’s selection of Jeremiah to the appointed office of prophecy.
Jeremiah’s twofold objection, "23% 103 "2 727 T &Y (‘I do not know
how to speak [prophesy]. Am I a warrior?’), replies directly to the same
two themes (A = verbally, TTY7, and B = physically, TNw7PmT) of
God’s address to him in v. 7. God overrules Jeremiah’s protest,
expressing in the same words and the identical themes, but in a chiastic
order for poetic effect (emphasis and variations), that is, God answers the
last objection (B = physically) first, and the first one (A = verbally) last.
God’s response consists of two parts: (1) God commands Jeremiah to
obey his mission (B1), and to speak (A1), and (2) God encourages
Jeremiah by words (B2) and by a deed (A2) in a parallel arrangement of
the new order. God’s response ends with a description of the office (C),
which includes the mission (C1), in parallel to B1 and B2, indicating the
physical strength needed to confront the nations, and adds the charge
(C2), in parallel to Al and A2, indicating the verbal skill needed to
proclaim God’s words to the nations.*!

In conclusion, I would claim that vv. 4-10 function only as an intro-
duction to Jeremiah’s actual call to office because this text has so far
described merely a public declaration of Jeremiah’s authority to fol-
low in the footsteps of Israel’s other classical messenger-prophets.*

40. McKane, Jeremiah, p. 11.

41. For my new, full translation/interpretation of the biblical text, see Appendix 4.

42. This general declaration of a commission, therefore, anticipates the next, climac-
tic step; in which the prophet experiences a theophany and is commanded to go speak for
a specific cause. A similar observation is found also in Carroll’s commentary (Jeremiah,
p- 101): ‘[T]he story is better read as an account of his commissioning to a specific task:
being a prophet o the nations. This interpretation fits the pattern of the commissioning
narratives and it is more appropriate to describe such accounts as commissions to perform
certain tasks... Being a prophet may be a by-product of obeying such commissions or a
perspective introduced into the stories by the editors, but a “call” does not make a
prophet. What makes a prophet is the possession and delivery of the divine word at the
divine command... The distinction between a commission and a “call” may be regarded
as rather subtle, but a commission is a very specific task whereas a “call” is an
abstraction.” It is obvious from the above that there is confusion among most commenta-
tors as to the exact meaning of the terms ‘commission’ and ‘call’.
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A legitimate prophet is endowed with the divine gifts of both receiving
and imparting the message of revelation. As Heschel states: ‘Prophetic
inspiration involved participation not merely receptivity of communi-
cation’.® However, thus far there is no indication that Jeremiah’s words
are derived solely from the revelation that he has received.* Moreover,
the nature of his mission and the decree (v. 10) are quite obscure:

1. They include all nations, a rather general term;

2. They express contradictory messages: ‘to destroy and to build’,
doom and comfort;*

3. They delineate a long-term goal of the prophet’s commission
and not the immediate, specific one that he expected to hear.*

Yet Jeremiah, who is compelled to deliver a veiled message, remains
silent. The text does not record whether he again protests or whether he
accepts the task. One wonders how it is that such a questioning man has
nothing further to say.*” Jeremiah’s silence speaks for itself.* One senses
not only his doubts that he may be dreaming, or that the people will not
believe his mission, but also his fears that the task is overwhelming,
extremely dangerous and demanding. Jeremiah needs to be reassured:

1. That he is the suitable man, graced with divine skills for the task;

2. That his prophecies will be fulfilled in his lifetime;*

3. That the Caller will identify himself by revealing his name and

uttering an explicit decree.®

43. Heschel, The Prophets, 11, p. 214.

44. Jeremiah admits several times that he stood in the council of God and heard his
words; see Jer. 23.9, 18 and 22.

45. SeeJer. 18.7 and 9 where the same terms are clearly used in a separate mission—
either the one or the other.

46. The general message ‘to build and to destroy’, including all nations, is parallel to
Moses’ in Exod. 3.7-12. Both are intended for ultimate fulfillment, rather than connoting
immediate commission. The prophets always addressed their message to a contemporary
situation. Several scholars also point out that some elements are missing in this narrative,
such as the temporal background for Jeremiah’s call; in particular, no specific case and
decree are pronounced. See Craigie, Kelley and Drinkard, Jeremiah, p. 8, and Carroll,
Jeremiah, p. 101.

47. See,e.g., 1 Sam. 3.10-11; Isa. 6.8 (where both prophets clearly accepted their task).

48. This is in keeping with the biblical artistry, of letting ‘the Divine voice echo
instead of the human voice’. See A. Steinman, ‘The Story of the Binding of Isaac’, in
G. Alkoshy (ed.), Biblical Anthology (Tel-Aviv: Devir Publication, 1954), pp. 48-52
(Hebrew).

49. Otherwise he would be considered a false prophet; Exod. 4.1, 5, 8,9; 19.9; Num.
14.11; Deut. 18.22; Ezek. 13.6-7.
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Although filled with doubt, Jeremiah is prepared to receive divine
revelation through which he will become a prophet. God will reveal to
him a symbol, together with its interpretation, will identify himself by
name and will utter an explicit decree.’! At this point, Jeremiah recounts
the experiences of the two visions which came to him in order to ease his
doubts and to reassure both himself and the reader of the Caller’s
identity. I propose that these two visions, vv. 11-14, followed by the
pronouncement of the will of God, vv. 15-19; 2.1-3, are ‘the call proper’
of Jeremiah to be a messenger-prophet of God.®> They illuminate
Jeremiah’s theophanic experiences gradually, since:

Man must gradually train his intellectual power to achieve the perception of
the Divine, its light increasing as the dawn shines forth.>?

50. Asin the identical experience found in call narratives of the canonical prophets:
Exod. 3.14-22; Isa. 1.9; Ezek. 2.3.

51. Seealso Amos 7.1-9 and 8.1-3. The symbol is the background to the prophecy,
for the essence of prophecy is not a vision, but a revealed interpretation by God himself,
not what the prophet sees but what he hears. See Kaufman, The History of the Religion of
Israel, 11, pp. 510 and 521.

52. For the analysis of Jeremiah’s visions, see Roshwalb, ‘Build-Up and Climax’,
pp. 116-29.

53. Rabbi Bahya Ben Asher, Commentary on the Torah (ed. H.D. Shevel; 3 vols.;
Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1937 [Hebrew]), 1L, pp. 21-22. This is his commentary
on Moses’ first revelation, Exod. 3.1.
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Appendix 4. A New Translation/Interpretation

1t happened that the word of prophecy came to me from God, commanding:
‘Before [ formed you in the belly 7 knew you (for your verbal skills) and before
you were born [ set you apart (as for war). I appointed you a prophet to the
nations.’

ButI'said: ‘Alas, Lord God, behold! I do not know how to speak (to prophesy).
Am I a warrior?’

But God said to me: ‘Do not ask: “Am I a warrior?” Indeed, to wherever I shall
send you, you shall go and whatever I shall command you, you shall speak.
Be not afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord.’

Then God stretched out his hand and touched my mouth and God said to me: ‘7
have put my words (prophecy) in your mouth.

See, I have appointed you this day over the nations and over the kingdoms to
root out and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.’
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