LAMENTATIONS
Intr oduction
Auth or. The author does not identify himself in the book but Jewish tradition attributes it to
Jeremiah. The prescript in the Alexandrian form of the LXX credits Jeremiah with the authorship as
well. Certain internal similarities ("his eyes flow with tears," Jer 9:1, 18; Lam 1:16 and the writer was an
eyewitness of Jerusalem's fall in 586 B. C., Jer 19:9; Lam 2:20; 4:10) also suggest Jeremianic authorship.
Date. Assuming that Jeremiah did indeed compose the work it must have been written within a
fairly nar row tim e frame, between the fall of Jer usalem in 586 an d Jerem iah's move to Egypt 583-58 2 (cf.
Jer 43:1-7). The vivid description s of the siege and fall and the emotion with which they are recorded
indicate that it was written shortly after the events occurred.
Purpose. The book of Lamenta tions is a m ournful di rge of the destr uction of Jerusalem. It ser ves
as a post script to the book of Jeremiah and fully expresses the results of sin. Despite sin's alluring
excitement, it effects only sorrow, grief, pain an d misery. But beyond this personal message th ere is a
historical message for the nation. Throughout the book the author is careful to record the suffering and
destr uction in terms of God's coven ant with t he people, specifically Deuteronomy 28. A brief perusal of
the following quotations/allusions readily demonstrates the relationship between Lamentations and the
covenant. Jeremiah's purpose th en was not onl y to recor d th e effects of sin, but perh aps more impor tantly,
to revea l the char acter of God as on e who is m eticul ously fait hful t o his wor d whether in blessing or
cursing.
Structure. At least three elements of the structure of this book are noteworthy: lament pattern,
acrostic arrangement and chiasmic balance.
Lament Patter n. The book is composed of five separate lam ents or funeral di rges. Thr ough these
Jeremiah laments the tragic "death" of the city. At least two features identify this genre. The first feature
is the use of the word "How" or "Alas" ('ekah) to begin three of the five chapters (Lam 1:1; 2:1; 4:1). This
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word was the characteristic cry of lamentation or exclamation. The second feature that emphasizes the
lament pattern is the rh ythmic patt ern call ed the qinah meter used in the first four chapters. In this
pattern the second half of a line of a verse has one less beat than the first half of the line producing a
hollow effect or a "limping gait." The empty, dark mood created by this form matches the content of the
poem.
Acrostic Arr angemen t. In th e first four cha pters each verse (stanz a) begins with a successive letter
of the Hebrew alphabet. The first chapt er contains 22 verses with t hree lines in each verse. Only the first
line of each verse, however, conforms to the alphabetic arrangement. The second chapter is identical to
the first with the exception th at the ayin and pe (vss. 16 and 17) are interchanged. Chapter three contains
22 stanzas as well but these are divided into 66 verse because each line conforms to the acrostic pattern.
All three lines of each stanza begin with the same letter with the 22 stanzas arranged, again, in alphabetic
order. Chapter four is identical to chapters two and three with the lone exception that each stanza has
only two lines instead of three. As in chapters two and three only the first word of the first line conforms
to the acrostic pattern. Chapter five is not acrostic but does conform in number (22 stanzas) to the
alphabet and thus to the other four ch apters.
The purpose for acr ostic arra ngement is probably to encourage completeness in the expression of
grief. The idea wa s tha t as th e whole of the alphabet had been exhausted so also th e full expression of
grief had been sat isfied. There was not hing mor e left to say.
Chiasmic Balance. The book displays a symmetrical balance with its focal point in chapter three.
Chapters one and five roughly correspond in their overall summaries of the disaster. Chapters two and
four are more explicit narratives of what took place. In chapter three the acrostic form is intensified with
three times the alphabetic arrangement. Within chapter three there is also a chiasmic arrangement in
form and content. The first 21 verses are written in the singular while in 22-47 the plural is utilized.
Verses 48-66 r evert once agai n to the singular . The first and th ird section s of this chapter evidence a
gloomy content while the center section focuses upon the daybreak of God's mercies and compassion.
While th e book explores the pai n of suffering and judgmen t its focus is clear ly upon the hope that issues
from the covenant faithfulness of God even in the darkest days of the nation.
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Message Statement. The grief and suffering of the destruction of Jerusalem was a complete
fulfillment of the curses of the Deuteronomic covenant.
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