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DIVINE AND HUMAN VIOLENCE AND 
DESTRUCTION IN JEREMIAH 20:7-13 1 

SD Snyman2 

ABSTRACT 

Jeremiah 20:7-13 is a cexc presenting the interpreter with a multitude of problems. 
Five main areas of research are briefly highlighted. This paper focuses on the 
interpretation of hamas wasod in Jer 20:8. Eight different interpretations have been 
offered but no conclusive answer to the exact meaning of the phrase has been given 
yet. It is argued that due to the ambiguity and srructural features of the text the 
prophet experienced violence and destruction from the divine side as well as from a 
human side. 

1. INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM 
STATEMENT 

Jeremiah 20:7-13 is a texr presenti\lg us with a multitude of 
problems. Elsewhere (Snyman (1999: 1)) I indicated five main areas 
of research done on this particular passage.' 

• The very first word used in this passage was (and is) the cause of 
a lively discussion. While many commentators (Von Rad 
1984:343; Weiser 1981:170; Rudolph 1968:130-131; Bright 
1978:132; Thompson 1980:459; Carroll 1986:398; McKane 
1986:470; Holladay 1986:552; Brueggemann 1988:174; 
Oosterhoff 1994:219) hold that the word 'll}'l'l;J as a term 
indicaring sexual overtones - even rape - and verging on the 
blasphemous, others (Clines & Gunn 1978:21; Diamond 
1987:110) are of the opinion char the word should rather be 
understood in the sense of persuasion or to deceive (O'Connor 
1984:107-109; Lundbom 1975:46). 

An expanded version of a paper read ac che 4 lst Congress of the Old Testament 
Society of South Africa, held at Uniqwa, Harrismich, South Africa, 16-18 
September 1998. 
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• Another area of research done pertains to the question of the 
unity or disunity of the passage. 

• The phrase :l':)!@O i11D is also a bone of contention in the history 
of research. Is this phrase deliberately put in here to create a 
redactional link with the preceding pericope (20:1-6) or is it a 
stock phrase (Jer 6:25; 46:6; 49:29) in the book as a whole? 

• Jeremiah 20: 7-13 is also part of what is known as the 'confessions 
of Jeremiah' (Jer 11:18c23; 12:1-6; 15:10-14; 15:15-21; 17:14-
18; 18:18-23; 20:7-13; 20:14-18). Many studies have been done 
on the theme o€ the confessions of Jeremiah (lttmann 1981; 
Diamond 1987 et al). 

• The word-pair "1W1 con was the cause for another debate. A 
number of interpretations have been given, but no conclusive 
answer to the exact meaning of the phrase has been given yet. 
This contribution focuses on the interpretation of 1W1 con in 
Jeremiah 20:8. What would be a valid understanding of this 
phrase in Jeremiah 20:8 is the question put in this contribution. 

This investigation proceeds from the text in its final form, taking 
the structural features of the text into account. This kind of approach 
does not pretend to be a (or the only) comprehensive approach, it 
does provide a suitable starting point from which other strands of 
investigations can be carried out. 

2. THE TEXT AND TRANSLATION OF 
JEREMIAH 20:7-13 

2.1 The Hebrew text of Jer 20:7-13 

':>:;m,,1 ·mmri ~tll :TJ:i: ')JJ'l'l!il 7 

:''? ~':> :i'?? 01';:r?:p i'~? •n•;.i 
N")i?t;( "lWJ OQn i'~t;I ~~ 'JD~"' 8 

:Oi'::r?"' O'?i?'?1 ~")lJ'? '';> :T)~/ ;,:;'f'"' 
illll(J "Ti9 ~'Jl.! ""N':>) :u:9TlfN':> 'l'l!Qtll 9 
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:ii:i:-ri~ 17(;:i :1):1''? 11'!ll 13 

0 :C'~'JI? 1:1;1 ]1':;!~ W!}}1"1N 7•:t;:i '::l 

1999: 1 

2.2 The rranslation of ]er 20:7-13 according to the NIV. 
7 0 LORD, you deceived me, and I was deceived; you overpowered 
me and prevailed. I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me. 
8 Whenever I speak, I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction. 
So the word of the LORD has brought me insult and reproach all day 
long. 9 Bur if I say, "I will not mention him or speak any more in his 
name," his word is in my hearr like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. 
I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot. 

lO I hear many whispering, "Terror on every side! Report him! 
Let's report him!" All my friends are waiting for me to slip, saying, 
"Perhaps he will be deceived; then we will prevail over him and cake 
our revenge on him." 

11 But the LORD is with me like a mighty warrior; so my 
persecutors will stumble and not prevail. They will fail and be 
thoroughly disgraced; their dishonor will never be forgotten. 

101 



Snyman Divine and human violence 

12 0 LORD Almighty, you who examine the righteous and probe 
the heart and mind, let me see your vengeance upon them, for to you 
I have committed my cause. 

I3 Sing to the LORD! Give praise to the LORD! He rescues the 
life of the needy from the hands of the wicked. 

3. A BRIEF OUTLINE OF CURRENT 
INTERPRETATIONS 

In his commenra'l Rudolph (1968: 130) listed three possible 
interpretations. Clines & Gunn (1978:24) also give three 
possibilities, albeit slightly different from the presentation of 
Rudolph. This article links with the different interpretations given 
by Rudolph and will list at least five more possibilities offered since 
the publication of Rudolph's commentary in 1968. 

3 .1 Yahweh will punish his people 

The first possibility that Rudolph (1968: 130) gave, holds that the 
phrase may indicate that Yahweh will punish his people by bringing 
violence and destruction upon them. O'Connor (1984:110-111) is a 
recent defender of this line of interpretation. According to him 
(O'Connor 1984:110) "the prophetic pronouncement of "ilU1 01:111 
promises that Judah will experience physical violence, perversion of 
justice and violation of law". He argues that "iWi oon and :Tl:T 'U"l 

should be considered as synonyms as well as the phrase :l':lOO ;uo. To 
him the message of chapters 1-20 can be well described as promises 
of "violence and destruction upon Judah and Jerusalem, priest and 
prophet, king and people and even upon the land itself' (O'Connor 
1984: 111). This interpretation coincides with the second possibility 
given by Clines & Gunn (1978:24). They noted what they call a 
major flaw in chis point of view: the verb j?l7T is not an appropriate 
term for introducing either a judgement-speech or an oracle of doom. 
It is rather a technical term for a cry of appeal made by an innocent 
sufferer.against unjust oppressors. 
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3.2 The sins of the people 

A second possibility given by Rudolph - and by far the most 
popular one - is that it may refer to the sins of the people, they were 
guilty of violence and destruction. This possibility coincides with rhe 
first in the presentation of Clines & Gunn (1978:24). According to 

von Rad (1984:343) and Bright (1978:132) Jeremiah is probably 
summarizing his judicial indictment. Thompson (1980:459-460) 
refers to the destructive aspects of Jeremiah's message, summed up in 
cry of"'flU1 or.in. Recently Bak (1990:192-193) sees "iW1 oon "als eine 
Wiedergabe der prophetischen Verkiindigung" where the unjust 
behavior of the people and the pitiful state of the community at large 
are depicted and brought to light. The objection Clines & Gunn 
(1978:24) raise against this interpretation is valid: it is hard co see 
why accusations of injustice should make the prophet a "laughing
stock", or in what way such a reaction to his message should lead him 
to protest that Yahweh has "overpowered" him. 

There are scholars who view iWi oon as a combination of both the 
two above-mentioned interpretations. Carroll (1981:126) opts for 
the view that "1!U1 or.in "could be directed at the injustices of the 
community, warning it about impending invasion for such 
viciousness, or it could reflect the later view that the enemy nations 
would soon be destroyed by Yahweh". 

3.3 The suffering of Jeremiah 

A third possibility is that the phrase "1!U1 oon may refer to the 
violence and destruction Jeremiah has to suffer at the hands of his 
opponents. This is the interpretation favoured by Rudolph 
(1968:130). According to Diamond (1987:111) "the propheric task 
is clearly associated with the social victimization of the innocent in 
the ccy of i'W'I con". This line of interpretation coincides with the 
third possibility Clines & Gunn (1978:24) mention: "iW1 or.in should 
be seen as the conventional words of a cry for help, meaning that 
Jeremiah appeals to Yahweh for deliverance from denouncers and 
persecutors". 

Weiser (1981: 170) opted for a two-fold meaning: on the one hand 
"1!U1 or.in refers to the message of doom Jeremiah brought, on the other 
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hand it refers to the personal suffering of the prophet, thereby 
combining the first and the third possibility Rudolph mentioned. 

3 .4 Yahweh as the cause of the "iW1 ODn 

Holladay (1986:554) admits that "i!U1 ODn is ambiguous but adds a 
fourth possibility: Yahweh is the who has done "i!U1 ODn to Jeremiah, 
implied by the second colon of verse 7. Jn a related but yet different 
interpretation, Carroll (1986:399) in his commentary advances the 
view that i'W1 oon refers to violence suffered by a complainant with 
Yahweh as the enemy, hence the result that Yahweh is the One who 
is to be seen as the cause for the violence the prophet has to suffer. 
When one considers Carroll's previous interpretation of this phrase 
(1981:126), it seems as if he came to a somewhat different result in 
his commentary of 1986. Clines & Gunn (1978:25-26) also opt for 
the opinion that Yahweh is the cause for the violence. 'iW1 oon is then 
seen as Jeremiah's protest against Yahweh's compelling him to speak 

prophetic words. 

3.5 Violence done to Yahweh 

A fifth possibility is precisely the opposite of the previous 
interpretation. The phrase refers to the violence and destruction done 
to Yahweh by his people. This point of view is advocated by Van 
Selms (1972:23 7). He does not elaborate on this but according to 

him Jeremiah voiced the agony of Yahweh because his people has 
done an injustice to his person (Oon), as well as to the land belonging 
to him ("i?V1). God is not rightly honoured for the personal aims he has 
for Israel and for his exclusive rights to the holy land. Unfortunately, 
Van Selms does not give any motivation for this interpretation and 
therefore it remains difficult to judge this interpretation on merit. Ir 
is, however, noteworthy that his interpretation did nor receive any 
following. Furthermore, the word-pair 1tv1 oon normally refers to 
what human bein,gs do to each other on the level of social justice and 
oppression. It is ~so doubtful whether 1tV1 oon ever refers ro violence 
done to Yahweh l!>y humans. 
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3.6 An image of seduction 

There is a strong case to be made out that ~·ni~ in verse 7 carries with 
it nuances of seduction, implying sexual overtones, even rape. There 
are scholars (Berridge 1970:153-154) who are of the conviction that 
the image of seduction is carried through to i'W1 con, where the 
phrase would refer to the cry of a woman in the context of indecent 
assault (cf Dt 22:27). Oosterhoff (1994:220) for instance, likens the 
prophet to a virgin who is raped and then cried for help, but without 
any reaction. While some scholars adhere to this interpretation, not 
everyone is convinced that :iruJ is meant to be seduction or that the 
image used in verse 7 can be carried through co the 1tZn con in verse 
8 (McKane 1986:471-472). 

3. 7 An expression of desperation 

For McKane (1986:472-473) the phrase refers to "an explosive verbal 
expression of inner desperation". He rejects the idea that verse Sa is 
a reference to the prophecies of doom uttered by the prophet on 
linguistic grounds or that it may have any direct reference to ill
treatment or persecution. Verse Sb makes it clear that it is his 
obedience to his calling to be a prophet which put him in a condition 
such as this. 

3.8 A polyvalenr meaning of"iW1 con 

Swart (1994: 193-204) opted for a polyvalent meaning of the phrase . 
. He argues along form- and red3.ction-historical lines to arrive at his 
eventual results. The phrase does not only refers to violence and 
oppression by human opponents of the prophet, but it also expresses 
the nature of the divine word. Because the phrase :r:lOO "1110 

establishes a connection between Jer 20:1-6 and Jer 20:7-13 
occurring in both verse 3 and 10, 1lll1 con refers also to the physical 
abuse at the time of a specific event. In an ironic way the physical and 
psychological hardships the prophet has to endure, become symbols 
of the coming misery of the people. In a post-exilic community the 
experiences of Jeremiah became the experience and message of the 
post-exilic believers (Swart 1994:202). 
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4. DIVINE AND HUMAN "iW1 ODn IN JEREMIAH 
20:7-13 

4.1 The ambiguity of the text 

Should only one of the above-mentioned proposals be chosen as the 
'correct' interpreration? Each proposal made does have its relative 
merit so that not one of them can be discarded as completely 
unconvincing. The wide range of possibilities posed by scholars 
testify to the ambiguity of the text. Several authors hinted at the 
possibility of a double meaning the text may have. Fishbane 
(1982:175) speaks of .. the network of syntactic ambiguities in verse 
8 that is truly complex but it does not seem necessary to affirm one 
resolution at the expense of any other" so that it can be that 
"simultaneous levels of protest and distress raging within Jeremiah". 
Bezuidenhout (1990:363) is of opinion rhat .. it could be possible that 
the author deliberately creared room for different co-existing strands 
of meaning". The brief survey of different interpretations also 
pointed out how that scholars considered a two-fold meaning to this 
phrase (Carroll 1981:126; Weiser 1981:170). 

4.2 Structural features of the text 

Jeremiah 20:7-13 can be divided into the following parts: verses 7-
9, 10, 11, 12 and 13 (Snyman 1998:1). In verses 7-9 the focus is on 
the prophet and Yahweh (Hubmann 1981:183). The prophet regards 
himself as persuaded by Yahweh, Yahweh is too strong for him, he is 
compelled to proclaim the word of Yahweh. Although the focus is on 
the prophet and Yahweh, verses 7b and 8b make mention of the 
mockery and insults the prophet has to endure, creating a link to 
verse 10 where the focus of attention shifts from the prophet and 
Yahweh to the prophet and his opponents. Yahweh is not mentioned 
even once in this part of the pericope. Verse 10 makes it clear that 
the prophet is trapped between divine (verses 7-9) and human (verse 
10) forces. This i$ illustrated by the parallel structuring of T1ro and 
7~ at the beginning of verse 7 and at the end of verse 10. 

I 
This observation leads one to make a distinction between a divine 

level of :inti in verses 7-9 and a human level in verse 10 (Snyman 
1998:559-563). In verse 7 Yahweh is accused of deceiving/persua-
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ding the prophet into proclaiming the word of God. In verse 10 there 
is no mention of the word of God. In verse 10 the opponents of the 
prophet rather want him to be derailed by some personal mis-step or 
ro say something false, which would be exactly the opposite of the 
word of God he has co proclaim. It would also be a far-fetched 
interpretation co claim chat the opponents have insight in the 
deceiving/persuading powers of Yahweh. In any case it does seem 
highly unlikely that the deceiving of the prophet in verse 10 can be 
equated with the deceiving/persuading by Yahweh in verse 7. 

There is another difference between ~ in verse 7 and the use of 
the same verb in verse 10. Verse 7 most probably refers to the initial 
calling of the prophet to proclaim the word of God. The use of :iT1!l 

in verse 10 refers to the current situacion of the prophet. It is 
interesting to note that Diamond (1987:103-104) mentioned a 
temporal progression from past to present to fucure in this passage. 

The aspect of revenge mentioned in verse 10 buc lacking in verses 
7-9 should also be taken into account. The opponents do not only 
want him to be deceived so that they can prevail over him, they also 
want co take revenge on him. That is something noc found in verses 
7-9 and even though the prophet is under tremendous pressure from 
Yahweh, there is no hint of Yahweh taking revenge on him. 

In verses 7-9 it is Yahweh who deceives/persuades the prophet and 
prevails over him. In verse 10 the opponents want the prophet to be 
deceived/persuaded so that they (not Yahweh) can prevail over him. 

Verse 11 marks the next section in chis pericope. Once again there 
is a marked shift in the focus of attencion. While there is no mention 
of Yahweh in verse 10, verse 11 focuses on Yahweh (mentioned 
prominent at che beginning of che verse) and the opponents of the 
prophet. Because Yahweh is like a dread warrior, the prophet's 
opponents will stumble and eventually be thoroughly disgraced. 

Verse 12 conscicutes the fourth section of this pericope. As in the 
previous part, this section is introduced by :ir.T'1, creacing a link with 
vetse 11. Whereas Yahweh is portrayed as a dread warrior in verse 11, 
He is now called nilel:. While in the previous part the focus is on 
Yahweh and the opponents of the prophet, the emphasis in this part 
is mainly on Yahweh and the prophet (Bak 1990:203), as in the case 
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of the first section. The structural link between verse 12 and verses 
7-9 lies in the use of::i? found in verse 9 and then only in verse 12. 
The prophet's heart burning like a fire (verse 9) is there for Yahweh 
to see (verse 12). 

There are not many links between verse 1 3 and the rest of the 
pericope. The occurrence of :Tl:i' provides a link with verses 11 and 
12 and also with verse 7. Except for,:> in verse 13 there are no other 
links on a structural level with the rest of the pericope. 

When viewing the pericope as whole and taking the intra-textual 
relationships in account as a result of the foregoing argumentation, a 
chiastic pattern emerges: 

Verses 7-9 The prophet and Yahweh A 

Verse 10 

Verse 11 

Verse 12 

Verse 13 

The prophet and his opponents 

Yahweh and the opponents 

The prophet and Yahweh 

Conclusion 

4.3 A Divine and human level of "i1V1 con 

B 

Bl 

Al. 

c. 

In order to probe the meaning of this phrase it might be useful to 
make a distinction between a divine and human level of the violence 
and destruction the prophet experienced. The hint that a divine and 
human level can be distinguished is found in verse 7, the first verse 
of the pericope. On a divine level the prophet regards himself as 
being persuaded/deceived by Yahweh, Yahweh proved to be too 
strong for him so that he could not prevail (verse 7a). The next line 
moves on to the human level: he is mocked and ridiculed the whole 
day (verse 7b). 

He suffered divine violence because he is misled (;rn!l) by Yahweh, 
Yahweh overpowered (j?m) him so that he could not prevail ('?::>'). 
According to Clines & Gunn (1978:26) Yahweh compels him, with 
outrageous violence, to speak his word. Carroll (1986:399) maintains 
that the cry "'f!U1 con suggesrs that the speaker views Yahweh as the 
enemy. Hubmann (1981:183) says that "Der erste Tei! (V7-9) setzt 
mit der Feststellung ein, class Jahwe betOrend auf Jer~mia eingewirkt 
habe, mehr noch, dass er geradezu unter Anwendung von Gewalt in 
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das Leben Jeremias eingebrochen sei und dabei vollen Erfolg hatte". 
Even when he decided not to speak the word of the Lord, it resulted 
in suffering for him. The prophet views Yahweh as a dread warrior 
(verse 11). Holladay (1986:557) noted that this is the only instance 
in the Old Testament where this adjective is applied to Yahweh, it is 

- used otherwise of foreign nations and of the wicked in general. 

The prophet suffered violence also on a human level. In fact, the 
divine violence he has to suffer manifested in violence on human 
level. He complains of being mocked and ridiculed all day long 
(verse 7b). He is mocked and ridiculed because of the word of 
Yahweh he has to speak. The structuring of the pericope shows that 
the prophet is trapped between divine and human forces. According 
to verse 10 he is the victim of cheap gossip. People whom he thought 
were his friends, were actually looking for his downfall, trying to 
take revenge on him. The term con is a phrase denoting social 
injustice. The speaking of the word of· Yahweh resulted in the 
mockery of the prophet in public. His experience is that it is nothing 
else than violence done to him. 

5. CONCLUSION 
The ambiguity of the text must be respected. To pose only one single 
meaning to the phrase 1tV'l con. in Jeremiah would not suffice. There 
are indications in the text that a divine and human level of 'itvi con 
can be distinguished. Likewise the prophet experienced violence and 
destruction from the divine side as well as from a human side. In the 
end this contribution boils down to a combination of options three 
(the violence and destruction Jeremiah has to suffer) and four 
(Yahweh is the cause of the violence and destruction) mentioned in 
the survey of attempts to establish the meaning of 1W1 con. The 
prophet thus portrays himself as a victim of divine and human 
vi(')lence. 
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