
The Books of Jeremiah and Lamentations, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 3: A Call to Return; Disaster from the North

Jeremiah 3:6–4:31

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, this passage establishes the nature of genuine repentance over against its 
counterfeit. God exposes Judah’s pretended return (3:10) and demands the real thing: broken-
up fallow ground and a circumcised heart (4:3–4). The teacher must make plain that biblical 
repentance is not a change of words, a temporary feeling, or a more diligent attendance at 
worship, but a heart-deep turning that honestly acknowledges guilt (3:13), confesses sin without 
excuse (3:25), and bears fruit in a changed life. This guards the flock from a shallow, outward 
religion that God Himself refuses to accept.

The passage also displays the holiness and justice of God, who brings real judgment against 
persistent, willfully ignored sin, alongside His covenant mercy, since even as the storm gathers 
from the north He keeps pleading, “Return,” and “wash your heart from evil, that you may be 
saved” (4:14). The teacher should handle the language of circumcision of the heart carefully, 
drawing the timeless principle of inward consecration that Paul affirms (Romans 2:28–29) 
without binding the old covenant sign on Christians, and should point forward to the salvation in 
Christ that this whole passage ultimately requires. The promises of return and restoration are 
not a forecast of a future political Israel but find their fulfillment in Christ and in His church, the 
true and spiritual people of God.

Beyond the doctrine, the lesson aims at the spiritual formation of the student. Every believer is 
tempted to substitute outward religion for heart-deep change, to confess in vague generalities 
rather than name sin honestly, and to leave hardened, weedy ground unplowed. The teacher’s 
goal is that students would let God break up their own fallow ground, confess specifically and 
honestly, and return to the Father whole-heartedly, finding the healing He promises waiting for 
them at the door.

Question 1

Student Question:

Read 3:6–11. God declares that “faithless Israel has shown herself more righteous than 
treacherous Judah” (3:11), because Judah sinned after watching Israel’s judgment. What does 
this teach us about the seriousness of sinning against greater light and warning?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin with the striking comparison of verses 6–11. God calls the northern kingdom “faithless 
Israel” and the southern kingdom “treacherous Judah,” and then renders a shocking verdict: 



“Faithless Israel has shown herself more righteous than treacherous Judah” (3:11). Israel sinned 
grievously, but Judah sinned after watching God carry Israel off into exile for those very sins. 
Judah had more light, more warning, more evidence, and sinned anyway.

Teach the biblical principle that responsibility rises with knowledge. Jesus said, “Everyone to 
whom much was given, of him much will be required” (Luke 12:48). The servant who knew his 
master’s will and did not do it received the greater punishment. Light not obeyed becomes a 
heavier accountability, not a lighter one.

Help students feel the weight of this for their own lives. We who hold the completed Scriptures, 
who have seen the cross, who have watched sin wreck lives around us, sin against far greater 
light than Judah ever had. Familiarity with truth can dull us to it; the very privileges that should 
soften the heart can harden it when ignored.

Keep it sober but not hopeless. The point of the comparison is not to crush Judah but to wake 
her. God names the greater guilt precisely so He can call for a greater return. Greater light 
refused can still become greater light obeyed.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The greater accountability that comes with greater light and warning (Luke 12:48).
 Sinning against clear examples of judgment as a deepened guilt (3:11).
 The danger that familiarity with truth dulls rather than softens the heart.
 The privileges of those who hold the full Scriptures and have seen the cross.
 God’s naming of greater guilt as a summons to greater repentance.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does sinning against greater light carry greater responsibility?
 How can being very familiar with the Bible actually dull our hearts to it?
 What warnings have you seen in others’ lives that God may be using to wake you?

Question 2

Student Question:

Judah saw exactly where her sister’s road led and walked it anyway (3:7–8). Where have you 
watched the consequences of a particular sin in someone else’s life, yet found yourself drawn 
down the same path?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-question turns Judah’s tragedy into a mirror. Judah watched her sister’s road end in 
ruin and walked it anyway. We do the same. We see what an affair did to a marriage, what an 
addiction did to a friend, what bitterness did to a relative, and somehow still find ourselves 
drawn down the same path, convinced our case is different.



Help students name the pattern gently. Often we are not ignorant of sin’s consequences; we 
have seen them up close. The problem is not lack of information but the deceitfulness of our 
own desires, which whisper that we will somehow be the exception.

Point to the remedy: honest watchfulness and humble dependence. “Let anyone who thinks 
that he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12). The very confidence that we would 
never end up like “them” is often the first step toward exactly that.

Move toward a concrete safeguard. Identify one area where you have seen the wreckage in 
others yet feel oddly immune, and name a specific guard, accountability, confession, distance, 
you will put in place this week.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Repeating sins whose consequences we have already witnessed in others.
 The deceitfulness of desire that whispers we will be the exception (Jeremiah 17:9).
 Watchfulness and humility for those who think they stand (1 Corinthians 10:12).
 Putting concrete safeguards around known areas of temptation.

Discussion Prompts

 Where have you seen a sin wreck someone’s life yet felt drawn to it yourself?
 Why do we so easily believe we will be the exception?
 What specific safeguard could you put in place this week?

Question 3

Student Question:

Read 3:12–18. God pleads, “Return, faithless Israel… I will not look on you in anger, for I am 
merciful,” asking only that they “acknowledge your guilt” (3:12–13). What does this reveal about 
the heart of God toward those who have wandered, and about what repentance actually 
requires?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 12–18 overflow with mercy. Three times God says “return,” and the first thing He 
attaches to it is not a threat but a promise: “I will not look on you in anger, for I am merciful” 
(3:12). The only requirement He names is honesty: “Only acknowledge your guilt, that you 
rebelled against the LORD your God” (3:13). Repentance begins not with a long penance but 
with a truthful admission.

Teach the heart of God revealed here. He is not a reluctant deity who must be coaxed into 
forgiveness, but a Father eager to receive returning children. This is the same heart Jesus 
painted in the prodigal’s father, who saw his son “while he was still a long way off” and ran 
(Luke 15:20). God is not standing at the door with arms crossed; He is watching the road.



Clarify what repentance actually requires, so grace is not cheapened. It requires acknowledging 
guilt, owning that we rebelled, not excusing, not blaming, not minimizing. Real repentance is 
honest. But that honesty is the doorway, not a wall; the moment we tell the truth about our sin, 
mercy is already moving toward us.

Note that the promised restoration (shepherds after God’s own heart, the nations gathered to 
the LORD, 3:15–17) reaches far beyond ancient Judah. These promises find their true fulfillment 
not in a rebuilt political kingdom but in Christ, the Good Shepherd, and in the gathering of all 
nations into His church. Keep the hope God-centered and Christ-ward.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s eager, merciful heart toward those who return (3:12; Luke 15:20).
 Repentance beginning with honest acknowledgment of guilt (3:13).
 Mercy as the gift waiting at the door, not the reward for self-cleansing.
 The promised restoration fulfilled in Christ the Shepherd and the gathering of the nations 

into His church, not a future political Israel.
 The difference between honest confession and excuse-making.

Discussion Prompts

 What does it tell us about God that His first word to wanderers is “return”?
 Why does true repentance begin with simply acknowledging our guilt?
 How does the prodigal’s running father help us picture the God of this passage?

Question 4

Student Question:

God offers to heal faithlessness as a gift, not a reward earned by cleaning up first (3:22). How 
does it change the way you approach God when you believe the healing waits for you at the door 
rather than at the end of a long probation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-question takes the gospel logic of verse 22, “I will heal your faithlessness,” and presses 
it into the student’s experience of approaching God. Many believers secretly relate to God as if 
forgiveness were the reward for a probationary period: clean yourself up, prove you are serious, 
then maybe He will receive you. This passage shatters that.

Help students see how this changes everything about coming to God after failure. If healing 
waits at the door, then the worst thing we can do after sinning is to stay away until we feel 
worthy. The very thing we need, His healing presence, is exactly what we are avoiding. Shame 
keeps us in the far country; the gospel calls us home now, as we are.



Distinguish this from cheap grace. God’s “return and I will heal you” is not permission to keep 
sinning; it is the only power that actually breaks sin’s grip. We do not clean up in order to come; 
we come in order to be cleaned up. But come we must, honestly and with the intent to turn.

Move toward application. Name one area where shame has been keeping you at a distance 
from God, and resolve to bring it to Him today, trusting that the healing is at the door.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Approaching God for healing rather than waiting until we feel worthy (3:22).
 Shame as the thing that keeps us in the “far country.”
 The difference between coming to be cleansed and cheap grace that excuses sin.
 Running to God after failure instead of away from Him.

Discussion Prompts

 How does believing the healing waits at the door change the way you approach God?
 Where has shame been keeping you at a distance from God?
 What would it look like to come to Him today rather than waiting to feel worthy?

Question 5

Student Question:

Read 3:19–25. God longs to set His children among His sons and have them call Him “My Father” 
(3:19), and the people finally answer with honest confession: “we have sinned against the LORD 
our God” (3:25). Why is honest confession, rather than excuse-making, the doorway back to 
fellowship with God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 19–25 move from God’s longing to the people’s response. God expresses a tender, 
almost wistful desire: “I thought how I would set you among my sons… and I thought you would 
call me, My Father” (3:19). The relationship He wants is family, not formality. And at last the 
people answer with the words God has been waiting for: “we have sinned against the LORD our 
God… we have not obeyed the voice of the LORD our God” (3:25).

Teach that honest confession is the doorway back to fellowship. There is no spin here, no 
blaming circumstances, no minimizing. They lie down in their shame and tell the plain truth. This 
is exactly what 1 John 1:9 promises: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

Contrast this with the way we usually handle guilt. We explain, we compare ourselves to worse 
offenders, we manage our image even before God. But God cannot heal what we will not 
honestly name. Confession is not informing God of something He does not know; it is agreeing 
with Him about what He already sees.



Make the family note central. The goal of confession is not merely a cleared record but a 
restored relationship: to call God “My Father” again. Honest confession is how a wandering child 
finds the way back into the Father’s embrace.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s desire for a family relationship, to be called “My Father” (3:19).
 Honest confession without excuse as the doorway back to fellowship (3:25; 1 John 1:9).
 Confession as agreeing with God about what He already sees.
 The contrast between managing our image and telling God the plain truth.
 Restored relationship, not merely a cleared record, as the aim of confession.

Discussion Prompts

 Why is honest confession, rather than excuse-making, the doorway back to God?
 What does it mean that confession is agreeing with God about our sin?
 How is the goal of confession a restored relationship, not just forgiveness on paper?

Question 6

Student Question:

True return begins with the words, “we have sinned” and “we lie down in our shame” (3:25), 
naming the sin without spin. Where are you tempted to manage, minimize, or explain away a sin 
rather than simply confess it to God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-question presses the honesty of 3:25 into the student’s habits of confession. The 
people of Judah finally said the simple, hard words, “we have sinned,” without softening them. 
Most of us are experts at the softer versions: “mistakes were made,” “I wasn’t at my best,” 
“anyone would have done the same under that pressure.”

Help students notice their particular dodges. Some minimize (“it wasn’t that bad”), some shift 
blame (“if they hadn’t…”), some compare (“at least I’m not like…”), some intellectualize the sin 
into a mere weakness or personality trait. Each of these keeps us from the clean, healing 
honesty God invites.

Affirm that specific confession is freeing, not crushing. Vague guilt hangs over us like fog; 
named, confessed sin can actually be released. “Blessed is the one… in whose spirit there is no 
deceit” (Psalm 32:2). The deceit Psalm 32 warns against is often the deceit we practice on 
ourselves.

Move to a concrete step. Invite each person to name to God this week one sin they have been 
managing rather than confessing, plainly, without the usual qualifiers, and to receive the 
cleansing He promises.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The temptation to manage, minimize, or explain away sin rather than confess it.
 Common dodges: minimizing, blame-shifting, comparing, intellectualizing.
 The freedom of specific confession over the fog of vague guilt (Psalm 32:1–5).
 Honesty before God as the path to real cleansing.

Discussion Prompts

 What is your most common way of softening or dodging a confession?
 Why is naming a sin specifically more freeing than vague guilt?
 What is one sin you will confess to God plainly this week, without qualifiers?

Question 7

Student Question:

Read 4:1–4. God calls Judah to “break up your fallow ground” and to “circumcise yourselves to 
the LORD… remove the foreskin of your hearts” (4:3–4). What does this teach about the inward, 
heart-deep nature of true repentance as opposed to mere outward religion?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 1–4 of chapter 4 give two unforgettable images of true repentance. The first: “Break up 
your fallow ground, and sow not among thorns” (4:3). Fallow ground is land that has lain 
unplowed until it is hard and overgrown with weeds. To sow good seed into such ground is 
wasted effort; the soil must first be broken open. The second: “Circumcise yourselves to the 
LORD… remove the foreskin of your hearts” (4:4). The covenant sign meant nothing if the heart 
beneath it was uncut and unconsecrated.

Teach that true repentance is inward and heart-deep, not merely outward. Judah had the 
temple, the sacrifices, the right vocabulary, and God called it pretense (3:10). What He wants is 
the plow put to the hard heart, the inner life broken open and consecrated to Him. Outward 
religion without inward change is sowing among thorns.

Handle the circumcision image with care. Paul makes the timeless principle explicit: 
“Circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter” (Romans 2:28–29). We do 
not bind the old covenant sign on Christians; rather, we recognize that God always wanted what 
that sign pointed to, a heart wholly set apart for Him. This is the consistent witness of both 
Testaments.

Bring it home practically. Heart-circumcision means letting God cut away whatever in us resists 
Him, the hidden grudge, the cherished compromise, the comfortable idol. Plowing fallow ground 
means deliberately breaking up the hardened places where we have stopped letting His word 
reach us. Repentance is not tidying the surface; it is opening the depths.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 True repentance as inward and heart-deep, not merely outward religion (4:3–4).
 Fallow ground: hardened, neglected hearts that must be plowed before fruit can grow.
 Circumcision of the heart as the timeless principle behind the old covenant sign (Romans 

2:28–29).
 The danger of right words and rituals without inward change (3:10).
 Letting God cut away cherished compromises and hidden resistance.

Discussion Prompts

 What is the difference between breaking up fallow ground and sowing among thorns?
 Why has God always wanted a circumcised heart rather than an outward sign only?
 What hard or weedy place in your heart most needs the plow right now?

Question 8

Student Question:

Fallow ground is hard, neglected, overgrown soil that must be plowed before anything can grow. 
What part of your own heart has grown hard or weedy through neglect, and what would it mean 
to let God put the plow to it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-question turns the fallow-ground image inward. Every believer has areas of the heart 
that have gone hard through neglect, places where we no longer let God’s word land, questions 
we avoid, convictions we have learned to ignore, prayers we no longer pray. Over time, like an 
unworked field, these areas grow hard and weedy.

Help students locate their own hardened ground. Often it is precisely the area we least want to 
talk about: a relationship we refuse to reconcile, a habit we have quietly made peace with, a 
part of Scripture we skip because it convicts us. The hardness is usually deliberate; we have 
stopped plowing there on purpose.

Encourage the courage to invite the plow. Plowing hurts; breaking up hard ground is not 
comfortable. But nothing can grow in unplowed soil. The discomfort of honest self-examination 
and repentance is the necessary breaking that makes new fruit possible.

Move to a concrete step. Name one specific area of hardened heart, and ask God this week to 
put His plow to it, perhaps through a passage of Scripture, an honest conversation, or a 
deliberate act of obedience in exactly that place.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Areas of the heart hardened through deliberate neglect.



 The discomfort of repentance as the necessary breaking before new growth.
 Identifying the very places we most avoid letting God’s word reach.
 Inviting God to plow rather than protecting our hardened ground.

Discussion Prompts

 What part of your heart has grown hard or weedy through neglect?
 Why is the discomfort of repentance necessary before new fruit can grow?
 What is one specific way you will invite God to plow that ground this week?

Question 9

Student Question:

Read 4:5–31. Jeremiah sees the disaster from the north and the creation itself unmade, “waste 
and void,” the heavens dark, the mountains quaking (4:23–26), while God still pleads, “O 
Jerusalem, wash your heart from evil, that you may be saved” (4:14). How does this terrifying 
vision display both the holiness and justice of God against sin and His persistent mercy in 
warning, and how does it ultimately point us to our need for salvation in Christ?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal block, and it asks students to hold together two things that our age 
loves to separate: the holiness and justice of God against sin, and His persistent, pleading mercy. 
The chapter paints the coming judgment in terrifying colors. An army gathers from the north, “a 
lion has gone up from his thicket” (4:7); the invader comes “like clouds,” his chariots “like the 
whirlwind” (4:13). Jeremiah himself buckles under the vision: “My anguish, my anguish! I writhe 
in pain!” (4:19).

Then comes one of the most haunting passages in the prophets. Jeremiah looks and sees the 
creation itself unmade: “I looked on the earth, and behold, it was without form and void; and to 
the heavens, and they had no light” (4:23). The phrase “without form and void” deliberately 
echoes Genesis 1:2. Sin is dragging the world backward, toward the dark chaos that existed 
before God spoke light into being. This is the teacher’s chance to show how serious sin truly is: 
unrepented, it does not merely break rules, it un-creates, pulling life back toward death and 
order back toward chaos. A God who did not judge such a force would not be good.

Yet right in the middle of the storm, God pleads: “O Jerusalem, wash your heart from evil, that 
you may be saved. How long shall your wicked thoughts lodge within you?” (4:14). Even as 
judgment gathers, the door of mercy stands open. The warning itself is an act of love; God tells 
the truth about the coming disaster precisely so that His people might repent and be saved. 
Hold these together for the class: perfect justice that will not wink at sin, and persistent mercy 
that keeps calling “wash your heart… that you may be saved.”



Point the whole vision toward Christ. The undoing of creation that sin deserves is the very 
disaster from which we need saving, and no plowed field or circumcised heart of our own can 
finally save us. The salvation God pleads for here is ultimately found in Jesus, who bore the 
storm of judgment in our place and who is making “a new heaven and a new earth” (2 Peter 
3:13) where the chaos of sin is undone forever. The same Lord who came down in Christ to seek 
and save will one day return to judge; the warning of Jeremiah 4 is a small picture of a final 
reckoning, and the mercy of Jeremiah 4 is a small picture of the cross.

Land it pastorally. The aim is not to terrify people into a temporary panic but to let the 
seriousness of sin drive them to the seriousness of grace. When we truly see what sin does, un-
making God’s good world, we stop trifling with it and run to the only Savior who can make us, 
and one day all things, new.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The holiness and justice of God that will not leave persistent sin unjudged (4:5–18).
 Sin as a force that “un-creates,” dragging the world back toward chaos (4:23–26; Genesis 

1:2).
 God’s warning of judgment as itself an act of mercy (4:14).
 Holding together perfect justice and persistent mercy without losing either.
 Salvation from the deserved undoing found only in Christ (2 Peter 3:13).
 The judgment of Jeremiah 4 as a picture of a final reckoning, and its mercy as a picture of 

the cross.
 Letting the seriousness of sin drive us to the seriousness of grace rather than to panic.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does the vision of creation “un-made” show us how serious sin really is?
 How can the very warning of judgment be an act of God’s mercy?
 How does this passage drive us to our need for salvation in Christ?

Question 10

Student Question:

Look back across this whole passage, from God’s tender “return to me” to the plowing of the 
heart to the storm gathering in the north. Name one specific way the Lord Jesus is calling you to 
genuine, whole-hearted repentance and using these verses to form His likeness in you this week.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The capstone question moves from study to surrender. Look back across the whole passage: the 
tender threefold “return,” the offer to heal faithlessness at the door, the longing to be called 
“My Father,” the call to plow the fallow ground and circumcise the heart, and the gathering 



storm that shows what sin finally costs. Every theme converges on a single summons: come back 
to God for real.

Resist letting this stay general. Press for one specific way the Lord is calling them to whole-
hearted, not pretended, repentance: a piece of fallow ground to break up, a sin to confess 
plainly, a shame to abandon by running to the Father, a hardened place to surrender to the 
plow.

Tie it explicitly to Jesus. The whole-hearted return God demanded, and the salvation from 
judgment He pleaded for, are found in Christ. He is the Good Shepherd of the restored people, 
the One who bore the storm we deserved, the One whose Spirit circumcises the heart. We are 
formed into His likeness not by managing our religion but by repenting deeply and walking with 
Him.

Invite each person to name their “one thing” aloud or on paper, and to carry it into the week as 
a matter of honest prayer, genuine repentance, and glad return to the Father who is watching 
the road.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Moving from understanding repentance to actually practicing it (James 1:22).
 Christ as the Good Shepherd and Savior who fulfills the passage’s promise and warning.
 Spiritual formation through deep repentance and walking with Jesus, not managed religion.
 The value of naming one concrete step of whole-hearted return this week.

Discussion Prompts

 Which call in this passage is the Lord pressing on your heart most?
 What is the one specific area of whole-hearted repentance you will pursue this week?
 How does walking with Jesus, rather than managing your religion, produce real change?


