
The Books of Jeremiah and Lamentations
Lesson 3: A Call to Return; Disaster from the North -- Jeremiah 3:6–4:31

There is a particular kind of pain that comes from watching someone repeat a mistake you have 
already paid for. A parent watches a second child walk the same road that wrecked the first, 
having seen exactly where it leads, and still chooses it. That is the grief at the center of these 
chapters. God points at the northern kingdom, Israel, already carried off into exile for her 
unfaithfulness, and then turns to her southern sister, Judah, and says in effect: you watched all 
of that, and you did the same thing, only worse. “Faithless Israel has shown herself more 
righteous than treacherous Judah” (3:11). It is a terrible thing to be out-sinned by a sister you 
watched go down.

And yet, into that grief God speaks some of the tenderest words in all the prophets. “Return, 
faithless Israel, declares the LORD. I will not look on you in anger, for I am merciful” (3:12). 
“Return, O faithless sons; I will heal your faithlessness” (3:22). Notice He does not say, “Clean 
yourselves up and then maybe come back.” He says, “Return, and I will heal you.” The healing is 
not the price of coming home; it is the gift waiting at the door. This is the voice of a Father 
standing on the road, watching the horizon, ready to run.

But God will not accept a counterfeit. He has seen Judah’s religion, the right words, the temple 
visits, the show of repentance, and He is not fooled. “Judah did not return to me with her whole 
heart, but in pretense” (3:10). So He calls for the real thing: “Break up your fallow ground, and 
sow not among thorns. Circumcise yourselves to the LORD; remove the foreskin of your hearts” 
(4:3–4). True repentance is not a change of vocabulary or a more frequent church attendance. It 
is the plow breaking up the hard, weedy soil of the heart so that something can finally grow.

Then the tone shifts and the sky darkens. From the north a disaster is coming, an army “like 
clouds,” with chariots “like the whirlwind” (4:13). Jeremiah sees it and doubles over: “My 
anguish, my anguish! I writhe in pain! Oh the walls of my heart!” (4:19). And in his vision the 
whole creation comes undone, the earth “waste and void,” the heavens with no light, the 
mountains quaking, the birds fled (4:23–26), as if sin were dragging the world back toward the 
chaos before creation. The warning is severe because the love is real. 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). The door is still open. The plow is in our hands. The only question is 
whether we will let it break the hard ground of our hearts before the storm breaks over us.

Group Discussion: God refuses Judah’s repentance because she returned “not with her whole 
heart, but in pretense” (3:10), and then calls His people to “break up your fallow ground” and 
“circumcise the heart” (4:3–4). What is the difference between genuine repentance and a 
merely outward show of it, and why does God insist on the real thing rather than settling for the 
appearance?



Personal Reflection: God says, “Return, O faithless sons; I will heal your faithlessness” (3:22), 
offering healing as a gift at the door rather than a price to be paid first. What hard, weedy 
“fallow ground” in your own heart is God asking you to let Him break up, and what keeps you 
from bringing it to Him?

Read Jeremiah 3:6–4:31

Study Questions

1. 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?

2. 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?

3. 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?

4. 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?



5. 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?

6. 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?

7. 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?

8. 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?

9. 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?

10. 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.

Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Joel 2:12–13, the call to “return to me with all your heart… and rend 
your hearts and not your garments”; Luke 15:17–24, the prodigal son who comes home with 
honest confession and is met by a running father; 2 Corinthians 7:9–11, the difference between 
godly grief that produces repentance and worldly grief that produces death; Romans 2:28–29, 
true circumcision as a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not the letter; Acts 3:19, “Repent 
therefore, and turn back, that your sins may be blotted out.”
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