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He Does Not Afflict From His Heart
What Jeremiah reveals about the God who interrupts his own judgment

✦     ✦     ✦

N O R M A N  R E E D  ·  J U N E  2 0 2 6

he prophets, in our imagination, are primarily bearers of bad news. They

see what others refuse to see and say it regardless of the cost. That is not

wrong. But it is the surface reading.

What the prophets are most deeply doing is something else entirely.

They are the place in Scripture where God’s own heart becomes visible. Not his

judgment — his grief. The ache beneath the oracle. The longing behind the

warning.

And there is no prophet where that visibility is more costly, more exposed, or

more honest than Jeremiah.

T H E  I N T E R R U P T I O N

eremiah 6 is a sustained judgment oracle. The indictment of Jerusalem has

been building for chapters. The charges are specific. The consequences

named. And then — mid-speech, without warning — a single verse

interrupts:
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Stand by the roads. Look. Ask for the ancient paths, where the good way is.

Walk in them. And you will find rest for your souls.

J E R E M I A H  6 : 1 6 A

Eight Hebrew words. One verse. Then the judgment speech continues.

If you are reading for disaster, you pass over that verse. Most people do. But this

interruption is not incidental. It is, in miniature, the whole of Jeremiah’s

prophetic ministry.

The ancient paths — netivot olam — are not merely old roads. The Hebrew

carries both registers: ancient and everlasting. These are paths proven across

time because they are grounded in what is timelessly true. And what is promised

to those who find them is not prosperity or safety. It is rest for your souls. The

rest of arriving where you were made to be.

The verse ends with four words that may be the most heartbreaking in the

prophetic literature.

But they said: we will not walk in it.

J E R E M I A H  6 : 1 6 B

The path was visible. The rest was available. The answer was refusal.

T H E  P A T T E R N
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hat interruption is not a single moment. It is a structure that runs through

the whole of Jeremiah.

The Hebrew word shuv — return, turn back — appears in Jeremiah more than in

any other prophetic book. Each occurrence is a door held open. Return, faithless

Israel. Return, faithless children. I will heal your faithlessness. Three appeals in

one chapter. Then the door open again in the next, and the one after that.

This is not the voice of a God who has determined the outcome and is

announcing it. This is the voice of a God who keeps offering an alternative to

the thing he can see coming.

It doesn’t have to be this way. That is the structure beneath the oracle. That is

what the interlude is always saying.

W H A T  W E  H A V E  M I S S E D

ere is what changes everything when you see it.

We have assumed that Jeremiah is wrestling with hesed — the

covenant lovingkindness that compels him to keep speaking to people who will

not listen. And he is. The confessions in chapters 11 to 20 are the record of a

man in agony about a calling he cannot escape. Chapter 20:

There is in my heart as it were a burning fire shut up in my bones, and I am

weary with holding it in, and I cannot.

J E R E M I A H  2 0 : 9
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But look more carefully at what Jeremiah records from God’s own voice.

I have forsaken my house; I have abandoned my heritage; I have given the

beloved of my soul into the hands of her enemies.

J E R E M I A H  1 2 : 7

God is lamenting the judgment he is enacting. The grief and the act are

simultaneous.

And then Lamentations — Jeremiah’s voice from the ruins of the city he spent

his life trying to save — lands on a sentence that stops you:

Though he cause grief, he will have compassion according to the abundance

of his steadfast love; for he does not afflict from his heart.

L A M E N T AT I O N S  3 : 3 2 – 3 3

He does not afflict from his heart.

The judgment is real. The covenant requires it. God enacts it. But the heart —

the deep interior of who God is — is hesed. The judgment comes from

faithfulness. The grief comes from love. That tension is not resolved. It is held.

Openly. At cost.

This is what the prophets most deeply reveal. Not the anger of God. The

wrestling of God. The divine grief that the ancient paths have been abandoned.

The longing — present even in the act of judgment — that things might have

been otherwise.
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It didn’t have to be this way is not Jeremiah’s theological reflection. It is the

heart of God, becoming visible through him.

T H E  C O U N T E R P O I N T

hich makes Jonah’s case all the more searching.

Jonah knows the theology precisely. When God relents from

punishing Nineveh, Jonah quotes the divine character almost word for word:

I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and

abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster.

J O N A H  4 : 2

He is not wrong. He has the ancient paths mapped correctly.

And he is furious that God is exactly who he said he was.

Jonah’s problem is not insufficient theology. It is that the theology has never

moved from the mind to the chest. The divine hesed has been accurately

described and carefully kept at a distance.

Jeremiah couldn’t hold the fire in. Jonah wouldn’t let it in.

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T H I S  L E A V E S

Norman Reed  ·  He Does Not Afflict From His Heart

5 of 6



H esed cannot be worked up. No amount of theological precision

generates it. No discipline of religious effort produces it. It is first and

always God’s own character — the covenant lovingkindness that

moves toward deficit, that reaches across the gap, that cannot remain enclosed

within itself.

But it can be received. And when it is genuinely received — not catalogued but

received — it does what Jeremiah found it doing in his bones. It burns. It

produces something uncomfortably close to the divine grief itself. The longing

that things might be otherwise. The refusal to announce judgment without first

saying — there is another way. Stand here. Look. Ask.

The prophets are not primarily the voices of God’s anger. They are the places

where God’s grief becomes audible.

The question they leave is not whether we know this.

Jonah knew it.

The question is whether we have let it in.

These reflections did not begin with artificial intelligence. They began with years of ministry, reading,

prayer, suffering, and conversation.

During the development of this manuscript, AI became a conversation partner. It challenged assumptions,

tested arguments, suggested structures, and helped refine expression. Many of the words that follow
emerged through that dialogue.

The experiences, convictions, interpretations, and conclusions remain my own.
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