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“Imprisonment and Hope”       Jeremiah 32:1-15  

Our Christian faith has often been influenced from prison. For instance, in the Old Testament: Joseph, 

Jeremiah, and Daniel; in the New Testament, the apostles Peter, Paul and John; in Christian history: John 

Bunyan, who wrote Pilgrim’s Progress in 1678, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, held in prison and finally 

executed by the Nazis for his complicity in a plot to assassinate Hitler.  

From prison Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German theologian, wrote many letters as he reflected on his 

Christian faith. Those prison letters have been read and pondered ever since. Bonhoeffer wrote other 

letters to his fiancé, and though they are less famous, they are quite revealing about the Christian life. On 

November 21, 1943 he wrote to his fiancé, “A prison cell, in which one waits, hopes, does various 

unessential things, and is completely dependent on the fact that the door of freedom has to be opened 

from the outside, is not a bad picture of [Christ’s coming, of] Advent” (Maria von Wedemeyer-Weller, 

“The Other Letters From Prison,” in Bonhoeffer In a World Come of Age, edited by Peter Vorkink II, p. 

110).  

It’s often in the season of Advent that we talk especially about waiting and hoping, but in life there’s 

plenty of waiting and hoping at other times and, truth be told, there are all different kinds of 

imprisonment. The Scripture we’re focused on today from Jeremiah 32 is written while the prophet 

Jeremiah is in prison in the courtyard of the guard. Jeremiah has made enemies on all sides of him. So 

here’s Jeremiah, held in prison within an entire city that’s also held prisoner by Babylon’s encircling 

armies. Yet for all he has to say against the kingdom of Judah, Jeremiah doesn’t sound pessimistic.  

The king complains to him in verses 3-5, in a long question that’s almost impossible in English to read as 

a question. But we can paraphrase it: “What? We’re not God’s one chosen nation? What? Our foreign 

policy is built on our fear and greed? What? Our wars and incursions haven’t all been just and honorable? 

Jeremiah, don’t you know that preachers are only supposed to say positive things about our nation?” 

That’s a very rough translation for a rough idea.  

So Jeremiah gets himself imprisoned within the palace court, charged with sedition because he doesn’t 

back Judah’s current war. Not too different from nowadays when politicians get to babble all they want 

about religion but preachers had better keep quiet about politics. In other words, don’t preach from that 

huge portion of the Bible called “The Prophets.” Yet while Jerusalem is under siege, Jeremiah feuds with 

his government and his religion, and he agrees to buy a field in his hometown of Anathoth in the middle 

of a losing war? What possible hope could there be for himself or for his nation?  

Jeremiah from his imprisonment shows that optimism and pessimism can both turn out to be hoaxes. For 

all he has to say against the kingdom of Judah, Jeremiah isn’t pessimistic. Some pessimists are just 

frightened to try living differently. Other pessimists are pessimistic because of their family’s outlook or 

their peer group’s cynicism, or they’ve become so because of declining physical or mental health. 

Jeremiah has tough things to say against his religion and his nation, but he’s not a pessimist.  

Jeremiah isn’t an optimist either. We’d usually rather hang around optimistic people than pessimistic 

people, but an optimist can mindlessly deny the world’s evil and suffering. Some people are optimists 

because they’ve lived a charmed life, in a stable family, in a safe region, in a peaceful era. People 

awaiting death in a Nazi gas chamber couldn’t pretend that life was super-cheery. And a terrible portion 
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of the world’s people today don’t have the privilege of being optimistic, because they’re hungry or 

homeless. No, Jeremiah isn’t an optimist. He knows the evil in every human heart. And he sees that his 

nation is going down the tubes mainly because of internal, not external, problems.  

Historian Arnold Toynbee said that of all the world’s known civilizations, almost all of them fell because 

of conflict and degeneracy on the inside rather than an attack from the outside. If Jeremiah isn’t a 

pessimist or an optimist, is he merely throwing his money away, buying a field when his nation is 

doomed? When a friend I worked with before I went to college found out I was going into ministry, he 

thought I was throwing away my education and talent. Is Jeremiah doing that?  

Well, Jeremiah believes in a God who exists beyond this world yet who works through this world. 

Jeremiah trusts the word to him from Yahweh that life will return to some kind of normalcy. People again 

will raise crops and herds, produce and distribute goods, buy and sell fields. He believes that although a 

religion can misrepresent God for personal privilege and a nation can distort religion with self-interest, 

this is still God’s world. Even in prison Jeremiah enjoys the freedom of spirit granted to those who trust in 

God. He could’ve said, as the seventeenth-century English poet Richard Lovelace wrote, “Stone walls do 

not a prison make nor iron bars a cage,”  

Jeremiah and his message show that we can hope again because of God in our midst. We need Jeremiah’s 

message because we can slide into the habit of not hoping. It’s hard to hope once you get in the rut of no 

expectations. It can be hard to hope that life can go differently, for both individuals or groups.  

I have pondered what happened in the Roman civil war after Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 BC. 

General Brutus was besieging the town of Xanthus, during which the town caught fire. Brutus 

commanded his soldiers to help put out the fire, yet the citizens acted in a kind of frenzy. Everyone—

men, women, children, slave, and free—set out to burn their own town, to destroy it so the enemy 

couldn’t have it. Brutus on his horse rode around the walls, yelling to the Xanthians and begging them to 

spare themselves and save the town. He commanded his soldiers to save as many people as they could. 

Yet the citizens went right on because their forebears had done the same thing years before, destroying 

their city when besieged by the Persians. They were so prepared for war that they couldn’t accept peace 

when it came.  

Because this is God’s world, we don’t have to do things the same old way. We can expect good changes 

and gracious surprises. Even when we seem imprisoned by our past or by current circumstances, we can 

hope. Some Christians I’ve met seem to collect bad news, adding up every earthquake, mass shooting, or 

hurricane, hoping the world will soon end. Jeremiah, let alone Jesus our Lord, shows us we have reason to 

hope in this world. Jesus was born into a terrible world, one occupied by the Roman empire, kind of like 

being born in Poland during the Nazi occupation. This is God’s world and although God will replace it 

with a new heaven and a new earth, God will never let us go. So signs of God’s concern and grace are 

here if we’ll look.  

A sign of God’s grace occurred through Nelson Mandela’s imprisonment and release, and through the 

South African member of parliament Helen Suzman, who was the only woman in their parliament and the 

only voice of opposition to apartheid. It took years of struggle for a faithful person in and a faithful person 

out of prison to end South Africa’s legal racism. But it ended. Helen Suzman was granted the United 



3 
 

Nation’s Human Rights Award in 1978. Nelson Mandela was finally freed from decades in prison, and 

given the Nobel Peace Prize in 1993, and elected president of South Africa in 1994. God can work 

wonders, even from prison.  

Charles Colson, after having been a prisoner himself, started the Prison Fellowship. Prison Fellowship 

brings the good news of Jesus Christ inside prisons, telling inmates that in Christ God has forgiven them. 

As Colson said: “I’ve seen the results firsthand: when the gospel is preached, and men embrace Christ, 

they [abandon] violence. The prisons run by [Prison Fellowship] prove it. In Texas, Kansas, Iowa, and 

Minnesota, these prisons are filled with once-angry, dangerous men who now love the Lord and live new 

lives” (“Terrorists Behind Bars,” First Things, November 2002, p. 20). Colson points out the success of 

Prison Fellowship in lowering the rate of inmates who return to crime after their release. That’s a sign of 

hope coming from a prison.  

No matter the circumstances around us or within us, when we live by faith in our God, we can experience 

hope and give others hope. Jeremiah in his prison trusts that “Houses and fields and vineyards shall again 

be bought in this land” (v. 15).   

God summons us to hope, to live by what we don’t see, to trust in God’s promise. We need to hope 

beyond the possibilities that we glimpse for our earth, our nation, our congregation, or for our own short 

lives. God’s grace is here, even in whatever prison we may be in.  

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s fiancé reported that after one of her visits Bonhoeffer wrote this to her: “When 

I...think about the situation of the world, the complete darkness over our personal fate and my present 

imprisonment, then I believe that our union can only be a sign of God’s grace and kindness, which calls 

us to faith. We would be blind if we did not see it” (Ibid., p. 107). Signs of God’s grace are here to help us 

live with hope in this generation.  

Writing to Titus, a Gentile probably converted through Paul’s ministry, he says, “For the grace of God 

has appeared that offers salvation to all people. It teaches us to say “no” to ungodliness and worldly 

passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the 

blessed hope—the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for 

us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do 

what is good” (Titus 2:11-14) 

We await that same blessed hope. We believe that ultimately God’s purposes will be worked out by a 

baby boy whose mother laid him in a manger; who was unjustly put to death; and who was laid in a 

borrowed tomb. But as we know, that temporary prison could not hold him.  

As Jeremiah prayed, “Nothing is too hard for our Sovereign Lord” (32:17). Jeremiah—the prisoner—

believed that.  

And if we believe what Jeremiah believed, we would be blind if we did not look around today and see 

more reasons to hope. Amen. 


