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Preface
Chapters 38-39 of the book of Jeremiah tells how a group in the royal palace in Jerusalem imprisoned Jeremiah in a deep muddy cistern used for storing water. Jeremiah had an anxiety he would die in the cistern during the Babylonians siege of the city. Jeremiah criticized his fellow Israelites for not trusting in God and worshipping other gods. Jeremiah said, “even though they were being punished through the Babylonian exile, God would call them back to Judea in 70 years.” (Jeremiah 29:10).Jeremiah is saved from this fate by the heroic intervention of a royal servant named Ebedmelech!
In 586 and 597 BCE, some (mostly elite) Jews were exiled to Babylonia. Some Jews fled to Egypt. This time could be considered the beginning of the Jewish diaspora, a term that comes from the word “dispersion,” meaning the spreading out of Jews across the Middle East, and eventually, the world.
The Babylonians besieged Jerusalem; the city surrendered. Jeconiah, his court and other prominent citizens and craftsmen, were deported to Babylon.[footnoteRef:1] This event is considered to be the start of the Babylonian captivity and of the Jewish diaspora. Jeconiah's uncle, Zedekiah, was installed as vassal king of Judah. [1:   The Oxford History of the Biblical World, ed. by Michael D Coogan. Published by Oxford University Press, 1999. pg. 350] 

In 587 BC, in the ninth year of Zedekiah’s rule a Babylonian army laid siege to Jerusalem after he had conspired to revolt against the Babylonians with Egypt’s help. During the siege the prophet Jeremiah  urged surrender to the dominion of the Babylonians, which he regarded as the will of God. This was the second siege of Jerusalem culminating in the destruction of the city and Solomon's Temple, bringing an end to the Kingdom of Judah.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:   Bickerman, E. J. (January 2007). Nebuchadnezzar And Jerusalem. Brill. pp. 961–974. ISBN 978-90-474-2072-9.] 



Introduction
What do Abraham and Lot, Rahab and the spies, David and Joab, have in common? Some type of rescue took place in their stories. Abraham rescued Lot from Kedorlaomer, and the kings allied with him. Rahab hid the two spies and said to the King of Jericho, “Yes, the men came to me, but I did not know where they had come from.” (Joshua 2:4-5 NKJV) She could have easily turned them in. David and Joab, Joab killed Absalom when he attempted a coup to take the kingdom from his father, David. Following these examples of loyalty, bravery and faith is Ebedmelech the Ethiopian, who was instrumental in saving Jeremiah’s life. He interceded on Jeremiah’s behalf when he was accused of betraying Israel.
 
In this lesson we will see how by helping Jeremiah, Ebedmelech also helped a nation in despair. He exhibited courage and wisdom under duress. He intervened against people who may have held a higher socio-political status. His courageous move to rescue Jeremiah was a bold risk to take. Consider this, King Zedekiah wasn’t known for strength. When the princes approached him about Jeremiah and said, “This man ought to die, for he is discouraging the warriors who remain in this city, as well as all the people, by speaking such words to them; this man is not seeking the well-being of these people, but their ruin.” (Jeremiah 38:4 NKJV) King Zedekiah replied, “Here he is. He is in your hands, since the king can do nothing to stop you.” (Jeremiah 38:5 NKJV)

Ebedmelech took his life in his own hands. Ebedmelech moved against the princes of Jerusalem. He defended the oppressed, and he supported Jeremiah’s cause. We know during biblical times citizens who offended social elites usually ended up severely tortured and or executed. Ebedmelech took the high ground and pleaded Jeremiah’s case to king Zedekiah, saving Jeremiah’s life. In doing so, he saved many other lives because the king listened to Jeremiah. 

They dropped Jeremiah in the cistern of Malchiah, the king’s son, which was in the guard’s courtyard. They lowered Jeremiah with ropes into the cistern, which had deep mud, and Jeremiah sank down into the mud. Ebedmelech to the rescue! Like Ebedmelech, if we do the right thing, we gonna be alright.





Lesson Text
Jeremiah 38:7-13, Jeremiah 39:15-18 (NKJV)
Jeremiah 38:7-14
7 Now when Ebedmelech the Ethiopian, one of the eunuchs who was in the king’s house, heard that they had put Jeremiah in the dungeon (the king then sitting in the Gate of Benjamin),
8 Ebedmelech went forth out of the king’s house and spoke to the king, saying,
9 “My lord the king, these men have done evil in all that they have done to Jeremiah the prophet, whom they have cast into the dungeon; and he is likely to die of hunger in the place where he is, for there is no more bread in the city.”
10 Then the king commanded Ebedmelech the Ethiopian, saying, “Take from hence thirty men with thee, and take up Jeremiah the prophet out of the dungeon before he dies.”
11 So Ebedmelech took the men with him and went into the house of the king under the treasury and took from thence old castoff clothes and old rotten rags and let them down by cords into the dungeon to Jeremiah.
12 And Ebedmelech the Ethiopian said unto Jeremiah, “Put now these old castoff clothes and rotten rags under thine armpits, under the cords.” And Jeremiah did so.
13 So they drew up Jeremiah with cords and took him up out of the dungeon; and Jeremiah remained in the court of the prison.
14 Then Zedekiah the king sent and took Jeremiah the prophet unto him into the principal entry that is in the house of the Lord; and the king said unto Jeremiah, “I will ask thee a thing; hide nothing from me.”

Jeremiah 39:15-18
15 Now the word of the Lord came unto Jeremiah while he was shut up in the court of the prison, saying,
16 “Go and speak to Ebedmelech the Ethiopian, saying, ‘Thus saith the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Behold, I will bring My words upon this city for evil and not for good; and they shall be accomplished in that day before thee.
17 But I will deliver thee in that day, saith the Lord; and thou shalt not be given into the hand of the men of whom thou art afraid.
18 For I will surely deliver thee, and thou shalt not fall by the sword; but thy life shall be as a prize unto thee, because thou hast put thy trust in Me, saith the Lord.’”
Background
Ebedmelech served in the palace of King Zedekiah, King of Judah during the Siege of Jerusalem (597 BCE).  The Hebrew text clearly indicates Ebedmelech was African. Ebedmelech went to the king to plead for Jeremiah’s release. Ebedmelech arranges for Jeremiah to be extracted from the cistern and given bread until the city is captured. Ebedmelech is as a Cushite, from the land of Cush which is roughly the area of Nubia and Ethiopia.

Other than identifying him as a Cushite, the text doesn’t provide any more information about Ebedmelech’s background. Ebedmelech is a court official of King Zedekiah. (Jeremiah 38:7) He had the king’s ear, eye, and trust. His name means, “servant of the king,” How did he come to Jerusalem? Was he a believer in Israel’s God? Ebedmelech’s words and actions demonstrated his character. He had access to power and was well known throughout the city.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Ebedmelech—A Remarkable Figure in Jerusalem’s Final Days] 


Ebedmelech observed all the court politics firsthand. He knew what Shephatiah, Gedaliah, Jucal and Pashhur had done to Jeremiah, and he knew Jeremiah would die without help (Jeremiah 38:7-9). His decisiveness to intervene on Jeremiah’s behalf was a bold and risky move. Ebedmelech could not have discerned how king Zedekiah would react. This remarkable individual demonstrated great faith in approaching an unpredictable king for permission to save Jeremiah. This is the essence of faith, to choose to do the right thing, regardless of potentially negative consequences.

Ebedmelech had to leave the palace, and went to seek the king at his post, to obtain an order to release Jeremiah in time to save the prophet's life. Not only did Ebedmelech actions clearly demonstrate his faith, but also his compassion and empathy. The biblical account gives us an understanding into Ebedmelech’s heart. Rather than merely lowering a rope to Jeremiah, this kindhearted African man thoughtfully lowered “old clothes and old rags” (Jeremiah 38:11) so the rope would not tear into Jeremiah’s armpits. (Jeremiah 38:12). He alone, inheriting the blessing of Isaiah 56:3-6, had the courage to appear as the friend of the persecuted.
Analysis, Interrogations and Interpretation of the Text
Jeremiah 38:7-13
7 Now when Ebedmelech the Ethiopian, one of the eunuchs who was in the king’s house, heard they had put Jeremiah in the dungeon (the king then sitting in the Gate of Benjamin),
The Benjamin Gate is also in Jeremiah 37:13, in connection with the prophet's being arrested for the second time when he wanted to leave Jerusalem through this exit to live with his people, the tribe of Benjamin. The captain of the guards (Irijah son of Shelemiah) arrested him, and reported it to King Zedekiah without telling him they planned to let Jeremiah die of hunger in a cistern, full of mire. 
Jeremiah's aggravation of confinement was significant. The king was notified by Ebedmelech, who found the king sitting in the Benjamin Gate. Observant, this highlights the diversity within the royal court of Judah and suggests foreigners held positions of influence. This role would have required trustworthiness and competence, indicating Ebedmelech was a respected figure despite his foreign origin. His presence in the narrative underscores the theme of God using unexpected individuals to fulfill His purposes, like other non-Israelites in the Bible who play pivotal roles, such as Rahab, Ruth, and reminiscent of Esther's role in the Persian court. 
8 Ebedmelech went forth out of the king’s house and spoke to the king, saying,
Valiantly, he spoke truth to power, this context highlights the courage of Ebedmelech, as he steps out from the safety of the palace to intervene on behalf of Jeremiah, who was imprisoned for his prophecies against the city. His actions reflect a deep sense of justice and compassion, qualities which are commended in other parts of Scripture, such as in Proverbs 31:8-9, calls for speaking up for those who cannot speak for themselves.
Approaching the king directly was a bold move, especially for a foreigner and a eunuch, indicating Ebedmelech's bravery and the urgency of his mission. In the hierarchical society of ancient Judah, speaking to the king required not only courage but also a certain level of access and respect, which Ebedmelech evidently possessed. His willingness to speak up for Jeremiah, who was seen as a traitor by many, aligns with the biblical theme of advocating for the oppressed, as seen in Isaiah 1:17. He was in that court for a reason, this is reminiscent of Esther 4:14.  It was divine providence. God knew Jeremiah was taken into that cistern. God also knew Jeremiah had to be freed for him to complete his task.
9 “My lord the king, these men have done evil in all that they have done to Jeremiah the prophet, whom they have cast into the dungeon; and he is likely to die of hunger in the place where he is, for there is no more bread in the city.”
Shephatiah the son of Mattan, Gedaliah the son of Pashhur, Jucal the son of Shelemiah, and Pashhur the son of Malchiah heard what Jeremiah was saying to the people. They were opposed to Jeremiah's prophecies; they perceived them as demoralizing and treasonous during a time of national crisis. Their lineage indicates their roles and influence within the political and religious hierarchy of Jerusalem. Shephatiah, Gedaliah, Jucal, and Pashhur were likely part of the ruling elite, possibly princes, priests or royal advisors, given their familial connections. The mention of their fathers' names underscores the importance of lineage and heritage in ancient Israelite society, where family ties often defined one's social and political standing.
10 Then the king commanded Ebedmelech the Ethiopian, saying, “Take from hence thirty men with thee, and take up Jeremiah the prophet out of the dungeon before he dies.”
King Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, was often indecisive and swayed by his officials. His command shows a moment of courage and justice, as Ebedmelech advocates for Jeremiah, who was unjustly imprisoned. The thirty men indicates the seriousness of the task or the potential resistance they might face. It underscores the danger and urgency of the mission to rescue Jeremiah. The presence of thirty men also suggests the cistern was in a public or guarded area, requiring a significant force to ensure the prophet's safe extraction. This reflects the political tension and fear of backlash from those who opposed Jeremiah's prophecies.
11 So Ebedmelech took the men with him and went into the house of the king under the treasury and took from thence old castoff clothes and old rotten rags and let them down by cords into the dungeon to Jeremiah.
This backdrop underscores the political tension and intrigue surrounding Jeremiah's imprisonment, as the prophet's messages were unpopular with the ruling class. Under the treasury was likely part of the palace complex, used for storing provisions. The mention of a location "below" suggests a lower, perhaps less visible area, which may have provided some privacy for Ebedmelech's actions. This detail highlights the resourcefulness required to carry out the rescue without drawing unwanted attention. 
Ebedmelech demonstrated courage and compassion by taking action to rescue Jeremiah. His role as a foreigner and a eunuch highlights God's use of unexpected individuals to fulfill His purposes. 
The use of old rags and worn-out clothes reflects the dire circumstances and limited resources available. These items, though humble, were chosen to cushion the ropes, showing Ebedmelech's thoughtfulness and care for Jeremiah's well-being. This act of kindness is reminiscent of God's provision through seemingly insignificant means.
12 And Ebedmelech the Ethiopian said unto Jeremiah, “Put now these old castoff clothes and rotten rags under thine armpits, under the cords.” And Jeremiah did so.
The use of "worn-out rags and clothes" suggests a resourceful and compassionate approach to rescuing Jeremiah. Ebedmelech's instruction to use these materials to pad the ropes indicates a concern for Jeremiah's well-being, preventing injury during his extraction from the cistern. This act of kindness reflects the biblical principle of loving one's neighbor and caring for those in distress. The imagery of worn-out garments can also symbolize humility and the lowly state of God's prophets, who often faced persecution and hardship. This scene parallels the humility of Jesus Christ, who took on the form of a servant and endured suffering for the sake of others.
Jeremiah's compliance with Ebedmelech's instructions demonstrates his trust and willingness to follow instructions and accept help, even from unexpected sources. This moment of cooperation highlights the importance of community and support in times of trial. Jeremiah's obedience also reflects his character as a faithful servant of God, willing to endure hardship for the sake of his prophetic mission. This act of deliverance can be seen as a type of Christ's own deliverance from death, as Jeremiah is lifted from the cistern, foreshadowing Christ's resurrection and victory over the grave.
13 So they drew up Jeremiah with cords and took him up out of the dungeon; and Jeremiah remained in the court of the prison.
The use of ropes indicates a coordinated effort, likely involving multiple people, to ensure Jeremiah's safety. This act of deliverance can be seen as a divine intervention, as God often uses human agents to accomplish His purposes. The ropes symbolize how God provides salvation and deliverance, reminiscent of how God uses various means to rescue His people throughout Scripture.
After his rescue, Jeremiah's placement in the courtyard of the guard suggests a form of protective custody. This location, within the palace complex, provided a measure of safety and allowed Jeremiah to continue his prophetic ministry. The courtyard of the guard was a place where he could be monitored and where he could interact with others, ensuring his prophetic voice was not silenced. This setting stresses the tension between Jeremiah's message and the political powers of the time, highlighting the prophet's perseverance in the face of adversaries.

Jeremiah 39:15-18
15 Now the word of the Lord came unto Jeremiah while he was shut up in the court of the prison, saying,
Despite Jeremiah's physical confinement, God's word was not hindered. This verse emphasizes the sovereignty and omnipresence of God, who can reach His servants regardless of their circumstances. It emphasizes the prophetic nature of Jeremiah's ministry, as he received direct revelation from God. This divine communication is a recurring theme in the Bible, where God's word comes to His prophets to guide, warn, or comfort His people. It also foreshadows the ultimate revelation of God's word through Jesus Christ, who is described as the Word made flesh in the Gospel of John.
16 “Go and speak to Ebedmelech the Ethiopian, saying, ‘Thus saith the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Behold, I will bring My words upon this city for evil and not for good; and they shall be accomplished in that day before thee.
The title "Lord of Hosts" emphasizes God's supreme authority over heavenly armies and earthly affairs. "The God of Israel" reaffirms His covenant relationship with His people. This introduction accentuates the divine authority and certainty of the message, like prophetic declarations throughout the Old Testament, such as in Isaiah 1:24
This verse refers to the impending judgment on Jerusalem due to its persistent disobedience and idolatry, as prophesied in Jeremiah 25:8-11. The fulfillment of God's words demonstrates His faithfulness to His promises, both of blessing and judgment, as seen in Deuteronomy 28. The contrast between harm and good reflects the consequences of Israel's covenant unfaithfulness

17 But I will deliver thee in that day, saith the Lord; and thou shalt not be given into the hand of the men of whom thou art afraid.
This promise of deliverance is directed towards Ebedmelech, an Ethiopian eunuch who showed kindness to Jeremiah by rescuing him from the cistern (Jeremiah 38:7-13). The phrase "in that day" refers to the day of Jerusalem's fall to the Babylonians, a time of great turmoil and destruction. The assurance of deliverance call attention to God's sovereignty and faithfulness to those who trust in Him, even amidst judgment. This reflects a recurring biblical theme where God protects and delivers His faithful servants, as seen in the stories of Daniel in the lion's den (Daniel 6) and the three Hebrew boys in the fiery furnace (Daniel 3).

Ebedmelech feared the Babylonians, who were known for their brutality. This verse sites God's power over human threats and His ability to protect His people from their enemies. This assurance is reminiscent of God's promises to Israel throughout the Old Testament, where He repeatedly assures them of His protection (e.g., Isaiah 41:10, Psalm 91:7). It also foreshadows the New Testament teaching, God has not given us a spirit of fear (2 Timothy 1:7) and perfect love casts out fear (1 John 4:18). This deliverance can be seen as an ultimate deliverance of believers from sin, emphasizing God's redemptive plan through Jesus Christ.
18 For I will surely deliver thee, and thou shalt not fall by the sword; but thy life shall be as a prize unto thee, because thou hast put thy trust in ME, saith the Lord.”
This promise of rescue is directed towards Ebedmelech, an Ethiopian eunuch who showed kindness to Jeremiah by helping him out of the cistern (Jeremiah 38:7-13). The assurance of rescue focuses on God's faithfulness to those who act righteously and courageously. This phrase reflects God's sovereignty and His ability to deliver His people from peril, a theme consistent throughout Scripture, such as in the deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt (Exodus 14:30). 
The sword represents the violence and death that would accompany the city's capture. God's promise to Ebedmelech is a personal assurance of safety amidst widespread destruction, similar to how God protected Noah and his family during the flood (Genesis 7:23).
Trust in God is a central theme in the Bible, often linked to faith and righteousness. Ebedmelech's trust is demonstrated through his actions to save Jeremiah, showing his belief in God's prophet and, by extension, in God Himself. This trust is reminiscent of Abraham's faith, which was credited to him as righteousness (Genesis 15:6).
Conclusion 
Like Ebedmelech, our community has and continue to do the right thing for this nation. When we protest injustice, racism, sexism, tyranny, and speak up for the oppressed, God is on our side. God is always for the righteous underdog. The cistern symbolizes the depths of despair and rejection we have faced. God promised Ebedmelech he would not be harmed for doing the right thing. Jeremiah, like Christ, was wrongly accused of something he did not do; paralleling the suffering of Christ, who was also rejected and condemned by His own people. Jeremiah was not going to the Babylonians, he wanted to be with his people-the Tribe of Benjamin[endnoteRef:1].  [1:  A special feature of the Benjamite warriors was that they were completely ambidextrous, being able to handle the sling equally well with either hand (Judges 20:16; 1 Chron 8:40; 12:2). Thus, Ehud the Benjamite, Israel’s second deliverer in the period of the Judges, was remembered for being left-handed (Judges 3:15).




] 


In 2013, three radical Black organizers Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi  created a Black-centered political-movement-building project called #BlackLivesMatter in response to the acquittal of Trayvon Martin's murderer, George Zimmerman. What does this have to do with this lesson? Like Ebedmelech, they spoke up and out about an injustice done to a young black man, Trayvon Martin. Unlike Ebedmelech, they were not considered heroes by the powers that be. Their existence to this day is controversial. We can expect to receive hostile and aggravating attention when we speak out for justice or stand against unfair judgements.

This is what it takes if we want to see change, effective change. The willingness to speak truth to power, the ability to persuade power, establish a relationship where we can influence power. Ebedmelech did all three. He challenged the princes who wanted to kill Jeremiah. He spoke truth to power. He was able to influence the king through his relationship with the king.

God’s assurance of Ebedmelech’s rescue emphasizes God's faithfulness to those who act righteously and courageously. We can look at our history and see those who were assassinated for their stance against racism and injustice. Those heroes like Jesus, put themselves on the line for humanity. God always delivers the righteous. This is why we know, we gonna be alright!
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