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Jeremiah 31:20

In response to the warnings of backsliding and idolatry in Deuteronomy 4, this passage 
points to the way back - to repentance.

Verse 20 is actually verse 21 in the Jewish translation.

Jeremiah 31:21 - "Set thee up waymarks, make thee high heaps: set thine heart toward 
the highway, even the way which thou wentest: turn again, O virgin of Israel, turn again 
to these thy cities."

Rashi - "Set up markers for yourself": Signs in the good ways of your ancestors.

"high heaps" = tamruwr - guideposts, upright boards (meaning doubtful). The rabbis 
interpreted it as small palms

Rashi - "small palms" ( םיִרָמְּת ) planted for a sign on the way. And the simple 
interpretation of the verse is. Make signs to know the way you traversed from Eretz 
Israel to Babylon, so that you will return by that road; that is to say that you will surely 
return from there. Pray with embittered spirit

"turn again" = shuwb - turn, repent

To return to the starting point, to turn back toward God and be restored. It can also 
mean to be renewed or refreshed.

- Psalm 23:3 - "He restoreth my soul..."

To return to the Promised Land we have to acknowledge and reverse each step that led 
us to Babylon.

In the New Testament, the Greek word for "repent" is “metanoeo” which means “to 
change one’s mind”

- Ezekiel 18:21-22 - "The soul that sinneth, it shall die. The son shall not bear the 
iniquity of the father, neither shall the father bear the iniquity of the son: the 
righteousness of the righteous shall be upon him, and the wickedness of the wicked 
shall be upon him. But if the wicked will turn (shuwb) from all his sins that he hath 
committed, and keep all my statutes, and do that which is lawful and right, he shall 
surely live, he shall not die. All his transgressions that he hath committed, they shall not 
be mentioned unto him: in his righteousness that he hath done he shall live."

- 2 Corinthians 7:10-11 - "For godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation not to be 
repented of: but the sorrow of the world worketh death. For behold this selfsame thing, 
that ye sorrowed after a godly sort, what carefulness it wrought in you, yea, what 
clearing of yourselves, yea, what indignation, yea, what fear, yea, what vehement 
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desire, yea, what zeal, yea, what revenge! In all things ye have approved yourselves to 
be clear in this matter."

NET version - "For sadness as intended by God produces a repentance that leads to 
salvation, leaving no regret, but worldly sadness brings about death. For see what this 
very thing, this sadness as God intended, has produced in you: what eagerness, what 
defense of yourselves, what indignation, what alarm, what longing, what deep concern, 
what punishment! In everything you have proved yourselves to be innocent in this 
matter."

God commands repentance:

Acts 17:30-31 - "And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now commandeth 
all men every where to repent: Because he hath appointed a day, in the which he will 
judge the world in righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained; whereof he hath 
given assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised him from the dead."

But God gives us the ability to repent:

- 2 Timothy 2:24-26 - "And the servant of the Lord must not strive; but be gentle unto all 
men, apt to teach, patient, In meekness instructing those that oppose themselves; if 
God peradventure will give them repentance to the acknowledging of the truth; And that 
they may recover themselves out of the snare of the devil, who are taken captive by him 
at his will."

"those that oppose themselves" = antidiatithēmi - to place or arrange (diatithemi) one's 
self in opposition (anti)

So repentance is something given by God, but acted on by our willing agreement

More on Repentance

The Talmud says if you provide even an opening only as large as the head of a pin, God 
will charge back into your life, swinging wide the gates of Jerusalem to welcome you.

“My sons, Open the door of Repentance as the ‘eye of a needle,’ and I will open it for 
you so that wagons and carriages can pass through.” (Shir HaShirim Rabbah 24)

“Rabbi Abahu bar Zeira said, ‘Great is Teshuvah, for it preceded the Creation of the 
World, as it says, ‘Before the mountains were born,…You reduced Man to nothingness, 
and said ‘Repent …’ (Tehilim/Psalms 90:2-3)” (Bereshit Rabbah, 1)

“Rabbi Yochanan said, ‘Great is Teshuvah, for it causes a person’s verdict to be torn up.’ 
” (Rosh HaShanah 17b)

“Even if a man has sinned his whole life and repents on the day of his death, all his sins 
are forgiven him” (Maimonides, Yad, Teshuvah 2:1)
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Sincere repentance is equivalent to the rebuilding of the Temple, the restoration of the 
altar, and the offering of all the sacrifices (Pesiḳ., ed. Buber, xxv. 158; Lev. R. vii.; Sanh. 
43b).

Prodigal Son

We are all the Prodigal Son at some point. We bring the plagues upon ourselves. 
Remember how his Father rushed out to embrace his son before he even came into 
view. 

“A sinner is like to a son that runs away from his father, and turns his back upon him, 
who yet afterwards repents, and has a mind to return to his father's house:'' (R. Chayim 
in Lib. Chayim, par. 4. c. 6. apud Maii Jud. Theolog. loc 15. p. 243.)

Luke 15:17 - "And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my 
father's have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!"

Luke 15:20 - "And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way 
off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed 
him."

Joshua 20:8 – 21:8 - the other haftarah reading

As a commentary on Deuteronomy 4:41-49, this is Joshua's account of setting up the 
cities of refuge and the cities of the Levites in the Transjordan.


