











Introduction: The Prophet of the New Covenant


Why Jeremiah Matters to the Friends

If the Epistle to the Hebrews gave the early Quakers their theology of the inward Christ as priest and mediator, and if Romans gave them their doctrine of justification by the inward work of grace, then Jeremiah gave them something even more foundational: the prophetic vision of a covenant written not on tablets of stone but on the living heart. Jeremiah 31:31-34 is not merely one passage among many in the Quaker theological vocabulary — it is the passage, the wellspring, the text upon which the entire edifice of Friends’ worship, ministry, and testimony ultimately rests. When George Fox declared that Christ had come to teach his people himself, he was declaring what Jeremiah had prophesied: that a day would come when no man would need to teach his neighbour to know the Lord, for all would know him, from the least to the greatest.

Jeremiah is the longest book in the Bible by word count, and its fifty-two chapters traverse nearly every theme that animated the early Quaker movement: the divine calling of the prophet from the womb; the indictment of false religion and hireling priests; the idolatry of outward forms while the heart remains far from God; the suffering of the faithful witness at the hands of religious and political authorities; the catastrophic judgment that falls upon a people who refuse to hear the inward voice; and above all, the promise that God would establish something radically new — a covenant of the heart, unmediated, immediate, available to all.

George Fox did not merely cite Jeremiah occasionally. He wrote an entire treatise — A Clear Distinction between the Old Covenant, or Old Testament, and the New Covenant, or New Testament — in which Jeremiah’s new covenant prophecy serves as the structural backbone. Fox saw the established churches of his day as living under the old covenant: with outward priests distinguished by special clothing, mandatory tithes, enforced attendance at worship, liturgical calendars, and a religion of external observance. Against all of this, Fox set Jeremiah’s vision: a covenant in which God himself teaches, in which the law is written on the inward parts, in which no intermediary stands between the soul and its Creator.

Robert Barclay built his systematic theology upon the same foundation. Propositions Five and Six of his Apology for the True Christian Divinity — which treat the universal and saving light — draw their deepest biblical warrant from Jeremiah’s promise that God would put his law in the inward parts and write it on the heart. If God himself teaches inwardly, then outward means are not essential. If the law is written on the heart, then the letter of the law — and all the outward structures built to enforce it — belongs to the old dispensation.

Isaac Penington, the most mystical of the early Quaker writers, found in Jeremiah the confirmation of his own experience: that true religion is not found in going outward but in turning inward, where the living God speaks to the soul in the language of the heart. James Nayler identified with the suffering of Jeremiah — the prophet rejected, beaten, thrown into a pit, persecuted by the very religious establishment he was called to reform. William Dewsbury, who spent years in prison for his faith, could have been describing his own life when he read of Jeremiah’s imprisonment in the court of the guard. Margaret Fell and the Quaker women writers found in Jeremiah’s prophetic theology the same principle they found in Joel and Galatians: that God’s Spirit would be poured upon all flesh, without regard to outward distinctions.



The Prophet and His Times

Jeremiah was called to prophesy in the thirteenth year of King Josiah, around 627 BC, and his ministry continued through the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC and beyond — a span of more than forty years during which he witnessed the final collapse of the kingdom of Judah. He prophesied during the reigns of Josiah, Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin, and Zedekiah — a succession of kings who, with the partial exception of Josiah, led the nation deeper into apostasy and political catastrophe.

Jeremiah’s calling was extraordinary in its intimacy. “Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee; and before thou camest forth out of the womb I sanctified thee, and I ordained thee a prophet unto the nations” (1:5). This was not a call that came through human mediation — no theological school appointed Jeremiah, no priestly council authorized him. God called him directly, personally, before his birth. The early Friends saw in this calling the pattern of all true ministry: it comes from God alone, bypasses all human institutions, and is authenticated not by credentials but by the power of the message and the faithfulness of the messenger.

Jeremiah’s ministry was defined by suffering. He was beaten by Pashhur the priest (20:1-2). He was thrown into a miry dungeon and left to die (38:6). He was forbidden to marry or have children, because the judgment coming upon Jerusalem made such things futile (16:1-4). He was mocked, reviled, and accused of treason. He wept over the destruction he foresaw, earning the title “the weeping prophet.” And yet he could not stop speaking, because the word of the Lord was “as a burning fire shut up in my bones” (20:9). The early Quakers who endured beatings, imprisonment, and public humiliation for their prophetic witness against apostate religion knew exactly what Jeremiah meant.



The Great Themes of Jeremiah in Quaker Thought


The New Covenant Written on the Heart

Jeremiah 31:31-34 stands at the centre of Quaker theology. The old covenant was written on stone. The new covenant is written on the heart. The old covenant required outward priests to teach. The new covenant requires no outward teacher, for “they shall all know me, from the least of them unto the greatest of them.” The old covenant was breakable. The new covenant is the unbreakable work of God within the soul.

Fox returned to these verses with the frequency of a man who had found in them the key to everything. His treatise on the old and new covenants is essentially an extended meditation on Jeremiah 31. Barclay structured his theology around the distinction between outward and inward, letter and spirit, shadow and substance — a distinction that Jeremiah stated first and most clearly.



The Prophetic Critique of False Religion

Jeremiah’s denunciation of the false prophets and hireling priests of his day provided the early Friends with a complete vocabulary for their own critique of the established church. “The prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests bear rule by their means; and my people love to have it so” (5:31). “They have healed also the hurt of the daughter of my people slightly, saying, Peace, peace; when there is no peace” (6:14). “The prophets prophesy lies in my name: I sent them not, neither have I commanded them, neither spake unto them” (14:14). Fox cited these passages repeatedly, applying them with devastating specificity to the university-trained, tithe-collecting clergy of the Church of England.



Living Water and Broken Cisterns

“My people have committed two evils; they have forsaken me the fountain of living waters, and hewed them out cisterns, broken cisterns, that can hold no water” (2:13). This verse encapsulates the Quaker critique of Christendom in a single image. The established churches had forsaken the living Christ — the fountain of living waters, present and available in every heart — and replaced him with broken cisterns: outward sacraments, liturgical forms, creedal statements, and institutional structures that could not hold the water of life.



The Suffering Prophet as Type of the Faithful Witness

Jeremiah’s suffering at the hands of the religious establishment became a type of the suffering that all faithful witnesses must endure. Fox, Nayler, Dewsbury, and hundreds of early Friends were beaten, imprisoned, and persecuted — not by pagans but by professing Christians. They found in Jeremiah both a precedent and a comfort: the prophet who speaks truth to power will always be persecuted by those whose power depends on untruth.



The Judgment on Apostate Religion

The fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC — the destruction of the temple, the burning of the city, the exile of the people — was read by the early Friends as a type of the judgment that falls upon all religious systems that substitute outward forms for inward reality. The temple, for all its magnificence, could not save a people whose hearts were far from God. The steeple-houses of England, for all their architecture, could not substitute for the presence of the living Christ.




How This Commentary Is Organized

Jeremiah’s fifty-two chapters are grouped into logical sections that follow the book’s natural structure:


	Chapters 1–10: The Call of the Prophet and the Indictment of Judah

	Chapters 11–20: The Broken Covenant and the Prophet’s Suffering

	Chapters 21–29: Judgment on Kings, Prophets, and Nations

	Chapters 30–33: The Book of Consolation — The New Covenant

	Chapters 34–39: The Fall of Jerusalem

	Chapters 40–45: After the Fall — The Remnant in Judah and Egypt

	Chapters 46–52: Oracles Against the Nations and the Fall of Babylon



Each chapter is presented with the full KJV text, followed by section-by-section commentary that integrates the theological insights of the early Friends. Quaker citations appear as standalone blockquotes, each followed by a plain reference giving author, work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is drawn.



A Note on Sources and Citation Convention

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works Vol. 3, chunk 317). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote.

The primary and secondary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Burnyeat, Life / Truth Exalted
	John Burnyeat, The Truth Exalted in the Writings of… John Burnyeat (life and journal)



	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Fox, Journal / Journal Vol. 1
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Fox, Memoir
	A Memoir of George Fox (selected works/memoir)



	Howgill, The Dawnings of the Gospel-Day
	Francis Howgill, The Dawnings of the Gospel-Day (collected works)



	Marshall, Life
	Charles Marshall, Sion’s Travellers Comforted and Journal / Life



	Penington, Works Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Scott, Salvation by Christ
	Job Scott, Salvation by Christ Alone (collected works)



	Stirredge, Life
	Elizabeth Stirredge, Strength in Weakness Manifest (life and testimony)



	Woolman, Journal
	John Woolman, The Journal of John Woolman





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends.



A Note on Method

This commentary does not pretend to be a work of modern critical scholarship. It does not discuss the composition history of Jeremiah, the relationship between the Hebrew and Septuagint recensions, the role of Baruch as scribe and editor, or the various theories about the book’s redaction that occupy academic commentators. These are valuable questions in their place, but they are not the questions the early Friends asked, and they are not the questions this commentary addresses.
*   *   *
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