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Our Sayings – those from our past and of the present – they can tell us a great deal 

about ourselves, and our world.   

Sometimes they can be puzzling, and close to meaningless (especially true when 

learning those of another language) Some we understand, even if they have lost a lot 

of their force: “Marry in haste, repent at leisure” for example, we can still understand, 

even though it has lost a lot of its force, given that it is easy to separate now, as it is to 

marry in haste. 

Some, of course, make sense to us, but would not have made sense to an earlier age.  

“There’s no such thing as a free lunch” is one that comes to us from America – and 

only makes sense in a world used to economic theory, and the possibility of putting a 

cost on everything.  Without this basic assumption, I suspect the phrase may have 

been close to meaningless.  Originally, “Free lunch” was a common term in the US in 

the mid-19
th

 century, where it was in use in taverns, pubs basically, where the “free 

lunch” was provided – at least for those who bought a sufficient amount to drink.  The 

practice was not a popular one with the temperance movement, for obvious reasons,  

and the phrase, saying, arose to point out that there was a certain and fairly obvious 

flaw here in the “free lunch” concept, and it grew in meaning to capture an economic 

principle, that whatever goods and services are provided, they must be paid for by 

someone - i.e. you don't get something for nothing. 

The idea has expanded too, to encompass a different general principle: If one 

individual or group gets something at no cost, somebody else ends up paying for it in 

some way – and the “costs” are not necessarily only the financial ones. If there 

appears to be no direct cost to any single individual, there may a social cost, or, as we 

are becoming more aware there may be an environmental costs that may be incurred 

from things that are of no direct cost. It is commonly the case that when something 

appears to be free, someone has to pay a cost, even if the person or people benefitting 

and those paying are widely separated in space or time – later generations can be 

paying for an earlier generation’s “free lunch,” nations on the other side of the globe 

can be “paying” in environmental damage for the “free lunch” of polluting nations.  

Expressing the warning – there may be some hidden cost to you in something that 

looks free (paying exorbitantly for drinks to get a free lunch); warning also that things 

that look easy “free” now may turn out costly in unexpected ways, or at unexpected 

times.   

The phrase captures, in a warning, and in financial terms, a sense of interconnection; 

the thought that costs and benefits can be one way of describing the connections that 

exist between people in different places and times.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_cost


In Jeremiah’s time there was a phrase with a similar, or at least a related meaning.  It 

hasn’t really survived into our time – except perhaps for the phrase “sour grapes.” 

(may be more Aesop’s fables) “the parents have eaten sour grapes, but the children’s 

teeth are set on edge.”  Although not common to us, it still has resonances, it can still 

be understood.  The simple idea itself is obviously ridiculous.  But it has this 

ridiculous element – the idea that the sour taste of eating unripe grapes could apply to 

anyone other than the person who ate the grapes – but this ridiculous element, points 

to the element of protest, of outrage even, in this proverb that we can understand, we 

can engage with.   

The protest is about the unfairness of paying the penalty for someone else’s folly, 

experiencing the discomfort from someone else’s choices. I think that we can see the 

aptness of it in the time of Jeremiah, (as we can in many situations today). It is not 

clear precisely when different sections of Jeremiah were written, but from the events 

described, and the events that are datable, it is obvious that much of it addresses the 

people of God in the time of the exile, and in the years after.  The nation has been 

destroyed, or exists only as in remnant, the temple has been destroyed, many of the 

nation’s elite have been carried away to exile in Babylon – to serve a foreign power - 

or have fled to Alexandria or other parts of Egypt.  This was a situation that came 

about over generations, one that, with our views of history and historical processes, 

we would see and describe as the working out of the actions of the great empires in 

Egypt and Mesopotamia, but for the people of Israel the result was a time of great 

suffering, poverty and dislocation; seen and understood as the judgment and 

punishment of God – that it was God making the children taste the parent’s sour 

grapes.  Recovery was slow and painful, where it could be seen at all, and the protest 

captured in the phrase must have been poignant, and an expression of great pain and 

frustration, also an apt description of their time.  

It is a wry expression of part of the reality of their lives and their situation.  They are 

the heirs of a situation not of their making, one of great bitterness, and the phrase 

expresses aptly the bitter side to the reality that all people are inheriters of the results 

of decisions in the past – no-one is dis-connected.  

Living in a fortunate and comfortable time, this sense of connectedness is one that we 

can avoid much of a sense of, find it hard to capture with much force, and which we 

need to be reminded of – as it speaks to us more of our responsibilities and concerns 

about what we might be passing on, than of lament for what we have been born into. 

Here, it has also become a cry of despair of a people who feel express through this 

saying the way that they feel that there is no hope for change for them, and the way 

that they capture their relationship with God – that this is broken for them because of 

a different generations, that they are the ones bearing the costs, suffering the pain 

from the choices of a previous generation.  

It is to this reality that this Jeremiah passage addresses a word of comfort; to them 

Jeremiah speaks to overturn their commonplace wisdom.   

This is not a simplistic overturning of the reality of their situation.  His words do not 

bring about a dramatic change to the reality of their struggle in exile.  It is also not a 

move to individualism, to an idea that each sole individual is singly responsible for 

their fate and future.  



Their continuity with the past remains, they remain a part of the same community. 

This extremely rich passage expresses hope through the expression of a new 

covenant, a new version of an ancient understanding of relationship with God, not a 

completely different concept, or way of relating.  Not a matter of law, proscription 

and obedience – as covenant never was entirely.  It is a concept of relationship, 

captured here in summary allusions in the many ways it was captured in the people 

history: as treaty between peoples, as agreement, as commitment,  imagined as God’s 

leadership, God’s kingship, alluded to in the metaphor of God’s marriage, all alluded 

to here.   

So it is not an entirely new way of being with God, unrelated to the past. It is also not, 

as we Christians are often so ready to assume, a straightforward anticipation of the 

work of God in our midst through Christ – that the “newness” of the covenant is that 

it has passed to different owners, as it were. 

This is a new word to the people then, which becomes a word to all people.  To this 

hopeless people it proclaims their hope for the future, the hope and the possibility 

that, despite the difficulty of their lives they are a part of, connected to God’s planting 

and building, that God’s creative relationship is with them as well, that they are not 

just a generation placed in the difficult reality of God’s destruction and uprooting.  

The newness of this new covenant rooted in God’s forgiveness, not in their good 

action.  This is the proclamation of ongoing relationship because God chooses to 

break the cycles of previous generations, because God chooses to break the cycle of 

reward and punishment, to forgive, to embody the covenant within the hearts of the 

people.  

We are in a different place and time than these people.  We very much need to hear 

some different things – probably more to accept the reality of our interconnectedness 

with other people in our present and looking towards our future.  But this also is a 

word to us, as we walk towards the retelling of the Easter story.  For the story of the 

next weeks is the working out of this expression of new covenant.  God’s forgiveness, 

God’s embodiment of covenant among us, God’s decision for relationship with all 

peoples, in all times, God’s hope given to despairing people is enacted for us through 

the cross, in the blood of the new covenant, where, rather than the pain, the cost 

passing on through later generations, the connectedness means they are taken into the 

reality of God, the embodiment not just of the covenant in our hearts, but of God 

among us.  

 

*** 

 


