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God Gives a Future and a Hope  Jeremiah 29:1-11
		Winter snows, and snows, and snows, dark days, loneliness, feelings of guilt, children who misbehave: these things make up a list of experiences that can cause people to feel hopeless and down. You could make up your own list. Some people even face clinical depression, where they just don’t have the energy to get out of bed and don’t see any brightness for the future. Most of us don’t have to face those feelings, but we all know times of despondency, times when God’s face seems turned away. The people of Israel faced such a time in the year 597. The first group of the nation’s leaders had deported to Babylon. The poor, the leaderless, the disenfranchised remained, along with a prophet whom history would nickname the weeping prophet, Jeremiah. This prophet wrote what some commentators call a rude letter to those who had been exiled, because it begins without the usual salutation, “Peace to you.”  What a way to encourage those who were down! Yet, the letter contains some of the most beautiful and encouraging of all the Scripture’s promises as well, words that have lifted the spirits of generations of believers. The message of Jeremiah’s prophecy to the down and out Israelites resounds today as well, “God wants to give you a future and a hope.” Whatever the causes of your current crises, God has plans for your welfare. These plans revolve around listening to God’s voice and seeking God’s will. Let’s explore how to find the future and hope God wants for us in greater detail.
	First, why was Israel in trouble? If you’ve read the Old Testament, you might be tempted to say, “When was Israel not in trouble?” The answer would be, they were not in trouble when they were busy doing what God had called them to do. I’ve just finished reading the book of Joshua. When the Israelites were busy obeying God’s commands, having recorded what God spoke to Moses, and following the leadership of Joshua and the people who had seen God’s miracles in the wilderness and Egypt, they were not in trouble, rather they were conquering their enemies and inheriting their land. 
At the time Jeremiah writes to the Israelites, almost 1000 years later, though, Israel has a long history of disobeying God. The halcyon days of David and Solomon’s golden reigns were ancient history. Generations of a divided kingdom, and people with divided loyalties lay behind God’s final exile of Israel to Babylon. The people wanted to serve Yahweh, their covenant God, who led them from Egypt and gave them the land of Israel, but they also wanted to serve foreign and false gods as well. Their faith in God had dissolved to the point where they resembled pagan countries as much as anyone else. After generations of disobedience and idolatry, God finally allowed Israel to be taken into captivity, as Jerusalem, the capital city fell. Jeremiah’s lamentations for the city can be read in the book of Lamentations. Thousands of men, women, and children were killed. The cities treasures were carried away. The civic and religious leaders were captive, in disgrace in a foreign land. The people there tried to avoid complete assimilation and admitting defeat by refusing to work and build homes. They presented a picture of total defeat and demoralization.  Listen to the despair the people there expressed in Psalms 137:
By the rivers of Babylon, There we sat down and wept, When we remembered Zion.
 2 Upon the willows in the midst of it We hung our harps.
 3 For there our captors demanded of us songs, And our tormentors mirth, saying, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion."
 4 How can we sing the LORD's song In a foreign land?
 5 If I forget you, O Jerusalem, May my right hand forget her skill.
 6 May my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth, If I do not remember you, If I do not exalt Jerusalem Above my chief joy.
 7 Remember, O LORD, against the sons of Edom The day of Jerusalem, Who said, "Raze it, raze it, To its very foundation."
 8 O daughter of Babylon, you devastated one, How blessed will be the one who repays you With the recompense with which you have repaid us.
 9 How blessed will be the one who seizes and dashes your little ones Against the rock.


The people couldn’t go much lower. The reason was their own apostasy, their lack of obedience to God’s laws and continued lifestyle of breaking God’s covenant.
	To these hopeless exiles, God wrote a letter of encouragement and chastisement. First, God reminded the people that God was the one who carried them away. This meant that God was in control, even in their captivity and punishment. Their punishment would not be brief, but they should accept it as part of God’s will for them. They should not listen to the false prophets who proclaimed that God would immediately deliver them from their captivity. These two prophets, Ahab and Zedekiah had committed adultery with their neighbor’s wives, and were burned in a large fire by Nebuchadnezzar. They did not know God’s will, as their sinful lives made clear. The people should not accept their false encouragement. They should not feel that because they were called by God’s name, they could get away with anything.
In contrast, God proclaimed, “I know the plans that I have for you.” In Hebrew, the words are literally, “I, I know,” showing the emphatic awareness God had of the people’s misery and God’s concern and preparation for their future.  God would deliver in a relatively short time, within seventy years Babylon, the most powerful kingdom known to human history at that time would be gone. Accepting God’s punishment for sin is still hard today. Many Christians want only the good things God gives, but reject the disciplines of the Christian faith. When God allows them to experience the consequences of their disobedience, they cry out for help, but don’t understand that one way God helps is through allowing us to know punishment. We have to accept both God’s blessings of forgiveness and God’s demands for uprightness if we want to know the future and hope God wants to give us. Like the people of Israel, we must accept God’s discipline, and come to seek God’s ways and face to the point where we pray, seek for God’s heart, and search diligently for God’s ways with all our hearts, then we can expect to receive God’s richest blessings, the future and the hope God longs to give. 
The enduring message of this passage is that God longs to be found. The peace which wasn’t given as an expected greeting in the first of the letter appears here in God’s ultimate skillful plan for Israel. The word for peace is Shalom, meaning God’s blessing and a right relationship with God that encompasses all of a person’s life. God takes no delight in punishing God’s children, but rather longs to gather and restore them. God wanted the people who felt like they had no future to see the way to blessing clearly ahead of them, if they would only repent and seek God’s will. 
So what can we glean from this passage for our own dreary days? First, when we encounter times of discouragement, we should take the opportunity to search our own hearts. We don’t want to become too mired in vague feelings of guilt, but we can ask God to point out to us any areas where we might have strayed from God’s will. We can also ask God to help us to return with our whole hearts to a renewed sense of devotion and commitment to being  disciples of Christ. 
Second, we can allow the impetus of feeling low to remind us to intercede for others. This past week, I was feeling a little glum, because of all the snow, because I’m anticipating leaving my friends and community here, because I lost my driver’s license and couldn’t drive myself where I wanted to go. There were a lot of little becauses driving me down. Every day, one bright spot was checking my email. I found messages from friends who needed prayer. One is planning a major missions meeting, one may have cancer, one is waiting the results of a heart test, and can’t do anything physically demanding until she hears. Listening to their challenges reminded me that I have the grace of interceding for them. 
Jeremiah told the people in Babylon to pray for their captors and for the prosperity of those who held them captive. Don’t you just imagine how popular that message was? Yet, when Babylon prospered, so would captive Israel. When we feel burdened, we can respond to the burden by feeling sorry for ourselves, or we can remember others whom we know who are also encountering challenges. We can lift them up in prayer. Through the Holy Spirit’s power, we can even pray for the welfare of those who seem to be holding us down, fulfilling Jesus’ command to pray for our enemies. One of the commentaries I read on this passage offered a wonderful example of some people who found momentum for their prayers from within their struggles. From the end of WWII to 1991, Albania experienced a crushing communist dictatorship. Over 1600 churches were destroyed there. Dying an Easter Egg, which would hardly seem an overtly Christian testimony, could result in the secret police taking people away, never to be seen again. During that time, Marika Cico and her sister secretly kept the church alive in their house.[footnoteRef:1] For 23 years members of this secret congregation practiced unsleeping prayer, 40 day periods of continuing prayer with each person praying in one or two hour shifts for the end of persecution. Now, at age 95, nearly blind, Marika has lived to see her prayers answered. People describe her as “a fountain of joy.” These Chrsitians devotion to prayer seemed ridiculous, because things got worse for a long time, but eventually, their prayers triumphed. When we think about them, our own troubles seem lighter. We should be encouraged by their example to pray and search for God’s blessing without ceasing and with faith.  [1:  Dim Lamp, “Sermon 20 Pentecost Yr C” http:dimlamp.wordpress.com/2007/10/12/sermon-20-pentecost-yrc/ reporting the words of Jim Forest, “Albanian Resurrection,” Touchstone July/August 2001, p. 31) 2.] 

One of the things that has impressed me about the Olympic athletes is their complete absorption in their sports. Amy Vonn, after winning the downhill event said, she’s sacrificed everything for her medal. God said the Israelites would gain the future and hope God longed to give them if they sought him with all their hearts. We too must seek God first, if we are to receive God’s richest blessings. Jesus also said “Seek first the kingdom of God and its righteousness” and we would gain all the good things God longs to give us. It’s not that we aren’t saved by grace, but we need to acknowledge that grace wasn’t cheap. Jesus gave his life so that we can have the riches of the kingdom. Our hearts should be full of gratitude and want to seek and serve God, because we love and worship God’s character.
Especially during times of transition, it is easy to despair and feel confused. Our church will soon experience a transition, as I leave, and you seek another pastor. I want to encourage you to use the interim time as a time for searching for God’s will with all your hearts. Take time to reflect on the past, where the church has grown, and where it has fallen off the mark. Remember Marika Cico and the Albanian church; remember Jeremiah’s words to captive Israel. Remember God’s deliverance of Israel from the Babylonian captivity, and God’s ultimate deliverance of each of us from sin’s dominion through Jesus Christ. I want to close today with Paul’s words in Romans 8:32ff:
What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who is against us?
 32 He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things?
 33 Who will bring a charge against God's elect? God is the one who justifies;
 34 who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.
 35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?
 36 Just as it is written, "For Thy sake we are being put to death all day long; We were considered as sheep to be slaughtered."
 37 But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us.
 38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,
 39 nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

We have God’s lovely promises to Israel and to all believers. God wants the best for us. God is actively making detailed plans to bless us. Will we cooperate and participate in receiving God’s promises by seeking God’s face and accepting God’s will? I pray each of us will do so. Amen.

