Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #14

“Living in a Foreign Land”

Jeremiah 29
For the past few months we have been considering the theme, “Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way,” from the book of Jeremiah. The “land” referred to is the land of Judah, with its capital city of Jerusalem, home of the Temple to the living God. The people were the Jews, God’s chosen people, though by and large the people didn’t act like they were God’s people at all.

Jeremiah had the lonely task of proclaiming God’s Word to people who didn’t want to hear it. The opposition he faced was from his own countrymen, who tried to shut him up in a variety of ways. Because of their stubbornness, God had decided to discipline the people by bringing in the Babylonians to destroy the city (and the Temple) and take most of the population to faraway Babylon. This news made Jeremiah even more unpopular.

Finally the time of judgment came. First in 605 bc, Nebuchadnezzar came and took the best and the brightest of Judah (including Daniel and his friends) back to Babylon, leaving the rest behind. Then, in 597, he returned and took 3,023 people (according to Jeremiah 52:28), including King Jehoiachin, his household, and certain priests and prophets.
 At this point the city of Jerusalem and the Temple still stood, and a large number of Jews were still living at home, but this sizable number of exiles found themselves far, far from home.

“How can we live as the people of God in the midst of a society and culture that dismisses or despises us at best, and may hate and persecute us at worst?” That is a question we find ourselves asking in the contemporary world, but it is far from modern. Jews and Christians have faced it all through their history. For the people of Judah who found themselves in exile in Babylon it was agonizingly real.
 As we wrap up our series, I want to consider the subject, “Living in a Foreign Land” from Jeremiah 29. I am not suggesting that I believe America will be overrun militarily and that her citizens will be transplanted to a faraway land. But I do believe this applies in a different way.

Word had reached Jeremiah in Jerusalem that some of the exiled false prophets were predicting, as Hananiah had done, a speedy collapse of Babylonian power and a consequent return of the exiles to their homeland. Jeremiah, realistic as always, felt it his duty to warn his exiled compatriots against any further self-delusion, and wrote a letter to them in 594 bc.

Jeremiah 29 introduces this letter in the first three verses,

This is the text of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the surviving elders among the exiles and to the priests, the prophets and all the other people Nebuchadnezzar had carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon. 2 (This was after King Jehoiachin and the queen mother, the court officials and the leaders of Judah and Jerusalem, the craftsmen and the artisans had gone into exile from Jerusalem.) 3 He entrusted the letter to Elasah son of Shaphan and to Gemariah son of Hilkiah, whom Zedekiah king of Judah sent to King Nebuchadnezzar in Babylon.

Jeremiah, who was still in Jerusalem, wrote this letter to the Jewish exiles already in Babylon. How did it get there? Verse three states that he “entrusted the letter” to two men whom the king had sent to King Nebuchadnezzar. In other words, the letter went in the diplomatic mailbag!
 In this letter the prophet explains how the people of God are to live in a foreign land.

Establish a Presence

The first step is to establish a presence, as seen in verses 4-6,

This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: “Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number there; do not decrease.”
What should God’s people do when their zip code places them in smack in the middle of Satan’s precincts? When God’s people were captives in Babylon, they might have expected God to tell them to run away. Or revolt. What he did instead was tell them to make themselves at home. The gist of Jeremiah’s prophecy was that God was going to build His city in the middle of Satan’s city.

It would be easy for the Jews to wage constant warfare against their idolatrous Gentile captors, but Jeremiah instructed them to strive to get along with the Babylonians. The exiles were to be peacemakers, not troublemakers, and they were to pray sincerely for their enemies.

Jesus taught in Matthew 5:43-45, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.” Paul adds in 1 Timothy 2:1-2, “I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.”
“You are going to be there a long time,” God told the exiles. “Settle down; accept it. Make the best of the situation, enjoy yourself while you are there to the fullest degree that you can. For remember, this is what I have chosen for you. It is the best way out. And while you are there, pray for Babylon, seek the welfare of Babylon.”

Many of us may be in this same situation. Because of resistance to the will and word of God in the past, we have been put in a situation we do not like very well, but we cannot change it. What does God say? “Accept it, work for the welfare of those around you. And wait for my time, for it will come.”

The exiles had lost everything but their lives and what few possessions they could carry with them to Babylon. They’d lost their freedom and were now captives. They’d been taken from their homes and had lost their means of making a living. They were separated from relatives and friends, some of whom may have died in the long march from Jerusalem. No matter how they looked at it, the situation seemed hopeless.

How should we handle such a depressing situation that we have no power to change or affect? We should accept it from the hand of God and let God have His way. One of the first steps in turning tragedy into triumph is to courageously accept the situation and put ourselves into the hands of a loving God, who makes no mistakes.

In other words, we are to bloom where we are planted. We are to go on loving the Lord and fulfilling His purposes for us wherever we find ourselves and no matter how undesirable or unexpected the circumstances. The priorities of marriage, family, and home life were to be their focus—not their pain. God called them to make a home, plant crops, and bear fruit in the land of their affliction. Life was to go on for them, and it is to go on for you and me.

The exiles were being told that they were to accept where they were, and be there with God who had put them there. They should not entertain the hopes or wild prophecies of an early return, which would keep them forever unsettled. They needed to settle into Babylon as their new home. Babylon would not be the nation’s permanent home. But it was their present home where the next few generations would be resident. Prepare for it. Get on with the normality of building homes, farms and families. Life goes on.

Imagine the reaction when Jeremiah’s prophecy was read in the Jewish ghetto in Babylon. There God’s people were, languishing in captivity, bemoaning their fate, complaining about the crime rate and the wretched Babylonian public school system. No doubt when they discussed their time in Babylon they used words like “abandoned” or “banished” or “condemned” to describe what God had done to them. But that is not how God saw things. He viewed the exile as a mission. Literally, He said, “Seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have sent you.” Nebuchadnezzar did not take them to Babylon; God sent them there. The exiles were not captives—they were missionaries.

“Okay, fine,” you may be thinking. “That’s what happened to them; what does this have to do with us? Like you said earlier, it’s not like America has been overrun and defeated, with her citizens carried off to live in a faraway land. So how does this speak to us at all?” Glad you asked!

Instead of thinking of ourselves as Americans at this point, we need to think of ourselves as Christians. (And, no, the two terms are definitely not the same thing!) Listen to the words of Peter to Christians living in a foreign land in 1 Peter 2:11–17,

Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right. For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men. Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God. Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king. 

Peter wrote these words to Christians living in the Roman Empire—a culture very much like modern-day America. Notice, he does not advocate taking up arms to revolt against the ungodly government (he learned that lesson the hard way in the Garden of Gethsemane!) Instead, he advises that Christians ought to be model citizens, not giving unbelievers ammunition with which to shoot down our credibility. Paul agrees with this approach in Romans 12:17-18, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” 
 Christians ought to establish a presence when living in an unbelieving society—a positive presence that shines as a light in the darkness.

Experience the Promise

Secondly, Jeremiah encourages the exiles to experience the promise in 7-14,

“Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper.” Yes, this is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: “Do not let the prophets and diviners among you deceive you. Do not listen to the dreams you encourage them to have. They are prophesying lies to you in my name. I have not sent them,” declares the Lord. This is what the Lord says: “When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my gracious promise to bring you back to this place. For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you back from captivity. I will gather you from all the nations and places where I have banished you,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you back to the place from which I carried you into exile.”
We might interpret the earlier text to mean, “Mind your own business, steer clear of everybody, live and let live.” Yet Jeremiah says more. This is an unprecedented and unique concept in the ancient world: working toward and praying for the prosperity of one’s captors.
 

Once they had established a presence in the city and had begun to seek its peace, God’s people were to pray for its prosperity. This is the Biblical version of the proverb, “A rising tide lifts all boats.” Christians have a vested interest in the welfare of the city. When the city prospers, the church prospers. There have been some in our state and nation who hope that the one in charge—the governor or the president—will fail because they don’t agree with their politics. Yet, as I read one person write, “That’s like hoping for the failure of the pilot of the plane you are flying in!” It makes no sense!

Here the Revised Standard Version best captures the sense of the Hebrew: “Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” The recurrent word for “welfare” is the word shalom. “Seek the shalom of the city; its shalom is your shalom.”

Shalom is comprehensive peace. More than the absence of conflict and death, this rich term fills out the word community by embracing well-being, contentment, health, wholeness, prosperity, safety, and rest. Shalom means order, harmony, and happiness. It means that all is right with the city.

God hereby commands Christians to do anything and everything to further the public good. Seeking the peace of the city means being a good neighbor. It means shoveling the sidewalk. It means cleaning the street. It means planting a tree. It means feeding the poor. It means volunteering at the local school. It means greeting people at the store. It means driving safely and helping people with car trouble. It means shutting down immoral businesses. It means embracing people from every ethnic background with the love of Christ.

One of the best ways to seek the peace of the city is through prayer. Prayer is the Christian’s civic duty. It must have been hard for the Jews to pray for the peace of Babylon. The shalom of Babylon? It sounds like an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms. In fact, Jeremiah 29:7 is the only verse in the entire Old Testament in which God’s people are explicitly told to pray for their enemies. Prayer for the Babylonians is a foretaste of the forgiveness of Jesus Christ, who teaches in Matthew 5:44, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
When the Jews in Babylon were at a loss to know how to pray for Babylon, one psalm should have come immediately to mind:

Pray for peace in Jerusalem: “Prosperity to your houses! Peace inside your city walls! Prosperity to your palaces!” Since all are my brothers and friends, I say, “Peace be with you!” Since Yahweh our God lives here, I pray for your happiness (Psalm 122:6-9, Jerusalem Bible)

The language of Jeremiah 29:7 echoes the vocabulary of Psalm 122. The people of God had long prayed for the peace and prosperity of Jerusalem. But when they went into exile, he commanded them to use the same prayer for Babylon.

The same prayer should be offered for our post-Christian culture. Notice four things to pray for. First, pray for the prosperity of the land (“Prosperity to your houses!”). Pray for the “common wealth” of the city, asking God to bring justice to the poor and prosperity for everyone within the economic systems of the city.

Second, pray for the protection of the land (“Peace inside your city walls!”). Pray that citizens will be kept safe from harm and violence on the streets. And pray that criminals themselves will be transformed by the love of Christ.

Third, pray for the politics of the land (“Prosperity to your palaces!”). Ask the Lord to grant wisdom and integrity to the authorities who govern the city. Pray for the restoration of virtue to public office.

Fourth, pray for the people of the land (“Peace be with you!”). Pray for the Lord’s blessing on all people. Pray neighborhood by neighborhood, church by church, business by business, and house by house for the welfare of the city.

Verse 11 contains what Chuck Swindoll calls “one of the grandest promises in all the Old Testament.”
 It certainly ranks as one of the most quoted and most claimed promises of the Bible. It is found in countless text calendars, pretty pictures and sacred ornaments. It is rightly trusted as a very precious word of assurance from God. But do we take note of its context? This is a surprising word of hope to a people who stood under God’s judgment. It is not a glib happy feeling: “God’s going to be nice to us all, me especially” (we should note that the “you” is plural, not individual—this is primarily a promise to the people as a whole). It is rather the robust affirmation that even in and through the fires of judgment there can be hope in the grace and goodness of God. That is God’s ultimate plan and purpose. The promise stands firm, but it does not preclude or neutralize judgment. Rather it presupposes but transcends judgment.

God makes and God knows God’s plan. This fact is stressed by the grammar of Jeremiah 28:11, where the “I” is repeated in Hebrew for emphasis: “I, I know the plans I have for you.” We do not know what the plans are, but God does. These are God’s plans for us, not our plans for God, or even our plans for us. They are God’s plans, not ours.

Since God’s plans are for the future, the Christian must not complain about the present. One of the dangers of grumbling about what God is doing is that, whatever it is, God probably is not finished doing it. By its very nature, a plan is something that will not be completed until sometime in the future. And once it is completed, it will not be a plan anymore; it will be history. If God has plans for hope and a future, you must give him enough time to work them out.

This is why the Christian always lives by faith. A Christian is someone who trusts the promises of God for the future and acts upon them in the present. In other words, the Christian acts on God’s promises before they are fulfilled. “Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see” (Hebrews 11:1). To draw comfort from God’s plans for the future, one must take them by faith.

God has a plan for our welfare. The path of life may zig and zag, twist and turn, but God has promised you and me “a future and a hope.” With that promise as a lens through which to look at life, we don’t need to know or worry about the future. Instead, we can be content and at peace knowing the Father, whose plans are for good and not evil. All will be well. We can be secure in that fact and we can therefore endure to the end of the bondage and build and bear fruit in the meantime.

Eradicate the Phonies

Third, we are to eradicate the phonies. Jeremiah writes in verses 15-19,

You may say, “The Lord has raised up prophets for us in Babylon,” but this is what the Lord says about the king who sits on David’s throne and all the people who remain in this city, your countrymen who did not go with you into exile— yes, this is what the Lord Almighty says: “I will send the sword, famine and plague against them and I will make them like poor figs that are so bad they cannot be eaten. I will pursue them with the sword, famine and plague and will make them abhorrent to all the kingdoms of the earth and an object of cursing and horror, of scorn and reproach, among all the nations where I drive them. For they have not listened to my words,” declares the Lord, “words that I sent to them again and again by my servants the prophets. And you exiles have not listened either,” declares the Lord.
The refugees in Babylon had to live by faith. During the seventy long years of their captivity, they had to trust the promises of God. Not all the exiles lived by faith. Jeremiah told the sad story of two men who did not—Ahab son of Kolaiah and Zedekiah son of Maaseiah, mentioned in verses 20-23. These false prophets, named after two evil kings, were impatient. They were unwilling to wait seventy years for God to work his plan. They wanted him to work it out now; so they took matters into their own hands. They started what one commentator calls “a seeker-sensitive synagogue,” telling people what they most wanted to hear, that the exile was almost over. 

Most likely, the reason Nebuchadnezzar had Ahab and Zedekiah put to death is that they tried to lead a rebellion against Babylon. But the biggest sin Ahab and Zedekiah committed was not treason against Babylon, but treason against God. They were not willing to live by faith in God’s promises. 
 

Since God’s plans are for the future, the Christian must not complain about the present.
 We may be living in a land that has lost its way, a land that is no longer a Christian nation but more accurately called a post-Christian nation. We may witness our own countrymen turning to immorality and insanity as they turn away from the truth. We may come to a time when we are persecuted for our faith. What are we supposed to do?

We are to establish a presence of God on earth, a people shining the light into the darkness. While we are not to compromise our faith and become worldly, we are to live in our culture, praying for its welfare, being good citizens, representing heaven on earth. We are to be the city on a hill, shining like stars in the night. We will experience the promise if we keep the faith, and we should eradicate the phonies among us.
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