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After the death of King Solomon, the kingdom of Israel was divided into Israel in the north and 

Judah in the south. Two hundred years later, the northern kingdom was invaded by the 

Assyrians, who immediately carried out a mass deportation of the Jews to Assyria, where they 

were forced to live in exile. Those Israelites did not survive their time in exile. They became 

known as the lost tribes of Israel.  

 

Fifty years later, the Babylonians invaded Judah and sent the Judean Jews into exile in Babylon. 

Yet, by the sheer mercy of God, that Jewish community did survive their time of exile. Much of 

the credit for their survival belongs to the prophet Jeremiah. Speaking on God’s behalf, Jeremiah 

helped those Jewish exiles come to term with their nation’s greatest tragedy — the destruction of 

the city of Jerusalem, including the demise of Solomon’s glorious temple. Jeremiah is known as 

the reluctant prophet because much of what God needed him to say was hard for the people of 

Judah to hear. No one ever wants to be the bearer of bad news, nor the messenger of hard cold 

truth. Yet, Jeremiah was also the one who gifted the people with a word of great hope — a word 

that helped them to see there was a deeper meaning and purpose for their time in exile. 

 

Listen to this word of hope that God spoke through Jeremiah: 

 Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into 

 exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and 

 eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your 

 sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; 

 multiply there, and do not decrease. But 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. For thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Do not let the prophets and 

 the diviners who are among you deceive you, and do not listen to the dreams that they 

 dream for it is a lie that they are prophesying to you in my name; I did not send them, 

 says the Lord. For thus says the Lord: Only when Babylon’s seventy years are 

 completed will I visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this 

 place. For surely, I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare 

 and not for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me and 

 come and pray to me, I will hear you. When you search for me, you will find me; if you 

 seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me, says the Lord, and I will restore your 

 fortunes and gather you from all the nations and all the places where I have driven you, 

 says the Lord, and I will bring you back to the place from which I sent you into exile. 

 

Can we even begin to imagine what it must have felt like to be carted off like cattle to a foreign 

land, leaving behind everything you owned and ever worked for? How it felt to look around as 

you left and see your beloved Jerusalem the city of God utterly destroyed and your house of 

worship a pile of rubble? The Babylonian exile was a life-altering tragedy that crushed their 

spirit and ruptured their faith. So, it’s certainly not hard for us to imagine how much they longed 
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for their homeland, how much they wanted to go back and rebuild the life the way it had been. 

So much so, that they asked Jeremiah if God was going to send them a great deliverer who 

would lead them in a revolt freeing them from their captivity. Jeremiah said no, they were not to 

rise up against their captors. Not only would they lose and most likely disappear from history 

like their Jewish brothers and sisters in the north, staging a rebellion was not God’s plan. Instead, 

Jeremiah delivers the cold hard truth those exiles didn’t want to hear: They aren’t going home. 

They will not be going back to all that was familiar, nor will they return to their old ways of life. 

God says to them, this place where you are now, this place is your new home. Build houses. 

Plant seeds that will bear fruit. Create new relationships. Learn to be God’s people in this place 

where you’d rather not be and in the circumstances in which you now find yourselves. Here and 

now God has a mission for you. What was that mission for those people living in exile? To seek 

the welfare of the people around them. God had big plans for his people living in exile. Plans for 

a future filled with hope. 

 

I think it’s fair to say Jeremiah 29:11 is one of those favored memory verses for many of us: 

God’s promise that our lives have meaning because God has a plan for them. Yet notice, it’s 

plans — plural — that’s very important. When we build our dream home and hire an architect to 

design it, they don’t simply draw one plan of the finished structure. There are always multiple 

blueprints showing different floors, individual rooms, and other living spaces. There are 

drawings for various views of the house from all angles, and then individual plans for all 

different stages of construction.  

 

So, too, God doesn’t simply have a plan for our lives that we are to follow, for God knows our 

lives are much more complex. We have many different aspects to our personalities. We live in a 

web of relationships. We have a variety of passions. Our dreams and goals change throughout 

our lives. Only God knows how all those complexities fit together and work together in ways 

that our best for us. We know and trust that God is always working in more than one area of our 

lives to bring about greater wholeness and joy. For example, a situation at work stirs up 

relational issues at home. We might fixate on changing our work situation while God may be 

using that situation to remodel our home life and, so, God has new plans for us for both our work 

life and our home life. It’s also true that our lives are always a work in progress. We pass 

through many seasons of remodeling and refurbishing. Either by choice or by chance, things 

happen that alter the plans we make for ourselves. Thanks be to God, our Redeemer God is 

always unveiling new plans that our future might be filled with hope. 

 

As precious as this promise is to us as individuals, even more so was it for God’s people forced 

to live in a time of exile. Living in exile forever changed Judaism. God’s people had to adapt to 

their new reality by making necessary — and monumental — changes to retain their cultural and 

religious identity, most notably, how and where they worshipped God.  

 

Prior to exile, God’s people worshipped exclusively in the Temple — the place where God 

dwelled. The focus of worship was the sacrifice of animals for the atonement of their sin which 

the Torah mandated could only be performed in the Temple in Jerusalem. Without a temple and 

no longer living in Jerusalem meant God’s people could no longer worship according to the law. 

To ensure worship remained at the center of their life together, the Jewish exiles gathered in a 

meeting place which, translated in Greek, is “synagogue.” The focus of worship shifted from 
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offering animal sacrifices to the study and teaching of the Torah. In the temple, a priest 

conducted religious rituals; in the synagogue, a new leader emerged — the rabbi who taught and 

explained God's law to the people. In addition to instruction, worship in the synagogue included 

the singing of the Psalms and offering of prayers.  

 

The other cold hard truth Jeremiah delivered to God’s people living in exile was to remind them 

that true worship of God is a matter of the heart and that no outward temple, ceremony, or ritual  

is necessary for its survival. All the promises of God’s covenant with God’s own people is 

written on the hearts of God’s people through the gift of the Holy Spirit. In the years to come, 

when the sanctuary was desolate and God’s people again found themselves in exile in a distant 

land, it was this truth that religion isn’t an outward institution but an interior disposition of the 

heart that kept the Hebrew faith alive. Without it, the Judaism of Jesus’ day would never have 

been born. Living in exile was the only place where Israel’s worship life could have been 

reformed because it forced God’s people to let go of their longing for the past, the clinging to 

what had been, even letting go of the temple itself. Their time in exile compelled God’s people 

to fully embrace their present reality so they could be ready and open for a new and more hope-

filled future. 

 

That would happen again in the first century when the prophet Jesus appeared, called God’s 

people to a new way of life, and radically reformed how people were to worship God according 

to God’s word. As we heard Jesus say to the woman at the well, after she thought it necessary to 

remind him of the time and place for traditional worship, “God is spirit, and those who worship 

God must worship in spirit and truth.” 

 

And every 500 years ever since, the Spirit of the Living God has brought the church into a time 

of exile, a time and place of radical reformation. We are now once again at that moment in 

history as 2017 marked the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation. We are in “exile,” 

no longer living in Christendom, with the church at the center of our cultural identity. This past 

year we experienced what that feels like on a very personal level as we had to adapt in our 

worship of God. The cold hard truth is we are not going back to “normal.” We aren’t going back 

to where we were. Our Redeemer God is doing a new thing, that we might become even more 

vital than we are now. 

 

God knows we need a new set of blueprints to guide us through this time of remodeling and 

reconstruction, and we can be assured that God will provide them. Exile becomes the space of 

growth as we celebrate the past, release ourselves from it, and embrace the reality of the world 

in which we are now living. Exile become the space of growth as we prayerfully discern the 

lessons of this time. What is God wanting us to know about our worship life for the future? 

Those plans come, as we heard God say, “when we pray and search for him with all our heart.” 

We might prayerfully reflect, “What or how might we have worshipped before that was indeed 

not God? How might we find authentic ways to worship that is not confined to a specific, time, 

place, or manner?”  

 

One of the great benefits of technology was that people outside our church family joined us in 

worship. Indeed, half of the children on the family worship service do not currently attend our 

church. In what ways can our worship be more portable into the world around us? How did our 
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own personal worship of God take on other forms of expression and might God be calling us to 

share them with the community here and out there? 

   

The final two questions are those we’ve been asked to prayerfully consider in the coming weeks 

as we prepare to recommit our time, talents, and treasure to the church in gratitude for God’s 

faithfulness to us: How was our own relationship with God strengthened or weakened during this 

time of exile? How deeply are we as the Body of Christ committed to God’s mission for us — to 

seek the welfare of the people around us? 

 

 

 

    

   

  

 

  

 

 

    

  

  

 

 

 

 

   

 


