SETTLE DOWN
Jeremiah 29:1-14

Our nation has undergone a significant transition over the past 50 years or so. Decades
ago, we had a significant manufacturing base as part of our national economy. If a professional
person made ten thousand dollars a year that was excellent pay and | can remember the
aspirations that many people just coming out of high school had with regard to eventually getting
to the point of being able to earn that much money. Now the minimum wage for workers in this
country is at the point that those who do routine labor are making 40 percent more than what was
thought to be a fantastic salary. At the same time, the price of gasoline has increased by a factor
of ten from 35 cents per gallon to $3.50 per gallon. Many of the manufacturing jobs have gone
to other countries and unemployment is bouncing around 10 percent.

Undocumented foreign workers stream across our borders to do work that the 10 percent
unemployed will not do because those who are unemployed think of themselves as being
overqualified for those jobs. The truth of the matter is that the manufacturing jobs are not going
to come back from other countries any time soon. Most of the jobs in our nation that are
available are so-called service-based jobs (read that as low paying) and jobs that involve a
significant amount of specialized knowledge for which most of the unemployed are significantly
under-qualified.

You’ve probably heard the phrase “the new normal.” This phrase has the idea that things
have really changed so that what was average or “normal’” has shifted and that expectations need
to be adjusted to make the best of the new situation in which we find ourselves.

This idea of a “new normal” has applications in areas other than the nation’s economy. It
certainly has a reality in our personal lives as a result of getting older. When we were younger,
we could work on a project most of the morning, take a break for lunch and work the rest of the
afternoon. We would recover after a good night’s sleep and move on to the next project. Now
that we are getting older, we need a break every hour, a nap after lunch and can only muster
enough energy to work half the afternoon. We may still be exhausted the next day and may have
to rest before finishing the project. The new normal causes us to adjust expectations, make
different plans, and limit what we might attempt. It takes an adjustment in our mind set.

The Jews that had been taken to Babylon found themselves in the middle of significant
changes in their lives. It is hard to imagine something similar happening in our world. It would
be like losing your job, your uninsured house burned down, half your family had been killed in a
tornado and your retirement account had been invested with Bernie Madoff. On top of that the
only place that you could find to live was 500 miles away. What are you going to do now?

Reestablish Normalcy in Your New Situation — 29:1-7

! Now these are the words of the letter which Jeremiah the prophet sent from Jerusalem to the rest of the elders of
the exile, the priests, the prophets and all the people whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from Jerusalem to
Babylon. 2 (This was after King Jeconiah and the queen mother, the court officials, the princes of Judah and
Jerusalem, the craftsmen and the smiths had departed from Jerusalem.) * The letter was sent by the hand of Elasah
the son of Shaphan, and Gemariah the son of Hilkiah, whom Zedekiah king of Judah sent to Babylon to
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, saying, * “Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom |
have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon, ® ‘Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their
produce. ° “Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your
daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease. ’ “‘Seek the
welfare of the city where | have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf; for in its welfare you will
have welfare.” Jeremiah 29:1-7 (NASB95)




There were three deportations of Jews to Babylon. The first deportation happened in 605
BC in conjunction with the Babylonian defeat of the Assyrians that held some of the territory of
Judah. It was in this deportation that Daniel was taken to Babylon. The next deportation
happened about eight years later when Jehoiakim defied the Babylonians. He was captured and
we see in  Second Chronicles 36:6 that “Nebuchadnezzar bound him in fetters to carry
him to Babylon”; however, nothing is mentioned of what happened to him. The
prophecy that Jeremiah made earlier about Jehoiakim receiving the burial of a donkey
was somewhat confirmed in Jeremiah 36:30 which states that his body would be cast out
into the heat of the day and frost of the night. What likely happened was that he was
killed by Nebuchadnezzar, who changed his purpose of taking him to Babylon and left
him unburied outside Jerusalem. His son Jeconiah assumed the role of king but he only
reigned for three months before surrendering the city to Nebuchadnezzar. It was at this point
that the second deportation happened. Many Jews were exiled at this time. The city of
Jerusalem was not destroyed at this time. That would happen ten years later following a revolt
by Zedekiah.

Jeremiah’s letter was written after the second deportation. They didn’t have email or
even the pony express, but there was travel throughout the area. People transported goods for
commerce along the trade routes and apparently, written communication was routinely sent
between cities. Jeremiah had heard about the situation of his countrymen in Babylon and
realized that the expectation of most of the people was based on a false hope that they would be
returning to Jerusalem in a few years. This particular letter was carried by a messenger whom
Zedekiah sent to Babylon on some official business that was being conducted.

This anticipation of leaving Babylon kept the people from doing anything with long term
implications. If you think that your situation is going to change in a few years, then you are not
going to find a permanent job, buy a house, or get involved with the community in which you
live. Some of the early Christians in Thessalonica were so sure that Jesus was coming back any
day that they did not work or live a normal life. Jeremiah’s purpose in the message of the letter
was to get them to adjust to the “new normal” that they were going to be there for a long time.

This message from God had some good news and bad news aspects. The bad news was
that they were not going back home anytime soon. The good news was that they could get on
with life and do the kinds of things they would have done if they had still been in Judah. God
was essentially telling them to be fruitful and multiply and make the world in which they lived a
better place. Life has more to it than where you are living. Having friends and family and good
relationships and helping others are much more about real life than where you live.

Though the judgment of God had come upon the people of Judah and many had been
carried away as captives to Babylon, God had not abandoned them. They were still significant
participants in His plan of salvation. God used Jeremiah to send a message to the captives. |
would think that all the Jews in Babylon would have been eager to hear or read the message
Jeremiah sent. Many times God’s prophets are ignored as long as people have any other
semblance of hope. However, when we are at the end of our resources, then we listen to what
God wanted to tell us initially.

Reject Unrealistic Dreams — 29:8-9

8 “For thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, ‘Do not let your prophets who are in your midst and your
diviners deceive you, and do not listen to the dreams which they dream. ° ‘For they prophesy falsely to you in My
name; | have not sent them,” declares the LORD. Jeremiah 29:8-9 (NASB95)




The captives were so anxious for this terrible nightmare to be over. They talked about it
all the time. Some of the false prophets were giving false hope that the captives would return to
Jerusalem in a couple of years. Since returning home was the constant topic of conversation,
they probably did dream about it happening.

What sort of things are the “false prophets” telling us today about what is waiting for us
in the future that may be preventing people from getting on with life and adjusting to whatever
new normal we are facing? What about extending unemployment benefits for several years?
Does this not give people false hope that a better job is going to appear in a short time rather than
facing the possibility that the only jobs that may be available are those jobs that will result in a
lower standard of living? What about all the quick fixes to losing weight such as radical surgery
on the stomach that gives people false hope that they don’t have to exercise discipline to have
good health? What about granting low down-payment and low-interest loans so that people buy
houses they cannot afford when the low rates get adjusted rather than having people settle down
in a residence that is affordable on a long-term basis?

If we know that God wants what is best for us and that He has a plan to make it happen,
then we can enter into His rest and leave behind our anxiety. However, we must embrace the
truth and not cling to false and baseless pie-in-the-sky presumptions that prevent us from settling
down to the reality that we are in.

Remember the Lord Is in Control —29:10-14

10 «For thus says the LORD, ‘When seventy years have been completed for Babylon, | will visit you and fulfill My
good word to you, to bring you back to this place. ** ‘For I know the plans that | have for you,” declares the LORD,
‘plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a hope. ** “Then you will call upon Me and come and
pray to Me, and | will listen to you. ** “You will seek Me and find Me when you search for Me with all your heart. **
‘I will be found by you,” declares the LoRD, ‘and | will restore your fortunes and will gather you from all the nations
and from all the places where | have driven you,” declares the LORD, ‘and | will bring you back to the place from
where | sent you into exile.” Jeremiah 29:10-14 (NASB95)

After the time of judgment had run its course, the promise of restoration would take
effect and the relationship with God would be normalized. This normalized relationship requires
us to prioritize our lives so that God is first and foremost in all we think, say and do. If we call
upon Him, come to Him, pray to Him, and seek Him with all our hearts (number one priority),
then we will find Him. This is the same idea as the First Commandment, which is to have no
other gods before the Lord.

There was nothing the Jews could do to shorten the seventy years since it was the
fulfillment of what God told them would happen a long time ago in Leviticus 26:14-25. The
nation was to operate on what is commonly referred to as the Jubilee calendar. When the Jubilee
calendar was given, God advised them of their responsibility. We can summarize what God told
them through Moses: If you will not carry out all these commands, your land will be laid waste
and the land will enjoy its sabbath years all the time that it lies desolate and you are in the
country of your enemies. All the time that it lies desolate, the land will have the rest it did not
have during the sabbaths you lived in it. We can find in Ezekiel 4:1-6 an account of the fact that
the nations of Israel and Judah had failed to observe the Sabbath years for a period of 430 years.
During this 430-years period there were 70 years of Sabbath that had been neglected or more
correctly, not observed. As a result, the land would need to have a seventy-year period of rest
which would be in fulfillment of God’s word to them.

It is obvious that God still had a mission for the Jews. Following the years of captivity
they would be given an opportunity to usher in the coming of the Messiah that would be the
fulfillment of the law and the prophets. God told Daniel that following the seventy years of




captivity, there would be seventy weeks of years (490 years) leading up to the culmination of
God’s plan of salvation that would result in a new covenant. In Matthew, Mark, and Luke we
find Jesus telling His disciples (during the Last Supper) that He had instituted a New Covenant in
His blood. This New Covenant was mentioned by Jeremiah in 31:31 where he wrote, “behold,
the days come, saith the LORD, that | will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and
with the house of Judah.”

Sometimes we find ourselves in situations not of our own choosing. It may be because
our job takes us to a new place or we have limitations imposed on us by infirmity or age. Our
response to these “less than ideal” circumstances can be that we become bitter and withdraw into
our own shell of pity or we can make the best of whatever situation we are in. God advised the
captives to make the most of what they had and to trust in Him.

God did have a plan for the Jews and He has a plan for each of us. Just as the plan God
had for them was for their benefit and not harm, we find that all that God allows in our lives is
for our ultimate benefit in carrying out the main plan He has for us and that is to transform us
into the image of His Son.



