FUTURE PLANS - JEREMIAH 29:11

NEW YEAR'S SERMON - 2005

His parents named him Henry Giessenbier, Jr. on that summer day in June, just over a hundred years ago when he was born in St. Louis, Missouri.  To distinguish him from his father, family and friends began to call him Hy.

The Giessenbier family was typical of many other families living in the midwest at the turn of the century.  They wouldn't be classified as extremely poor, but they certainly weren't wealthy either.  Henry Giessenbier Sr. worked hard, and it was expected that the 6 children would work hard as well.  So when Hy dropped out of school after the 8th grade to get a job at the local bank, his parents were supportive of the move.  A formal educational degree was not as critical in those days as it is today.  And Hy was a learner.  He read every book that he could lay his hand on.

Even though Hy worked hard at the bank, he soon learned that in the basically conservative city of St. Louis, there was a business routine.  A young person usually started working late in his teens.  If he were eager and ambitious, he might work his way up to clerk by the time he was 35.  He would definitely be in his 40's by the time he was offered a position with executive skills.  And he would usually die after 5 decades of work with the same company that he started with.  As Hy read, he thought that there should be a better way.  After all, 12 signers of the Declaration of Independence were under 35.  Thomas Jefferson was only 33 years of age when he wrote the original draft of the document.  There should be a way to help younger people learn the skills that they need to know to get ahead faster in business, to give them a better and brighter future, Hy thought.  

So at the age of 18, Hy Giessenbier started a club- the Herculaneum Club.  It was a club with high spirits and a forward outlook, giving hopes for a future to all of its members.  Within just a few years, Hy's club had become so popular that 6 other clubs petitioned to merge with it.  Hy, of course, served as the president to this new organization calling itself the Young Men's Progressive Civic Association.  Within just 6 months, this new club had over 750 members.  

Eventually, Hy's club would shorten its name to the Junior Citizens.  Today, that St. Louis club founded in 1910 by an 18 year old, 8th grade dropout with high hopes for the future is a thriving, world wide association with the continuing purpose of helping young people learn the ropes in the business world.  Today it is called the Junior Chamber of Commerce, or simply the Jaycees.

Why have the Jaycees expanded into such a popular enterprise?  Is it not because of the basic human desire to have hope for the future?  People generally want to be successful in life.  They want to feel that they have hope for the future.  They want the assurance that their lives are not dead end streets.  This desire reveals an inner aspiration that has been created in man by God himself.  For God has created each of those formed in his own image and likeness for a great purpose, and he desires for each person to yearn for the fulfillment of that purpose which will bring joy and satisfaction to his inner spirit.  

I would invite you to turn to Jeremiah 29 with me as we look at a great promise given by God to the children of Israel during one of their most difficult historical periods.  The Children of Israel had just been taken away into captivity by Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonian army.  The city of Jerusalem thought to have been impregnible had fallen to the assault of the Babylonians.  Never before had the future appeared to be more hopeless than it was now for the Jewish people.  Expelled from their homeland, the Israelites had nothing but bondage and slavery to look forward to.  The cycle of their history now appeared to be futile, for having been born into a nation out of the slavery of Egypt, they now were doomed to a future of slavery under the crueler hand of the Babylonians.  Yet it was under these severe circumstances that the prophet Jeremiah gives to them a word of truth from the Lord.  It was a word concerning their future plans.

READ JEREMIAH 29:10-13
JER 29:10 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. 11 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. 12 Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. 13 You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.

Now I realize that we do not live in an exactly parallel situation today- and we can certainly be thankful for that fact.  But there are principles that apply to every generation that we must see if we are to face the future with confidence.  For nobody knows for certain what lies in the future.  As we began this past year, nobody predicted that the Boston Red Sox would finally win a world series after almost 100 years of futility.  And as we began this past year, nobody predicted that it would end with a tsunami disaster taking the lives of over 100,000 people.  So, none of us has any idea of what surprises await us in 2005- some pleasant, some not so pleasant.  But we can face this new year with confidence because of God's constant character and promises.

1.  Note first of all with me that God's plans are known plans.  "For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord."  

Now this statement implies several important truths for us to note.  God says "I know the plans I have for you".  The word I is emphatic in the text suggesting that we do not know the plans for the future, but the Lord does know them.  And the word translated "plans" is used in 3 major meanings in the O.T.  It is translated thought, invention or plan as here in Jer. 29:11.  Always the idea is that of a carefully thought through course of action.  In 2 Chronicles, it is used of the skilled workers that King Hiram sent to Solomon to assist in the construction of the temple.  These workers were told the plans for the temple, and then with their skill, they carefully laid out a course of action so that the construction could be completed exactly as God had revealed.  Now the implication of this statement alone is important for us to see.  God has a plan for each of our lives.  He wants to construct a beautiful temple for his own dwelling.  He alone knows this plan.  We can make plans for our lives, but we cannot see the future as God can.  So often our plans have serious gaps and inconsistancies in them.  But God alone, knowing the future as well as the past, can lay out the perfect plan for our life.  And this plan is not something that is whipped up on the spur of the moment in a thoughtless kind of way.  No, God's plan for each of us is something that is carefully laid out.  
We live in a day when the prevailing philosophy is life happens by chance.  Things happen to us by happenstance, we are told.  We are totally out of control in this great, big world where events are tossing us to and fro.  No wonder people live with such great fear and anxiety.  They are continually being told that the world around them is a world of chance - they have no idea of what numbers the die are going to roll affecting their lives tomorrow.  And then to complicate matters, some try to give a totally conflicting message that they are to take charge of their lives, to make things happen for them.  Can you imagine being tossed into a gigantic bin that is being turned over and over with all the articles being flung around at random with the instructions "now take charge of this mess and straighten it all out"?  What a defeating prospect that would be.  You talk about an impossible task.  It would be totally overwhelming.  Yet that is exactly the conflicting message that is being preached to the inhabitants of this planet earth today.  This world is a chance world.  There is no God, everything here has evolved purely by chance.  Now take charge of your life and make something of value out of it.  No wonder people are discouraged and overwhelmed.  Here they have been given the impossible job of putting together a life with order when everything is in the chaos of chance all around them.  

The bible does not teach the message of chance.  The bible proclaims truth that is consistant with the world in which we live.  This physical universe was created by a loving and concerned God, the Bible tells us.  Of course, then, we would expect for His creation to have the kind of order that we see all around us.  And, while sin has introduced imperfection to all of God's creation, God still has a plan for each member of his family.  Just as a father and mother have dreams for their children to become a successful person in adulthood, so God, our heavenly father, has a plan for each of our lives as members of his family.  When we become a member of God's family through receiving Jesus Christ, the son of God , into our lives, God pledges himself to progressively reveal His plan to us.

We don't see the fullness of his plan any more than the toddler envisions what his potential is as an adult.  But God knows that plan.  So we can face the future realizing that God has a plan for our life.

There is a beautiful illustration of this truth found in Psalm 77:19.  In this Psalm, Asaph was recalling the deliverance of the nation of Israel from Egypt as he cried out to God for deliverance in a present situation.  And as he recalled how God had saved his people from the Egyptian army in a seemingly impossible situation, he writes these words, "Your path led through the sea, your way through the mighty waters, though your footprints were not seen."  Ps. 77:19  Isn't that a wonderful word picture that Asaph paints.  Here the Israelites were between a rock and a hard place.  They had the Egyptian army pressing them from the rear and the Red Sea blocking their path in the front.  They could see no way out.  But God had a plan for them.  He knew the path that he already had prepared for them.  Even though they couldn't see his footprints, he had the escape hatch already to open.

That certainly is a picture of life.  So often we feel trapped between a rock and a hard place.  The Egyptian army is behind and the Red Sea is in front of us.  And we naturally would like to have footprints in the ground so that we could travel life's road by sight rather than by faith.  But that is not the way God has designed life.  He has a plan.  It is a known plan.  It is well thought through and carefully laid out.  Even when God's plan is not readily visible to us, it is still there.

2.  But in the second place, note with me that God's plan is not only a known plan, but it is also a good plan- it is a plan for our welfare, for our success in life.  "For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you."  29:11

The word translated "prosper" here is actually the common Hebrew word "shalom".  Shalom, as we all know, is a very general term that is used in a variety of ways.  It certainly means more than just an absense of problems.  It also is used of peace, well-being, completeness.  Perhaps the best overall rendering of shalom is wholeness or well-being.  God desires for his children to come to complete maturity and reach their best potential in life.  He desires for each of his children to be successful in the highest concept of the term.  

Theodore Laetsch, the O.T. commentator, said it in these words.  "His plans concerning his people are always thoughts of good, of blessing.  Even if he is obliged to use the rod, it is the rod not of wrath, but the Father's rod of chastisement for their temporal and eternal welfare.  There is not a single item of evil in his plans for his people, neither in their motive, nor in their conception, nor in their revelation, nor in their consummation."

Now we tend to have a very narrow view of  our welfare.  We often equate welfare with easiness in life.  If the road in smooth, if everything is going our way, then life is being good to us.  But such is not usually the case in life.  

The children of Israel were not going through an easy time here.  They had been carted off in wagon loads for a foreign land, away from their native soil.  They considered this the worst possible disaster that could even happen to them.  But in the midst of their seeming tragedy, Jeremiah reminded them of God's promise that he had plans for their welfare, good plans for their success.  You see, the greatest problem that the Israelites were facing was not an economic one or a social one or even a military one.  Their greatest problem was spiritual.  They had drifted into the pattern of worshiping other gods and this was bringing danger to their eternal welbeing.  God knew that this problem had to be corrected.  So he was bringing his rod of discipline to them, but it was for their good, their eternal good.  

Malcolm Muggeridge wrote these insightful words late in his life in his TWENTIETH CENTURY TESTIMONY:  I can say with complete truthfulness that everything I have learned in my 75 years in this world, everything that has truly enhanced and enlightened my existence, has been through affliction and not through happiness, whether pursued or attained.  In other words, if it ever were to be possible to eliminate affliction from our earthly existence by means of some drug or other medical mumbo-jumbo, as Aldous Huxley envisaged in Brave New World, the result would not be to make life delectable, but to make it too banal and trivial to be endurable."

That is a remarkable statement.  Most people spend their entire life trying to uncomplicate and ease their existence.  If they were able to succeed, according to Muggeridge's lifetime observation, they would make their lives so boring and trivial that they would cease to even want to live.  For the purpose of this life is not to live in luxury or ease.  The purpose of this life is to prepare for eternity.  The purpose of this life is to get the rough edges knocked off so that the fine gem begins to appear.  Sometimes it hurts getting rough edges knocked off- but it is absolutely necessary.  

Does this mean that we spend our lives trying to manufacture hardships for ourselves?  Not at all.  We don't need to manufacture them- they will come on their own.  But understanding the purpose of life, and the way that life is lived to the fullest helps for us to have a different perspective on even the hardships of life.  God has a plan for our lives.  That plan is a good plan, it is for our welfare.  It is going to include some difficulties- but even those difficulties will not be more than we can bear, and they will be for our good.  Just as the world class athlete is going to have to go through some inconvenience and even pain and agony to achieve the kind of conditioning he needs to win the race, so we will need to go through some struggles in life to achieve the kind of potential that God has created in us.  But God's plan is always for our good.  We will be the better people for following it.  

3.  And knowing that God's plan is known and that it is good gives to us the confidence to have hope for the future.  For God's plan for our lives always produces hope in our lives.

READ JEREMIAH 29:11
11 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.

It is amazing that Jeremiah would give this message from the Lord to the Israelites at this specific time in their history.  I mean this was a letter to the exiles.  It was a letter to those who had been torn away from their homeland and all of their earthly security.  What hope could they possibly have for the future?  But, of all people, they needed to be reminded that God had a plan for their lives.  It was a good plan for their welfare.  It was a plan to give them hope for the future.  

Most of us know of the remarkable Helen Keller, that woman with a brilliant mind who was locked away from the world by her inability to hear or see.  Totally unable to communicate with anyone around her, Helen was in a completely helpless state.  But then, a sensitive and insightful teacher came along.  Anne Sullivan saw the potential in Helen Keller.  Anne determined a course of action and lead Helen Keller down a path which opened her life to totally new worlds.  After Helen Keller learned to communicate to Anne Sullivan, she once sent this message to her:

"Once I knew the depth where no hope was and darkness lay on the face of all things.  Then love came and set my soul free.  Once I fretted and beat myself against the wall that shut me in.  My life was without a past or future, and death a consummation devoutly to be wished.  But a little word from the fingers of another fell into my hands that clutched at emptiness, and my heart leaped up with the rapture of living.  I do not know the meaning of the darkness, but I have learned the overcoming of it."

What Helen Keller experienced in a physical sense could be the testimony of each of God's children in a spiritual sense.  For we all were born in a world of darkness spiritually, blinded by our sin to God's truth.  But then God's love came in and opened our eyes.  The Holy Spirit of God quickened us to see the extent of God's love for us- how that He loved us so much that He sent his one and only Son to  pay the penalty for our sins so that our eyes might be opened to His truth.  And that God has a great plan for our lives, a plan culminating in our becoming the very image of Jesus Christ himself.  What a change takes place in our life as we realize that plan of God for us.  No longer are we surrounded by the darkness of despair, but now we have a new hope for the future.  

Jeremiah's message to these Jewish exiles is an important one for each of us as we enter this new year.  God has a wonderful plan for each of our lives.  It is a known plan- God has already carefully thought it through.  It is a good plan for our prosperity not our calamity- God is concerned that each of his children have His very best in their lives.  It is a hopeful plan for the future- the knowledge of God's plan in our lives gives to us the assurance that we need to enter 2005 with confidence. 
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