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 Since Easter we have been in this series “Not Here,” taken from the words of the angel at 

the empty tomb in the Gospel of Mark: “He has been raised; he is not here.” And we’ve been 

asking, what does it mean that this first proclamation of the good news of Jesus’ resurrection is a 

proclamation of absence? “He is not here.” Where is the good news when God is hard to see?  

We wrap up that series today, and next week we start a new series, a five-week overview 

of the letter of 1 Peter in the New Testament. A preview of that series. First, Pastor Rachel did a 

lot of the legwork in putting this series together, so a general footnote that I’m going to be 

stealing a lot of the good work she’s done. Much of 1 Peter is about hardship and suffering in the 

church, and how that hardship is an opportunity for the church to truly show its faith as a witness 

to the world. For the record, every once in a while, someone will ask how we’ve decided to 

adjust what we’re preaching on during the pandemic, and, honestly, we haven’t really. This 

series in 1 Peter has been on the books since last Fall, as have the passages we’ve covered in this 

series “Not Here.”  

And in the passage today out of the prophet Jeremiah, we find a weary prophet writing to 

a people in exile who are eager to come home, eager for things to get back to normal, but 

perhaps eager for all the wrong reasons. Will you pray with me? 

 

Holy God, for the Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 

Many, many years ago, legend has it—and not really legend, more just scraps in the 

historical record—that in the city of Ephesus, centuries before Paul, centuries before Jesus, a 

young boy born into an aristocratic family would spend his days playing jacks in the great 

Temple of Artemis. This Temple was apparently pretty impressive, one of the Seven Wonders of 

the World, so for this boy to spend his days playing jacks in this awe-inspiring space was kind of 

like playing Pokemon Go in Notre Dame Cathedral. Even in this boy’s early days, a cynicism, an 

indifference was in him.  

As he grew up, his intelligence became apparent, but he shunned the influence and status 

that his family afforded him, opting instead for a life of misanthropy, a life apart from people. He 

ended up having some influence in philosophy, but in his own life he didn’t find much joy. 

When he looked at the world, when he looked at people, he didn’t see much that was worthwhile. 

This man later became known as the “weeping philosopher,” but his real name was Heraclitus.  

He wrote in the late 6th century BC, and what he’s best known for is his claim that there 

is no such thing as permanence and that everything, everything, everything changes. Constant 

state of flux. Perhaps the best-known sound bite attributed to him is, “No man ever steps in the 

same river twice, for it’s not the same river, and he’s not the same man.” There’s a positive side 

of that, I guess. Nothing is stagnant, always something new, something different. But it kind of 
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undergirded his cynical view of the world too. If nothing lasts and everything changes, why try 

to improve anything? Why try to make anything a little better?  

Incidentally, those were the sorts of questions Jeremiah was trying to answer. Jeremiah is 

known not as the “weeping philosopher” but as the “weeping prophet,” for all the doom and 

gloom he’s prone to preach. And here he’s definitely offering a correction, but there’s hope at the 

core of it.  

Here’s what’s going on. In the early 6th century BC, roughly a century before Heraclitus 

was doing his thing, the Babylonians conquered Israel and took anyone of particular skill, 

wealth, or status off into exile. This is what the opening verses of today’s text describe. This 

prophet Jeremiah preached to the Jews left in Jerusalem but also sent letters to the Jews living in 

exile in Babylon, letters to offer a word from the Lord, how to live faithfully while scattered in a 

foreign land. 

The Jews in Babylon had apparently gathered their own prophets who were spoon-

feeding them good news—this is what Jeremiah warns against in v. 8: “Do not let the prophets 

and the diviners who are among you deceive you.” These prophets were telling them that this 

time in exile would only last a few years, and then they’d get to go back home. Therefore, since 

they were only there for a few years, “Who cares?” they’d ask. “What’s the point of doing or 

changing anything long term? Just ride it out. It’ll all be over soon.” 

And it’s to this group that Jeremiah says—or rather God says through Jeremiah—

something surprising. Starting in v. 5: “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.” 

The reason what God says is so surprising is that each of those actions, building houses, 

planting gardens, marrying, having children, etc. suggests that you’re in it for the long haul. If 

you build a house, you want the place where you built that house to have peace. If you plant a 

garden, you want to enjoy the fruit of that garden for years to come. If you marry or have 

children, your concern for a place isn’t just about you but for your spouse and for your kids.  

I remember the difference in how it felt when I bought my first little house in Memphis. 

Just a simple home, and this was with no garden, before Frances, before Jack, but all of sudden I 

realized, wait a minute, I care what happens on this street. I care what happens in this area. I’ve 

bought in, invested. I care if the school nearby gets better, even if I didn’t have kids there. I care 

if there’s a break-in around the corner, even if it didn’t happen to me.  

You might say, well, you should care about those sorts of things whether you buy a house 

or not, and that’s exactly right. That’s the point. None of this is to suggest that if you don’t build 

houses or plant gardens or get married or have kids that you can’t understand this; they just all 

say that our concern for a place shouldn’t just be about how it serves just you and your self-

interest. Your hope for a place is about more than just you. 

And that’s a very surprising thing for God to tell Israel to do, because the place where he 

is calling them to build and plant isn’t their home. It’s where they’re in exile. It’s where they 

shouldn’t get too comfortable. But God tells them, in v. 7: “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.” Seek the welfare of the very place, of the very people who have taken you out of your 

home, out of life as you knew it. 
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Part of it was because of they thought they’d only be there a little while, so they shouldn’t 

bother unpacking, so God is making sure they knew, as he says in v. 10, “Only when Babylon’s 

seventy years are completed will I visit you.” 

And that could be discouraging to say the least, to hear that a full life cycle would pass—

that’s what 70 years often represent in Scripture—before God would bring them back. 

But then comes the reassurance, and perhaps the more well-known verse in this passage 

in v. 11: “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.” When we read that by itself, it sounds like an 

encouraging message of, “God has a plan for you,” and that is what it means, but it feels 

different when it comes in the context of, “You will be in exile for 70 years.” It means, even 

during this time when it seems God is gone, and seems gone for a while, even when you are 

displaced and unsettled for what seems like a lifetime, there is the assurance that the Lord has 

plans for your welfare. And in the meantime, he calls you to seek the welfare of wherever you 

are. 

Welfare’s one of those words that’s unfortunately gotten loaded in its meaning. Maybe 

the most common context we hear the word has to do with government assistance, and that 

brings up all kinds of associations, some positive in the sense of support of the those who are in a 

hard spot, some not so positive in the sense of judgment or pity or even just disagreement on 

excessive social policy. I mean, imagine the whole range of connotations that come up if 

someone mentions “welfare programs.” It’s almost like politics and religion: you don’t bring it 

up in polite company.  

And that’s a shame because the word itself is such an important one. So important, in 

fact, that in Jeremiah it defines both what the Lord promises for his people and what the Lord 

calls his people to seek for others. In v. 11, God promises plans for his people’s welfare, to bring 

them out of exile, but then just a few verses earlier calls his people to seek the welfare of the 

very place to which they’ve been exiled. God calls his people to wait on welfare for themselves 

all while he calls them to work for the welfare of where they are placed. 

That had to have been a hard thing for Israel to do. On one hand, they’re anxious to get 

back to their home, so it’d be hard to wait on these promises. On the other, they’re likely not too 

eager to work for the welfare of the place they’ve been carried off to.  

It’s a hard thing to do: to wait and to work on welfare. But ultimately that’s what God 

calls them to do. To trust, and to serve. It means that your focus turns away from yourselves and 

to wherever you’ve been placed. It means that you’re less concerned about things getting back to 

how they used to be and more concerned with how you might help things improve now. It means 

looking at that unfamiliar place and not thinking about how to get out of there but rather how it 

could be blessed. 

And that’s hard to do, especially these days. We have to be careful in equating what we 

face today to the exile of the people of Israel. These days there truly are people facing true 

hardship: physical, spiritual, emotional, financial you name it. But then there are others for 

whom, when it comes down to it, this season is more a disruption, more an inconvenience.  

But what I think we can take from this call to the people of Israel in exile is not to be so 

eager for things to return to normal that we miss how this season could be a chance to bear 

witness to his faithfulness, to his grace, to his love, and to seek the welfare of whatever setting in 

which we have been placed. 

It could mean, rather than just lament the lack of face to face interaction, we sow the 

seeds now for real fellowship that goes beyond just seeing each other. It could mean, rather than 
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just wait for the chance to get out of the house again, we dedicate time to healing what makes 

home a hard place. It could mean, rather than just trying to make sure we get through this, we 

seek to address the conditions in our city, our state, our country that can make hardship so 

inequitable. 

It means, rather than ride out this season just trying to get to the end of it, just waiting for 

things to get back to normal, we see it as a season for something new to begin. That’s how one 

teacher put it: “The exile is the place where God’s faithful promises work a profound newness.” 

Even when it’s hard to see, new life comes out of exile. This is where the seeds are planted. 

And as far as coming back, as far as things getting back to normal, that gloomy 

philosopher might’ve been on to something when he said, “A man never steps in the same river 

twice, for it’s not the same river, and he’s not the same man.” Things change. Things always 

change. That’s true. Coming back isn’t really coming back, because whatever sense of normal 

we hope things will get back to, it won’t really be the same. We will have changed, and if we 

hear God’s call to his people in exile, the place will have changed too. 

But while that gloomy philosopher would say, “Things change. Therefore what’s the 

point?”, the people of God say, “Things change, and that is reason for hope and for engagement, 

because we worship a good and faithful Lord, one who has plans for our welfare and not for 

harm.” 

That’s what new life does. That’s what resurrection does. When Jesus rose from the dead, 

he wasn’t just reanimated, going back to the way things used to be. There was something 

different about him; there was something different about how he spoke, how he walked, how he 

interacted, and it was all hopeful because it was good news that things didn’t go back to the way 

things were, because it was good news that things would never be the same again, because it was 

good news that new life had broken out in the world. 

And it is breaking out still. 

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


