God's Plan for His People
Text: Jeremiah 29:11
Readings: 
	Jeremiah 29:1-14 

In many ways it is an amazing thing that Jeremiah spoke the words of our text. He was a man who experienced a great deal of pain and anguish. I always think of him the way Rembrandt painted him so masterfully - head in hand, brow wrinkled with anguish, lamenting over the fall of Jerusalem. 
Jeremiah was one of the greatest of the prophets and he left a lasting impression on the Jewish people right up to the establishment of the New Testament church. When Jesus asked the disciples for the impressions of people as to who he was, he was told that some said he was Jeremiah. It would figure, for like Jesus, Jeremiah was a prophet who repeatedly spoke of impending disaster if the people did not listen. Like Jesus he spoke of the fall of Jerusalem at the hands of a foreign power, but like Jesus, Jeremiah was not listened to. The more desperate he was to get his message across and the more urgent and pointed he became, the more the people labelled him as a crank. By his own admission, he became a laughing stock - the butt of people's unkind jokes, and Jeremiah was not the kind of person to shrug his shoulders and forget the insults. He felt every insult, every rebuke and he cried out to God in his pain. At one point he thought the whole of his ministry was a delusion and a lie and he only carried on because the Word of God was like a burning fire within him and he did not have any choice. He had to speak. 
If that were not painful enough, when it became clear that the Babylonians were a serious threat and Jerusalem had to do something about it, Jeremiah was the man who saw that Jerusalem's only hope lay in accepting the inevitable defeat. The last of the Judean kings were busy trying to make alliances, calling the people to arms and to courage. They were taking any measures possible to save themselves and the people, but Jeremiah exposed them all as fruitless and told the people to lay down their arms. That brought on the charge of treachery and desertion. He was, pre-eminently, the man that hath seen affliction, as he says in Lam.3:1. 
And yet in spite of all that he suffered at the hands of an ungrateful and ungodly people, he loved them and he became their great comforter in their hour of defeat and exile. He HehHeListen again to his words: [text]. 
Tonight, I want to look at each of the parts of this verse in turn. First, God plans. At the beginning of a new year, it is good to take stock, to assess where we have come and where we are going. I don't know about you, but I've pretty well given up on the idea of making New Year resolutions. Whenever I do that, I always end up falling back into the same habits and patterns I wanted to avoid and it's all a bit depressing. But there are times when it is both good and appropriate to take stock in our lives and part of that process involves making plans for the future. Proverbs 16:9 - The mind of man plans his way. We have a responsibility to plan and make decisions. In fact, decision making is inescapable for us as creatures made in the image of God. We are not like the animals that simply react to bodily stimuli and the circumstances of their immediate environment. God has given us the ability to think and to act. There is no such thing as a person who is not able to make a decision. There are plenty of indecisive people around who deliberately exercise their wills to refrain from making a decision but that in itself is a conscious choice for which they will answer to God. I say it again. Decision-making is inescapable and God expects us to make the wisest decisions that we can, based on the knowledge that he gives us. The mind of man plans his way. 
But we must not forget the second part of Proverbs 16:9. The mind of man plans his way, but it is the Lord who directs his steps. We must not fall into the trap of thinking that God is distant from the decisions and the choices that we make in life. We are busy planning our way, but it is God who directs our steps in accordance with the plans that he makes for us. Nothing catches God by surprise. It is not that in our lives there is a whole host of possibilities and God has to wait until he finds out what decision we are going to make and then alter his plan accordingly. No. The wonder of God's providence is that his plan embraces the decisions that he knows we will make. At times he will take us along the path of our inclination and at times, he will take us in another direction entirely. Let this concept sink into your hearts and thrill you. God makes plans for me and for you. 
Beloved, we ought to be humble and submissive. We ought to commit our plans to God and strive to follow his revealed will always. This is precisely the point that James make in James 4:13-17 [read]. We make our plans, but at the same time, we should submit our plans to the sovereign will of God and that means walking humbly before him always. Then too we should live each day as if it might be our last. Life is short, very short. We are a vapour that is here one moment and gone the next. Before we know it we will be standing before the Lord Jesus Christ. How would you fare if the Lord took you now, tonight? Would you be pleased to go to him? Would you know that your heart is right with him, or would there be a terrible fear in your soul - and the cry of not ready, not ready! My friends, we must be ready. We must be ready every day to enter the eternal state if that is God's plan for us and he directs our steps accordingly. Let's not leave this vital dimension out of our life's plans. 
But secondly, notice from our text that God's plans for us are for welfare and not for calamity. Not long ago I was talking with a young man and a young woman, who asked to speak with me. They were trying to sort out God's will for their lives, particularly in relation to the question whether they should marry. There was no doubt in their minds that they loved each other and wanted to be married. There was no doubt either that marriage and the raising of a family would bring them both happiness but they struggled with this question: Is it not selfish to be thinking of personal happiness like this? Shouldn't I be prepared to serve God without these things? Shouldn't I deny myself this joy and choose a path that I know will be harder? 
In our day of instant gratification and the pursuit of pleasure - the "if it feels right, do it" mentality, I was gratified that there is still such godliness around in the hearts of young people. The desire to serve God with single-minded determination, even if the path is a hard one, is commendable indeed. But I explained to them that there are not many martyrs in the Christian life. And the text I had in mind when I was thinking of this was Jeremiah 29:11. God says to his people: These are the plans that I have for you - plans for welfare and not for calamity. We are not dealing with a God who plans evil or calamity for our lives. Oh, yes, there are times when he does this. Israel in the days of Jeremiah is a case in point. If God did not plan the Babylonian exile, why did he lay that as a burning message in the heart of a prophet and send him to announce that message of doom to all and sundry? Ah, but there was a reason for the judgement. It was not that God was a nasty puppeteer who just decided for his children that they would enter a period of hardship because they had received enough blessing and it wouldn't do to have them get complacent. God's people had already departed from his ways and the calamity was God's answer to their rebellion - the final and necessary step to get them to take him seriously and return. But ordinarily, and when we are serious about walking with him, God plans for his people blessing, welfare and joy. 
Be thankful, brothers and sisters, for all the blessings God has given you. He has planned to give them to you. He has thought this out and he gives them to you as expressions of his love. And if things are going well, don't think to yourself: Oh, well, there must be some disaster just round the corner because it can't be that life should be filled with so much joy. That is to turn God into a manipulator who actually plans calamity for his people because he likes to see them suffer. The proper response to blessing is joyous praise and thanksgiving to God our Father. And if calamity does enter our lives, know that God has planned this too. There are times when he does this because we have departed from him and he wants to bring us back. There are other times, like the case of Job, when this is not the reason but either way, he loves us. We may not understand all the reasoning behind God's decisions for our lives but we can know that God loves us and that ultimately his plans are for our welfare and not for calamity. 
We come now to the third and final part of the statement. God's plans give us a future and a hope. One of the reasons why Jeremiah grieved so much during the course of his ministry was because he foresaw suffering for the people of God. He knew full well that the Babylonians were worshippers of false gods and would delight in their conquest over Israel. This was their tactic. They loved to denounce the religion of others and show how their gods were superior. Is it any wonder that Jeremiah had his head in his hand and his brow wrinkled in sorrow as he saw Jerusalem fall and the people of God in such disarray? This was the equivalent of the church in New Zealand being overrun by a foreign power and Christianity being all but stamped out from our society. 
But Jeremiah could see that the old ways had to change. God would have to do something radically new. There would have to be the establishment of a new covenant and God would write his laws on people's hearts. The old Jerusalem had to be reduced to ashes so the new one could be built. Again the parallels between Jeremiah and Jesus Christ are very strong for Jesus did the same. He lamented over Jerusalem with a heart that showed immense compassion and yearning but he did not hesitate to announce the razing of the city to the ground because the new covenant was being established. The old Jerusalem had to fall so that the new city of God, the church, could be built. And the future would be greater than anything that had yet been achieved. 
When God tells his covenant people that he plans to give them a future and a hope, he is saying this to the church. And we who constitute the church must take that promise seriously. The future God is planning for his church is not one of disaster and ruin. That is a perception that the devil would love us to embrace because it sends us to the spiritual bunkers with the idea that we have to do nothing but wait out the duration of the conflict until God raptures us out of the battle or brings in the eternal state before all is lost. 
Sometimes we can think this way from Matthew 16:18. Jesus promised to build his church upon the rock of Peter's confession about him as the Christ, the Son of the living God. Yes, the church would be built in this world and it would always stand firm, no matter what the devil threw against it. Well, this is true, but it is not exactly what Jesus was saying in Matthew 16:18. In Jesus' day, the gates of a city were its defence mechanism. When Jerusalem was besieged by the Babylonians in Jeremiah's day and by the Romans in the days of the disciples, the city gates were closed against the invaders. But on both cases, the gates did not prove strong enough. They did not prevail against their attackers. In like manner, the gates of the city of hell, will not prevail against the advance of Jesus' church as it is established in the world. It stands to reason, for God plans good and not harm for his church in this world. 
Should we step out in blind faith? Absolutely not. Faith is never blind because faith involves trust in the person of God himself. And given what God has said about his plans for the church, we should step out in expectation and boldness. Jesus told his disciples that if they have faith the size of a mustard seed, they can move mountains. In our service for God as a congregation this coming year will we be prepared to take God at his word and labour with expectation and hope? 
One final time, I give you the words of our Lord: [read text]. Amen. 

