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Surviving in the Wilderness

NRS Jeremiah 31:1-6

1 At that time, says the LORD, I wil l be the God of all  the famil ies of Israel, and they shall  be my people. 
2 Thus says the LORD: The people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness; when Israel sought
for rest, 
3 the LORD appeared to him from far away. I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have
continued my faithfulness to you. 
4 Again I wil l build you, and you shall  be buil t, O virgin Israel!  Again you shall  take your tambourines, 
and go forth in the dance of the merrymakers. 
5 Again you shall  plant vineyards on the mountains of Samaria; the planters shall  plant, 
and shall  enjoy the fruit. 
6 For there shall  be a day when sentinels wil l call  in the hil l country of Ephraim: "Come, let us go up to Zion,
to the LORD our God."

Dear friends, I have to confess to you that all week long I have wrestled with Jeremiah.  More than once,
including this morning I have been tempted to just get another text of scripture, get something that has three
points and throw in a poem and call it a day. I suppose all I can say is that I invite you to wrestle alongside me
with this ponderous prophet Jeremiah.  The entire book is one of complexity and contradiction.  On the one
hand Jeremiah will speak about uprooting and in the next he will talk about planting.  In one breath he is
speaking about the Lord’s destruction and in the next he is speaking of building up.

Today we read of exile, and we hear the echoes of grace.  Maybe that is the point.  With a ballpoint pen
this morning I wrote that in the margin, “Maybe that is the point.”  Because life is complex.  It defies easy
answers.  Oftentimes we find ourselves existing amidst contradictions of uprootedness and planting, of exile
and grace, of tearing down and building up.

In some ways Jeremiah reminds me of Winston Churchill.  Several years ago my family and I spent a
summer in England while on sabbatical leave. During our last few days of that memorable summer we visited
Chartwell, the family home of Winston Churchill. We Americans remember his leadership of Great Britain
during WW II. Churchill is known for making great statements.  He was a great speech maker.  Through his
words he could bring together an entire nation, indeed an entire world.  Who can forget as he stared at Nazi
Germany in the eye and spoke to his fellow countrymen, “Never, never, never give up!” Or what about the time
he was addressing Parliament and he said, “‘ Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties and bear ourselves
that if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years men will  stil l say, ‘this was their
finest hour.’”

Churchill was a complex man.  Many of us look at his great statements and assume that he had always
been a great man, but ten years prior to World War II, Churchill had given up.  His colleagues said, “Here is an
old man that is washed up.  He needs to be put out to political pasture.”  Historians tell us that between 1930
and 1940 were Churchill’s wilderness years.

I don’t know where you are this morning because when we come into God’s house we come from
different places.  But we probably all come looking for some sanity in these insane times, some direction in
these directionless lives. 



We have talked a lot about what it means to be out there in those places beyond comfort in the last few
weeks. We have discussed much concerning wilderness. Wilderness embodies many things in the Biblical
witness: for the Israelites standing before the Red Sea, the wilderness was a place where God fortified and led
the people.  We read of Hagar and Ishmael and how in the wilderness they found refuge and where God
provided.  Last week we spoke of the wondering Israelites, who in the wilderness discovered that God takes sin
very seriously, in fact, so serious, that we must release it.  Now we come to this crusty prophet of God.  This
one, whom we are not sure how to take, and Jeremiah speaks a word to the people of Israel who are existing in
a world that is becoming dismantled.

Does any of this resonate with some of our lives?  Maybe, this is what is happening in our own world. 

Wilderness we have learned is where God gets our attention and has something to show us, something to
teach us, some place to take us.

Today we move forward nearly eight hundred years to the days of Jeremiah. And the days are not good.
Israel is now in the midst of exile.

Let me explain what I mean by exile. Since Israel entered into the Promised Land eight centuries have
passed. They moved from being an enslaved people to a free people. They moved from wanderers in the
wilderness to a great nation of promise. But their solidarity broke apart with evil kings and rulers surrounded by
enemies who wanted their land. First the Assyrians and now the Babylonians conquered these children of God
and scattered them–literally scattered them. The inhabitants were deported to foreign lands, and in the end this
included the prophet Jeremiah. 

Prophets, I might add, often give mixed messages. It is said that a prophet’s job is to comfort the
afflicted and afflict the comfortable, and Jeremiah does not disappoint. Throughout this book we read of the
contrasting themes of despair and hope, uprooting and planting, tearing down and building up, exile and
destination.

Jeremiah speaks God’s word to the people of Israel saying that the old is being dismantled, judgment
has been made, but also that God is going to do something new.  This passage in Jeremiah says two things. One
is:

The people of God live in Exile:

This is Israel in a wilderness of exile. 

Biblical theologian Louis Stulman observes quite correctly, “More than any other prophet in the Hebrew
Bible, Jeremiah bears witness to the haunting reality of a crumbling world.”

Israel found itself in a time when the world was falling apart.  You don’t get all of this in reading
the text, but the background of this is that for eight hundred years Israel had survived in the land called “the
Promised Land,” the land of Canaan, the land flowing with milk and honey, but most of the time they dwelt
underneath the rule of the evil kings.  Soon lusting nations looked at their land and conquered these people and
literally carried them off into exile.  They no longer lived where God had promised them.  All of a sudden they
found themselves in a strange land and in a strange place.  We call it “exile.”

Sometimes our exile is a result of our choices.  We made decisions, we have taken action, and
we find ourselves in a crumbling place.  Sandi, not to sound too personal, perhaps the greatest contribution of
last night was not in the singing, and I hope those of you who were here last night listened.  It was her words
that she shared, her testimony.  There was a time in Sandi Patty’s life where she said she had made some
choices, and she found herself in a place she didn’t like, and she did not want to be.  Her world was becoming
dismantled.  What she didn’t say and she didn’t know, is that I remember Sandi Patty as a college student.  I



listened to her music and knew of her greatness.  Hearing her last night, I thought, “How strange that is.”  You
can look at an album cover and have the image of greatness, that everything is going along fine.  But she shared
last night that there was a time that all she could do was struggle up the stairs to the church balcony and sit in
the back and pray that she would become invisible.  She didn’t use the word, but the word might as well have
been exile.  We’ve all been there.  We have made some choices in our lives and bad decisions.  We look around
and all of our world is crumbling.  We don’t like where we are.  We don’t like the insecurity of it all, and we
pray that maybe we can just be invisible.

Truthfully, sometimes exile is not because of our choices.  Sometimes we find ourselves in exile
because of the choices or decisions or actions of others.

I remember when I was pastor of First Baptist Church of Chickamauga, Georgia.  It was there I
became acquainted with the horrific disease known as ALS. Many of you are medical professionals here and
already know, but this is simply a disease where slowly the body shuts down; everything that is, but the mind.  I
remembering visiting our church member that had been diagnosed, and in my many visits with him I would
watch him deteriorate, from a healthy vigorous man who would always participate in any mission trip the
church was going on, to an invalid in the bed.  He would say, “Greg, I feel like an exile in my own body.”

Sometimes our decisions lead us to places of exile, but sometimes they are made for us by
unknown or unseen forces.  I think before we settle for the desperate plans of escape to find our way out of the
exile, I think it is best to sit and listen for awhile, and maybe discover how God is moving even in the exile.

I remember Gretsky’s quote when someone asked him about his success as a hockey player, he
said, “I just skate to where the puck is.”  Maybe that is what life is like.

When we come to such places we may want to simply rush out, find the quick solution, take a
pill to make everything feel better, buy a book with seven steps out of the exile, attend a seminar on self-help.
But maybe Jeremiah is right.  You that have experienced the sword, like the children of Israel, they knew what
it was like to have their babies dashed against rock.  They knew what it was like to see their temple pillaged. 
They knew what it was like to be uprooted out of their holy land and to be cast out into foreign places with
foreign people and foreign tongues.  They knew the sword.  But Jeremiah said in that wilderness, “There is
grace.”

Like Jeremiah, there are things we can only learn by going through. We may not like it. If you want a
survival tip, listen to Jeremiah.  If one denies serious illness, then we will deny serious diagnosis. This
wilderness of exile is a dramatic shift, rousing from our seductive comforts. If we try to escape the wilderness –
through denial, through blame placing, through ideological bias – we may wind up missing God entirely.

There is grace out there. But this grace is not cheap. Sit. Listen. Look. The sunrise comes, but only after
long and dark nights.

Exile is not godless and it is not graceless. Therefore we need to hear the second thing Jeremiah tells us:

We are a People of Destination 

“Israel,” Jeremiah said, “is going places.”   You may feel as though you are homeless.  You may feel as
though you are cast to the utter regions of this globe, but God has a plan for you.  Exile is not the end. God is
taking us places.

This morning as I was rolling this over in my mind about Israel going places, I remember several years
ago, we were sitting around the dinner table about to have supper. Amy and I asked, “Who wants to ask the
blessing?” One of our sons said, “I’ll say it.” He was in kindergarten and offered a beautiful prayer that brought



us to the throne of grace. When he concluded I looked at him and said, “That is a beautiful prayer, son. One day
you are going to grow up and be a great preacher.” “Not me Daddy;  I don’t want to do that,” was his reply, “I
am going places!”  Samson, the dog looked up, and Amy started grinning, and I couldn’t resist the bait and
asked him, “Why, son, why don’t you want to be a pastor?”  He looked at me with this tired look and said,
“Dad, I’m going places.”

And the truth is God is always about taking his people places. We are a people of exile, but we are going
places. Verse two of Jeremiah has a pursuant quality: the people who survived the sword found grace in the
wilderness. 

God is taking His people to a destination and no one can indeed take that away.   Just look at this
passage of what we learn about grace in exile: Look at all the grace that is taking place here.

· Grace to survive (v.2) The people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness; 
· Grace to rest (v2b) when Israel sought for rest
· Grace for presence (v3a) the LORD appeared to him from far away.
· Grace to be loved (v3b) I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have continued my

faithfulness to you.
· Grace to be built up (v. 4a) Again I will build you, and you shall be built, O virgin Israel! 
· Grace to celebrate (v4b) Again you shall take your tambourines, and go forth in the dance of the

merrymakers.
· Grace for future (v5) Again you shall plant vineyards on the mountains of Samaria; the planters

shall plant, and shall enjoy the fruit. 

Jeremiah says to Israel that your exile does not negate or revoke the everlasting love of God.  We can
never reach so far away from God that God can’t grasp us and pull us back.

Some of you came crawling in here this morning.  I saw you.  You didn’t think I was looking, but I saw
you.  I saw your  hearts  struggle to keep the family together.  I saw your spiraling income going out of control
wondering, “I can’t even make the mortgage this week.  I saw the look of strain and stress in your eyes.  You
don’t need a preacher to tell you about exile; you are in it.  But God’s destination doesn’t stay in exile.

People who experienced the sword, who survived the sword, found grace in the wilderness.  It was
everlasting love embodied excessively, we know in New Testament language, with the cross of Jesus.  We still
need to know that God has plans for our future.

When God places a claim on us, it is not conditional. This love runs deep and extreme. It cannot be
measured, and it cannot be fully understood. That is why it is so important to ground ourselves in a healthy
theology of the cross.

It is not because of who we are but because of who God is. 

We still need to know that God has plans for our future. When we look around and everything that we
have trusted in, believed in, all of a sudden is challenged, maybe overthrown, God has something else. Israel
could not immediately see this. And we cannot always see this either.

Israel could not see a future, but God whispered hope through his prophet Jeremiah. Somewhere in
Bethlehem, hundreds of years later, the people once again felt lost by Roman occupation and irrelevant religion.
And once again, God whispered hope.



And what about today? Do you see the fingerprints of God reminding you that there is still a future? I
did not say it would always be obvious, but sometimes it is. 

Not too long ago, one of our church families was going through a pretty tough time. The husband told
me that he and his wife made up their mind that one of the ways they were going to help themselves is to help
others. As he was driving to work that morning he asked God to open a door for him so that he could help
someone in need. When he pulled in to get some gasoline two men who looked pretty worn out and dirty
approached him with great embarrassment and one of them said, “I hate to do this.  I have never done anything
like this before, but my house has burned down; I have lost everything. I have been driving all night long to get
to a family member’s house, and I just need a little bit of gas to get there” So our church member thought, “This
must be the one.”  And he told the man he would be happy to fill up his tank and buy him a cup of coffee and
something to eat. As the guy filled his tank, our church member thought to himself, “Lord, the Bible says
sometimes you come to us as strangers” and at that precise moment the fellow pumping his gas, looked up, and
nodded.

We are participants in this grace of God, this destination that He holds for us.  We are not put on a
celestial conveyer belt where we just simply ride along to God’s good glory.  But in our exile we remind
ourselves that God is taking us places if we but claim the grace that is His freely to give. 

Thursday and Friday of last week Dr. Rodger Murchison and I participated in a Baptist Summit at
Mercer University. Past President Kirby Godsey said something that I had to write down, and when he said it I
knew I needed to share it with you this morning. This is what he said: “Grace means that every person has a
constellation of gifts that is given by God alone.  Use them.”

God moments are around.  We just need to realize that exile is not the final place.

I remember the movie, “Bruce Almighty” a few years ago.  Some thought it was profane;  I thought it
had great truths.  The fellow playing God, Morgan Freeman, said, “Don’t just pray for a miracle, be a miracle.”  

Well, the exiles of God have gathered.  Let’s go places and know that God has some grace for us that no
one can take away.  We just need to receive them and use them and live them.

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright, 1989, by the Division of Christian
Education of the National Council of the Churches of Chri st in the U.S.A.  Used by permission.  All rights reserved.
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