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Who was Jeremiah and why are we reading his book in church? Jeremiah was a prophet in the last 

days of Israel. When he got through talking to them in 586 BC the nation disappeared until 1948 AD. 

God gave Jeremiah the unenviable task of explaining to them why their capital Jerusalem was going to 

be destroyed and the nation disappear. God hired him to be a prophet of doom. Jeremiah did not like 

the words he had to speak but when he tried to keep quiet he found that they burned inside until he 

spoke. For this reason, he is often called “the weeping prophet.” Yet it is only in the darkness of the 

night sky that we can see the light of the stars. And in the message of doom we find diamonds of hope in 

the prophecies of Jeremiah. It was Jesus Christ himself who drew upon the predictions of Jeremiah 

when he took the cup and said “This is the cup of the New Covenant poured out for you…for the 

forgiveness of sins.” We Christians read Jeremiah because his words of hope came true in Jesus Christ. 

Because of this we believe God was speaking through Jeremiah. 

In 597 the Babylonians invaded Jerusalem the first time and took the king, the royal court and 

anyone who could read or write—most of the ruling class. They were sent away to serve as slaves in 

Babylon. Then they installed a puppet king, Zedekiah to represent their domination of the land. It is on 

this occasion that Jeremiah writes the letter in chapter 29. He is speaking to the exiles who are crushed, 

grieving and bereft slaves living a thousand miles from home. Have you ever been broken? Have you 

ever felt far away from home? Have you ever lived in a stinging loneliness, desperate for even just one 

friendly face? 

God’s advice in this letter is startling and completely unexpected. He tells them to go ahead and 

build houses. They are not coming home. They are going to be living among their enemies for a long 

time. He is asking them to find God’s peace in enemy territory. When we think of peace we immediately 

think of the safety and security of our own home and hearth. We think of being with the ones we love in 

a comfortable place and tables laden with a feast. But God’s peace obviously does not need these things 

in order to be found. Here’s the good news: God’s peace is everywhere. It can even be found in enemy 

territory. The Psalmist said it, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies…” 

This year’s graduates are about to leave behind the safety and security of childhood and move out 

into jobs, military training, community college and university life. They are going to live in enemy 

territory. They’ll meet selfish people, haters of god, lovers of pleasure, greedy, envious and cruel. No 

one will get you up for church on Sunday morning. No one will remind you to say your prayers. No one 

will read scripture to you. No one will encourage you to believe in Christ. In fact you will often discover 

outright hostility to Christian faith. The last and highest stage of maturity in your practice of Christian 



faith is to seek and find God’s peace in enemy territory. Reinhold Niebuhr’s Serenity prayer has a lesser 

known second part to it that captures this peace: 

Living one day at a time, 

Enjoying one moment at a time, 

Accepting hardship as a pathway to peace, 

Taking, as Jesus did, 

This sinful world as it is, 

Not as I would have it, 

Trusting that You will make all things right, 

If I surrender to Your will, 

So that I may be reasonably happy in this life, 

And supremely happy with You forever in the next. Amen. 

 

Perhaps one of the sobering things about adulthood is the moment you realize you are not going to 

change the world in fact you can’t even change your spouse. You can’t change other people only God can do 

this in God’s own time. In the meantime, we are called to do the right thing. And the right thing is to keep 

following Jesus Christ. Keep doing justice, showing mercy and walking humbly with your God. This is how you 

build a house in this world and find God’s peace living among your enemies. 

God’s second piece of advice is probably going to get me in trouble. He commands them to “Multiply and 

not decrease.” (29:6) Careful readers of the Bible have heard this command before in Genesis 1: “Be fruitful 

and multiply” Form families. Get married. Have children. Do people really have to be told to do these things? 

Yes, they do.  A headline in the Irish Times last May asked “Why is Europe losing the will to breed? Despite 

Europe’s wonderful heritage, the continent is losing faith in itself, and birth rates have collapsed.” It was 

noted last week when the G7 met in Italy that all of the European leaders of Britain, France, Germany, Italy, 

Luxembourg, Denmark and the Netherlands where childless—not a one had ever been a parent. Not all are 

capable of having children but it is clear our civilization has chosen barrenness over family life. I can’t say 

what that means or why that is but one thing is for sure: it is not an expression of hope and it is not God’s will 

for us. So as troubling as it may be for us to hear it, I believe there is deep wisdom and great hope in God’s 

command: multiply and do not decrease! 

The surprises keep coming in this letter. Verse 7 is a stunner: seek the welfare of the Babylonians. Stop 

praying for the peace of Jerusalem and start praying for Babylon. He’s asking them to pray for and help the 

very people who destroyed their city and their temple and made them slaves. Jesus said something very 

similar, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” (Mt 5:44) Later on Paul would echo this 

same them writing to the Romans, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” (Rm 12:21)  



Not a few people think such talk is crazy and that to actually live this way only enables oppression and 

leads to self-destruction. But I know better where it leads. It leads directly to the cross. So deny yourself, pick 

up the cross and follow Jesus. It isn’t blood and iron that changes the world, it is humble, serving love. 

This brings us to the problem of lying prophets and toxic religion. Jeremiah faced off with other voices 

who were speaking an alternative and much more popular message to the newly enslaved. “Get ready to 

rebel and have faith. You won’t be here long. God is going to do something soon to bring us all back home. 

We won’t have to suffer. We won’t have to endure. We are God’s people and we can believe that he wants 

us to be home, healthy and prosperous; not stuck here with a bunch of pagan savages.” There are plenty of 

these lying prophets around today who will spend hours building up your self-esteem, making you feel good 

about yourself and promising you that God just wants you to be rich and happy. Lying prophets can fill 

stadiums full of people wanting to hear them speak. It’s not what they have to say that bothers me, it’s what 

I don’t hear them say: they never speak about the way of the cross, the way of suffering, humble love.  

God has a very different and strange way of encouraging the exiles. In verse 10 he tells them they will be 

there for seventy years. What is seventy years? It’s a life time as Psalm 90:10 puts it, “The years of our life are 

seventy or even by reason of strength, eighty…” They will not be coming home in their lifetime. This was 

God’sjudgment upon them and the nation for their sins. And yet in that same number is hope: God’s 

judgment will not be eternal. He will redeem them in his time. Both God’s judgment and God’s hope are held 

together in the number 70. In the number 70 is God hope: “I know the plans I have for you…plans for welfare 

and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.” That’s a verse that makes the heart sing. That’s a verse to 

remember. That’s a word to print on every graduation card. Hope. 

All of us here today—graduates and non-graduates—have 70 years to live here on this earth in enemy 

territory. I dare say in seventy years everyone here is going to have another graduation—we are going to be 

promoted into the next life. We are all going back to Jerusalem—the New Jerusalem, coming down from 

Heaven like a bride. What shall we do with this seventy years we’ve been given? We can consider our 70 

years on this earth to be a time of exile. The writers of the New Testament picked up on this theme quickly. 

James addressed his letter, “to the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” (Jm 1:2). Peter addresses his first letter, 

“to those who are elect exiles of the dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.” (1 Pt 1:1) 

We Christians are urged to think of ourselves as sojourners, pilgrims, exiles far from our true home. What are 

we to do? 

God’s dream is that we would build houses in enemy territory and discover God’s peace even in hostile 

lands. God’s dream is that we would make families, have children and believe in the future of our civilization. 

God’s dream is that we would love even our enemies and seek their welfare. God’s dream is we’d never be 



too afraid or too embarrassed to walk the way of the cross, of humble, servant love. God’s dream is that 

wherever we find ourselves, we would also be a people of hope. 

 

 


