Pastor Jeff Williams: July 20, 2008

Is There Life After GM? Part IV: “The Inevitability of Change.”
Would you open your Bibles up to Jeremiah 29 (page 780 of pew Bibles)? We’re on a series called, “Is There Life after GM?” or life after loss? This is our fourth part, fourth week already. We’ve talked about fear and the anxiety over what might happen. We talked about what to do when that which we have feared has happened. This week, we’re talking about change-the inevitability of change.

I was looking at an old church directory this week. I was doing some things in my office and ran across a directory from ten years ago, and some of you were in it. You look a little different today than you did ten years ago. I won’t go into any details, but a little different. Then I couldn’t just help but remark at all of the change that had taken place. I thought about just the change in our building, all the new things we have, the new construction. I thought about some changes in staff. There were people that had moved away. There were families that had gone through a divorce. There were people that had passed away. There were people that I had no idea where they are now. It was just an interesting snapshot of our church. I thought about the inevitability of change. 
You and I sometimes don’t embrace change very well. We just don’t. It’s what I’m going to call this morning the “Fluffy Factor.” 

I was in a home recently, and there was an elderly woman, her adult son and two dogs. One of the dogs was a dog that is about 211 years old in dog years, and it was named Fluffy; and Fluffy did not like me there. Fluffy made it known constantly that she did not like me there. From the time I walked through the door to the time I left, for three hours, except for a quick nap, Fluffy never took her eyes off me and never stopped doing this, “Rrrrrr.” She’d catch her breath and then, “Rrrrrr.” The lady would say, “Now, Fluffy, stop that.” No matter what I did to Fluffy, I just could not make friends with Fluffy. Fluffy was saying, “I don’t want you here. We already have an adult male in the household. We don’t need you. I don’t like you. I don’t like anything about you. I like things the way they are. When are you going to leave? If you don’t leave soon, I’m going to make you leave. I’m going to gum you to death.”
Some of us in this room here, we’re like Fluffy in regards to change. Something comes at work. It’s not the way it’s supposed to be, and they change it, “Rrrrrr.”  

You come into church, and they’ve changed something you like in the service, “Rrrrrr.” Your wife cooks a meatloaf in a way that you’re not used to, “Rrrrrr.” We just get growly and ornery because we don’t like change. We like things the way they are.

One of the reasons why we’re going through this change potentially with losing our plant and losing the other jobs, Lear and LSI and so forth, is because of the change in our economy. Gas prices are sky-high, and we can’t afford to buy the trucks. It’s a change, and of course the marketplace adapts to change. You have to change.

It reminds me of a story I heard about Henry Ford. Ford, of course, had the Model T and was very successful; but there was a bit of a clamoring for change within the company that we need to compete, and we need to change things. We’ve got some ideas for the Model T that we think are going to make it a little bit more modern, a little bit more contemporary. Henry Ford wanted nothing to do with the changes. While he was gone on vacation out of the country, an engineer by the name of Knutson decided that he would make those changes. One day the car was all done; Henry Ford was in Michigan, and they unveiled this new, improved Model T. It was red in color. The top was down, four doors, shining; it looked gorgeous. [Everyone] was the like, “What’s the boss going to do? He’s going to love it, right? Because who wouldn’t love it? This is just an amazing car.” Henry Ford walked around the car with his hands in his pockets, two or three times. He finally reached out and grabbed the door. There were a couple whispers, “I think he likes it. I think he likes it.” It said they don’t know how he did it, but he managed to pull the door off the hinges; [he] was so mad; climbed in the door; started kicking the other door; started kicking the roof of the car; destroying everything he can get his hands on.  I guess he didn’t like it too well. Knutson, needless to say, had to get another job. He took a job at GM and began to make some progressive designs for that company. Ford eventually realized he had to change the way he did things, but he wasn’t ready at that time. He didn’t like change because this is the way it always has been. This is the way I made it. This is what I’m comfortable with. This is the way I want it to be.
Sometimes change can bring about good things in our lives. God can sometimes use changes, and God can use negative circumstances to bring about some very positive things in our lives and in our community. 
One of my favorite films is “Walk the Line,” the story of Johnny Cash. Maybe you saw that film. [He was] brilliantly portrayed by Joaquin Phoenix. In this clip we’re about to see, Johnny goes into record a record. He’s going to sing the only song he knows to sing, which is gospel. That’s what everybody sang. That’s what he sang his whole life. Then the record producer tells him that gospel doesn’t sell anymore. “It’s the same thing everybody else is doing. We need something different. What else do you have?” So he’s forcing Johnny to change on the spot. This time, he’s called J.R. So how will he respond to this demand that he change? Let’s go ahead and watch the clip. 
What I wanted you to see in that clip, and I know some of you would like to just watch the rest of the movie (congregation laughing), is that there is a progression there. At first, we’re just uncomfortable with the change. We’re taking this risk, and there’s fear. Then, others begin to see the benefit of that change. They begin to play their part, and they begin to play their role. Then something wonderful emerges from that change-that challenge, that risk-which they take.

So, we’re going to be talking about that this morning, and I want you to open your Bibles up to the Book of Jeremiah 29. We’re going to look at a story about some people who went through radical change-radical change. We read the Scripture this morning, Jeremiah 29:11 (page 780 of pew Bibles). You’ve probably heard it quoted. It might be one of your favorite Scriptures when God says in His Word, “I know the plans I have for you, plans for welfare, not for calamity-to give you hope and a future.” How many of you is that one of your favorite verses in the Bible? A lot of you. I love that verse. 
Many times we say that verse, we recite it, we think about it, but we don’t understand the context in which it was spoken. We don’t understand the events that were taking place in the history of Israel. The meaning and impact those words would have had… It’s my goal that when you leave here today, when you read that Scripture, it’s going to take on a whole new significance in your life. 
The Book of Jeremiah was written in approximately 600 B.C. It was a very pivotal time in the history of the nation of Israel. The northern kingdom is gone, wiped off the face of the map. The Assyrians came in, invaded and took them away. The southern kingdom, the capital-Jerusalem-was left. There is a warning that is being given by the Prophets, and Jeremiah is one of them. Jeremiah is telling the people that the way “you are living your lives is destructive. You’ve abandoned God. You are following after other gods. You are doing detestable things in His sight, and it needs to stop because God loves you, but God is also righteous and God is holy. God will judge, so you need to repent. You need to stop doing what you’re doing so you can live. If you don’t repent, if you don’t change, God says judgment is coming.” Judgment will be for the purpose-not simply a punishment-but for the purpose of getting the attention of the Israelites, so they would once again listen and follow after the Lord, their God. 
At one time in exasperation, they say to Jeremiah, “We’re going to ignore him.” Then they beat him, put him in stocks and laughed at him. Then it got so bad that they threatened to kill him because he was preaching the truth. Jeremiah says, “For 23 years, I’ve been giving you the same message, and you don’t listen. For 23 years, I’ve been warning you of the wrath that will come if you don’t repent, and time is running out. You need to change.” Israel didn’t repent. If somebody told you something was going to happen for 23 years, you’d start to doubt it was going to happen, right? 

“The new math is coming.” I always heard that. I heard that my entire education. “The metric system-everybody is going to be using that when you’re an adult.” I’m still waiting for that. I still have my old ruler and yardstick out. 

All these changes will be coming, and when they don’t come, you start to think, “Well, he must not know what he’s talking about.” Then one day, it came. A ruler by the name of Nebuchadnezzar came, and he captured thousands of Israelites and brought them to Babylon. Daniel was one of them; Shadrack, Meshack and Abednego were others. They took them to Babylon to live. Then he came a second time, and he got thousands more. Then he came a third time to get thousands more and bring them into exile, but then something terrible happened as well. He destroyed the temple that Solomon had built. The Temple was destroyed.  If you resisted Nebuchadnezzar, you would die. If you cooperated, you would live and go into exile. Some people would rather die than go into exile. 

So, you want to talk about change? It’s one thing to have a struggling economy and to lose a job or lose our plant-that’s one thing; but these people lost their lives; these people lost their homes, their businesses, their synagogues, and their temple. They were taken in force to live in this strange land with a new king, King Nebuchadnezzar. 
You want to talk about upheaval? You want to talk about change? It doesn’t get more radical than the change that these people endure.  We’re going to see what God says to them, and Jeremiah weeps over this. This is his home. He loves Judah. He loves Jerusalem. He loves the temple. He’d been trying to avert this for over two decades of this life. The entire Book of Lamentations, the next book over, is poems that he wrote in his grieving. He’s called the weeping prophet. He just grieves the loss of this country. He just pours his heart out, Jeremiah does. Now that the people are in captivity, now that they are in exile, and they will be so for the next 70 years, they are ready to listen to what Jeremiah has to say. 
Normally, Jeremiah would just speak. He’s a Prophet; prophet means oracle. He would just speak, and an amanuensis would write down everything he said. This time, he’s the amanuensis. This time, he’s writing down God’s dictation, and he is going to dictate a letter. Jeremiah is going to write this out, and he’s going to send it to the priests and the Prophets and the people that are in exile in Babylon. So, what we’re going to read is an actual letter written in Jeremiah’s hand and dictated by God. 
We start reading it in Verse 4 (page 779), “This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: ‘Build houses and settle down; plant dens and eat what they produce. Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number there; do not decrease.’”

Isn’t it interesting that the first thing God tells them in the midst of all this change that they’re going through is God says, “As much as possible, I want you to live a normal life.” 
God called them to stability in the midst of the change that was all around them. It says, “You’re going to make the best you can-do the best you can-with this difficult situation. You’re going to start new lives there. You’re going to live in stability.” The underlying message there is God is going to protect and provide. “Though you’re in a foreign land, though you’re where there’s a new language spoken and a new government in power, you are going to adapt. I’m going to provide for you. I’m going to protect you, and you are going to live stable lives. Normal is going to return to you.” 

What God is promising is if this thing happens to our community, and it looks like it will, there is going to be a time of difficulty and adjustment, but God is able to make our lives stable. We’re not going to abandon ship. 

God called the people of Israel to community. He called them to stability, and God will do the same for us. I want you to notice something extremely interesting. How do you think you would feel about Nebuchadnezzar if you were living in Judah? How would you feel about a king who killed some of your loved ones and friends? How would you feel about his army that destroyed your homes, your synagogues, and temple? How would you feel about living in this strange land? How would you feel about those people? Would you be tempted to be angry and be bitter toward them? Absolutely. But what does He call them to do? It says in Verse 7, “‘Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper.’” 
God is calling them to spiritual growth in the midst of conditions which are adverse, in the midst of conditions which would leave one to be a person of bitterness. God is calling them to new spiritual growth. God is saying, “Look, you have been spiritual-not just infants. You have been spiritually opposed. You have been in rebellion against me. Now that I have your ear, now that I have your attention, you are going to grow spiritually. You’re going to pray for your enemies.” This was radical stuff. Jeremiah, if you read the Book of Jeremiah, he wants God to kill his enemies. That’s Jeremiah! This is unheard of. “You’re going to pray for the country and the city that stole you from your home.” God says, “You’re going to pray. I’m not going to allow you to go into bitterness and anger. You are going to pray for your captors, and you’re going to pray for their prosperity.” God wanted to bless them.  God wanted them to prosper in this new land. Isn’t that an amazing thing to think about? In the midst of this upheaval and change, lives turned upside down; this negative event, God was going to do something good in their lives. God was going to grow them in their faith and grow them in their spirituality. 
When I was a little boy, one of the worst things that could happen to a boy happened to me. I lost my dad. My dad died of cancer of the pancreas; so at age five, I no longer had a father. Who was going to be a model for me? Who was going to teach me all the things that a father teaches a son? My dad was not a spiritual man. He grew up in Sweden. Of course, everybody is Lutheran in Sweden; they’re all Lutherans. It’s a state religion. When he came to America, [his family didn’t go to church; therefore] we didn’t go to church. Maybe I’d go to a VBS (vacation Bible school). I remember going to church maybe once or twice, but church and spirituality was just not a part of our lives. My dad, on the weekends, didn’t go to church; he went to the club. He did shots, drank beer and had fun with his friends. He was not a church-going man at all, so there was no spiritual upbringing in my life. When I was told that God had taken my daddy, I became very angry and bitter. I remember shaking my fist at Heaven and commanding God to bring my daddy back.
Several years later, my mom remarried. This particular man was a Christian. He started taking us to church, so we started going to Open Bible Church in Rockford. The pastor there was a man by the name of Don Lyon, whom you met at the dedication of our new building. At nine years old, that was my pastor. I gave my life to Christ in that church; my mother came to the church and gave her life to Christ; my sister came [and] gave her life to Christ. My other sister came [and] gave her life to Christ; her husband gave his life to Christ; her daughters gave their lives to Christ. I began to live in a Christian home. I grew up in the things of God. I became involved with ministry at that church. I went out to prepare for full-time ministry, and eventually came back, married, settled down and served in my home church until they sent me out the door. My wife and I [came] to Janesville to start a church called Faith Community. 
Let me ask you a question here. That was a negative situation, losing my father. Through that circumstance, did not good things eventually come? There was a spiritual awakening that took place in my family that probably would not have happened had not my mom remarried to a Christian man. 

There are events that happen to us that are negative-loss, things that are gut wrenching. What you have to understand is God is greater than those events. Those things will always be negative, bad, hard or wrong; but God can work amongst it and through it and bring about something that is positive in our lives, in our church, in our community if we’ll allow Him to. 
So they could go down the path of bitterness, or they could go down the path of spiritual growth and allow God to take something that has been painful and bring about something good in their lives. That’s what’s going to happen. God is going to do that for the people of Israel. For 70 years, God has called them to live in stability in the midst of that adversity. God is calling them to spiritual growth in an atmosphere that is prone to bitterness. When we go through loss, and we go through pain, it’s easy to get bitter. We have to fight that. We have to recognize that God wants to be at work in our lives. 
So it’s in the context, it’s in that as a background that we then read again these famous words, Verse 10 (page 780). “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.’” Back to Jerusalem. “‘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. Then you will call upon Me and come and pray to Me, and I will listen to you. You will seek Me and find Me when you seek Me with all your heart. I will be found by you,’ declares the Lord, ‘and will bring you back from captivity. I will gather you from all the nations and places where I have banished you,’ declares the Lord, ‘and will bring you back to the place from which I have carried you into exile.’” You’re going to go home. 
God says, “You’re going to come alive spiritually. Now that I have your attention, now that you’re really listening, you’re going to come, and you’re going to have a relationship with Me. You’re going to find Me, and we’re going to commune together. We’re going to have a friendship together. You think I’m against you. You think because this bad thing has happened to you that I’m not on your side; but the truth of the matter is I am on your side. The truth of the matter is your future is bright. The truth of the matter is you can have hope in the midst of disparity.” God had called them to optimism in the midst of a situation that was adverse, to a situation where it would be so easy to be pessimistic. God had called them in optimism, and they can take God at His word, why? Because God is able to do what He said. It’s His nature, and it’s within His power to do so. Words are meaningless unless you have the power to make or bring about the change that you’re expressing. 
If I say to you, “I’m going to lower the price of gas in our country. I’m going to bring gas prices to where they were in 1978 when I graduated from high school-$0.62 a gallon.” Do you get excited? Do you run out of here going, “Pastor Jeff’s going to lower gas! Oh, it’s going to be awesome!” Well, you’re going to be in for a surprise tomorrow when you get to the gas pump, and you’re still paying four bucks. Why? Because I can’t do a thing about it. But if the Arab nations get together, and there’s a news conference, and they say, “We’re going to put gas at $20. Oil is now going to be $20 a barrel.” If they make a statement like that, you get excited, right? Why? Because you know they have the power to do what they said they’re going to do.

When God says, “I don’t care how dismal the circumstances, I don’t care how dark, I don’t care how drastic the change,” He says, “I’m going to give you a bright future and a hope,” I can believe it because God can do what He said. The encouraging thing is the same God who wrote these words is your God. The same promise that He spoke to His people, He speaks to us today-the same promise.  He’s just as able to bring it about as He was when He spoke these words through Jeremiah in 586 B.C.
When I was in high school, I went to this school called Rockford East. We were very good in athletics. We had a large school. My freshman class had almost 1,000 kids in it to start. [We were] very competitive in almost every sport. Our best sport was football. We were on a roll. When I was a freshman in high school, our football team was phenomenal. These guys hadn’t lost a game since they were in junior high school-all the way through high school, undefeated freshman, undefeated sophomores, undefeated… Now, they were entering into this new bracket in the state tournament. They’re beating everybody. They went on and they just won. When they got to the state championship game, it wasn’t even close. They blew everybody away. Ten guys from that team played Division 1 football. They went on to play Division 1. Four guys from that team ended up being drafted by the NFL. Can you imagine that? Four guys from one high school team drafted by the NFL. I watched them play in bowl games when I was a kid. I remember watching our star running back, a guy by the name of Ira Matthews. He went on to play for the Wisconsin Badgers. Some of you guys remember Ira? He set some school records. He was drafted by the Oakland Raiders, led the NFL in kickoff returns. I remember watching Howard Cosell when he returned a touchdown back. Some of you guys might remember that game. Ira returned a touchdown, and Howard Cosell was calling the play. I remember watching that little black and white TV going, “I know that guy! Howard Cosell’s talking about him!” It was just surreal. Anyway, before any of that, while he was a senior and I was a freshman, we were playing a game of basketball. It was the starting center for the sophomore team and the starting forward for the freshman team, both really good players on one side. On the other side, it was Ira and myself. So, we’re playing ball, and we’re playing to 20 by 2s. There were no 3s back when I was playing basketball. That dates myself a little bit. So, we’re playing ball, and we’re losing 16-4. It’s make-it/take-it, which means if you make the shot, you get the ball back. As long as you score and you keep the ball… And when you played make-it/take-it, you could run up some pretty lopsided scores because you’re never getting the ball. You’re never getting on offense. It’s 16-4. We’re playing to 20. They need two more baskets to win. Ira calls a time-out. So we go off to the side, and we start working on some strategies, “Okay, here’s some things we need to do.” Ira was very calm; he was very poised. He was not riled or upset. He’s not trash-talking. They can’t hear anything that we’re saying. Then he looks at me with this intent look on his face. The last thing he says to me-I don’t remember the strategy. I just remember the last words he said to me before he broke the huddle. He said, “We’re going to win this game,” just like that. Maybe I looked down; maybe I looked discouraged. “We’re going to win.” 
My first reaction was, “How? We’re losing 16-4. They’re killing us!” I didn’t say that, but my first reaction was, “How?” Then I remembered something. This was Ira Matthews. This guy was going to play for the Badgers. This guy led our team to state. This guy is a phenomenal athlete. This guy has uncanny speed, instinct and ability. We broke the huddle; I walked out of the huddle thinking, “I think we’re going to win. I don’t know how, but I think we will.” [The score was] 16-4, and I’m optimistic. Guess what happened? We won the game. We came back and beat them! When we beat them, I wasn’t surprised because I knew that those weren’t just empty words; but this was a guy who could bring it to pass. Of course, I did most of the scoring (congregation laughing), a few dunks and 360s and stuff, but anyway, that's another sermon. I’m glad you see the humor in that. 
So, here’s Israel. They look like they’re out of it; they look like they’re going to lose. There’s no hope, “We’re abandoned as a nation, as a people; the life we knew, it’s gone. It will never return.”

 God says, “Listen, Israel, this is the place I wanted you to be at all the time. This change has come on you, and it’s hard; but guess what? You’re going to grow spiritually through this event. You’re going to learn to have faith in the midst of adversity. You’re going to call upon My name and guess what? You’re going to win. You’re going to come out on top. It looks bleak right now, but you’re going to win.” Those weren’t just empty words. Those were spoken by a God who had the power to do what He said He could do, and He still does; this promise still applies.
I don’t know what change or hardship that you’re going through, but this promise is for you today. God is still on the throne. Somebody greater than Ira is on your team, and He says, “You’re going to win today. You’re going to prevail.”
One of my favorite artists is a singer by the name of Steven Curtis Chapman. He wrote a lot of good songs, and we have remembered him in our prayers recently after the loss of his daughter. He wrote a song about change, taking risks and walking in faith. It’s a song called “Diving In.” He talks about God’s promise, and he says, “The river’s deep. The river’s wide. The river’s water is alive, but sink or swim, I’m diving in.” We’re going to listen to that song right now, and end on that positive note, so let’s watch “Diving In.” (Lyrics can be found here: http://www.christianlyricsonline.com/artists/steven-curtis-chapman/dive.html.) 
All right, let’s pray together. Thank you for your love offering as well. I’m excited to hear what God’s going to do through that.

Father, we thank You for Jeremiah. We thank You that this man of God who for over two decades faithfully proclaimed Your truth. In spite of the ridicule, in spite of being ignored, in spite of being beaten, in spite of his life being threatened, he did. He was broken-hearted when the city fell, and the people didn’t listen. Then You used him to write a powerful letter. This time the people were ready to listen. The letter said that You’d not abandoned them. Though their lives were going through tremendous upheaval and change, Lord, You were calling them to stability in the midst of that change. You were calling them to spiritual growth, and You were calling them to have optimism and hope in spite of the negative things that had happened to them. Those words had power and meaning because You were able to do exactly what You said You could do. You still are, so Lord I pray for the one this morning who’s gone through change that is negative; who has gone through loss and hardship; who’s tempted to struggle in bitterness; who’s tempted to retreat. I pray that they would hold fast to that promise. I pray they would grow in their faith. I pray their lives are returned to normal. I pray that they would have optimism and hope because of the God whose they are and whom they serve. In Jesus’ name, we pray, Amen. 
