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The King, The Cause, The Call

October 23, 2005

We finished, last week, looking into the life of Esther… the ultimate “rags to riches” story of a second-generation exiled Jew who was taken out of her poverty and made the Queen of Persia.

· If you remember, after the Babylonians were conquered by Persia in 539AD, King Cyrus issues a decree to all Jews throughout the Persian Empire, giving them permission to return back to Jerusalem.

· But by this time, most of the first generation Judeans who were exiled from Judah, had already passed on.  There children, like Esther, had grown up here and weren’t anxious to leave their homes for the unknowns of Jerusalem.
· And yet, if you set the clock back a bit, can you imagine what it must have been like for the people of Judah… to be taken from this Promised Land of God… into towns and cultures that must have seemed so strange… 

Imagine leaving everything familiar to you. You lose your job. You lose your home... You loose that sense of belonging and purpose.  
· Imagine the pain of not only being uprooted from your culture… but the broken heart they must have felt knowing that their children would likely embrace a different nationality, a different culture. 

· It was 117 years ago when the Assyrian Empire conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel.  
· The ten tribes that inhabited the Northern Kingdom were now lost… completely assimilated into the cultures around them.

And now, the South Kingdom of Judah was being conquered.  How could this happen?  How could God allow the only remaining tribes of Judah and Benjamin to be scattered throughout the Babylonian Empire?

· Guys… as much as you might think of Israel’s captivity in Egypt, the exile of Judah, and the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem that will soon follow, are clearly the most traumatic events in the history of God’s people through the Old Testament.

· Let me just unpack this a little more.  Go ahead and turn to 2 Kings 24
· Just prior to Babylon’s capture of Judah, God put on the shoulders of a young man a heavy calling… to speak prophetically to the people of Judah.
· Over and over again, Jeremiah cried out to Judah… “Exile is coming. This is going to happen.” But the people would not believe him.  We read in Jeremiah that he suffered so much rejection that he cursed the day he was born.
· The people were sure that “God’s not going to let anything happen to us. We’re the chosen people.”  But everything Jeremiah predicted came true. 
Second Kings 24:10 says, “At that time the officers of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon advanced on Jerusalem and laid siege to it, and Nebuchadnezzar himself came up to the city while his officers were besieging it. Then we read that, “In the eighth year of the reign of the king of Babylon, he took Jehoiachin (the King of Judah) prisoner.
· It goes on the say that, “Nebuchadnezzar removed all the treasures from the temple of the Lord and from the royal palace, and took away all the gold articles that Solomon king of Israel had made for the temple of the Lord. He carried into exile all Jerusalem: all the officers and fighting men, and all the skilled workers and artisans--a total of ten thousand.” 
· Remember that while Judah was conquered in 605 BC... it wasn’t till after several rebellions against Babylon that Jerusalem was finally leveled in 586, 19 years later. It was at that time that virtually the entire nation of Judah is exiled. 
· In chapter 4:23, we see Jeremiah looking at the destruction around him… How do describe desolation like this?  The only thing he could say was that “it was formless and void.”  
· For Jeremiah, their captivity and exile, was the very undoing of the creation story.

Now, with countless numbers of Judeans already exiled throughout Babylon, Jeremiah sends out a letter with each new wave of exiles… a letter to be read in each community of Jews through Persia.  

· Now, put yourself in Jeremiah’s place for a second. You spend your whole life— your whole ministry— warning people about what’s coming. 
· They laugh at you. They mock you. They don’t believe you. They even throw you into prison. 
· And then, suddenly, everything you warned them about comes true. And to these very same people, God charges you with a task… to write a letter to them.
Let me ask you something… if you were writing that letter… what phrase do you think you might be tempted to use? Call me crazy, but do the words, “I told you so,” come to mind?  

· But even though they had mocked him most of his life, that’s not where Jeremiah’s heart is. 

· What so amazing to me is that we actually get to read this letter in Jeremiah 29.  And in this letter, beginning in verse 11, Jeremiah shared the word God gave him for those in exile...“’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.’”  

· To this broken people living in exile… living without hope or purpose… God makes it clear that He is still faithful… and that He is able to deliver them
· In fact, the God tells them that, “When 70 years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my gracious promise to bring you back home.” 
Now, humanly speaking, this hope to return from exile was absurd. People did not come back out of exile. Those who were exiled knew just what to expect. 
· They knew that their story, their culture and traditions, their faith, their language, their book would all be forgotten. 

· It may not happen overnight… but they knew that they would eventually just blend in with all the other peoples of the ancient world. 

· And keep in mind that, as a matter of historical fact, that’s exactly what happened to every one of the other small countries that surrounded Israel and Judah. They have all been lost. 

Think about it. How many of you have a neighbor who is a Moabite? How many of you love to go to a great restaurant for some home style, Hittite cooking, or have tickets to go see a the Three Edomites in concert? 

· What happened to all those people? They just ceased to exist. Their culture, their national identity, their faith, their gods just ceased to exist. 

· And by all the laws of human history, there is no way on earth the people of Israel should have survived, except for one thing… 

· That God chose that they should survive. The God who is both faithful and able… chose that they should survive. 
And so God began to do His “thing”. We read in Ezra 1:1 that “The Lord moved the heart of Cyrus, king of Persia...” 
· And out of that, Cyrus sends the exiles home. I mentioned earlier that there were many Jews… especially second and even third generation Jews… who didn’t want to return to Jerusalem…

· Even after people like Ezra and Nehemiah began calling the exiles of Judah back into the worship of God, we’re told in Ezra that only 43,000 actually return to Jerusalem.
· And even though Judah had been a nation of millions, once back, those 43,000 began to rebuild their country. 

And they begin to come to grips with what they have lost that they will never regain. They will not have David’s son on the throne. They can’t even govern themselves.

· All the old possessions that they based their identity on, that they dreamed about, they were all gone. Boundaries, great armies, wealth, that magnificent city of Jerusalem with its beautiful temple, the hope of a king, that promised son of David, sitting on a throne— that’s all gone. 

· And they are now an obscure corner of a giant empire that wouldn’t even notice if they disappeared. 

· And in their despair they cried out in Ezekiel 37, “Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.”  
Habakkuk tries to encourage Judah to stand firm in the Lord in spite of their circumstances... to have faith even in the darkness.  

· Then, In Habakkuk 3:17, he describes what this looks like, saying, “Even though the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vine; even though the olive crop fails, and the fields lie empty and barren; even though the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty, 18yet I will rejoice in the LORD! I will be joyful in the God of my salvation.”

· God speaks back to them in Ezekiel 5, saying, “This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Look! I am going to breathe into you and make you live again!”
· Isaiah 41:9-10 says, “I have chosen you and have not rejected you. 10 So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you;”

· Jeremiah 24:7, “I will give them a heart to know me, that I am the LORD. They will be my people, and I will be their God…”

Through all of this, remember that the Persian Empire was a vast empire [see map]. It was the largest one that had been seen to that time. It extended from India in the east, all the way to Greece in the west, from Russia up in the north, down to present-day Libya in the south. 

· The Israelites are a tiny blip on the radar screen [see map]. And they wonder what difference in this world could they possibly make?
· You see, here’s the point: It took an exile for them to realize God had something more important for them than to be another Persia or Babylon or Assyria. At least in God’s eyes, this was never something that needed to define them. 

· Deut 7:7-9 says, “The LORD did not choose you and lavish his love on you because you were larger or greater than other nations, for you were the smallest of all nations! 8It was simply because the LORD loves you… 9Understand, therefore, that the LORD your God is indeed God. He is the faithful God who keeps his covenant for a thousand generations.”
· A few of them began to realize that so many of their old dreams were just like the dreams of everybody else, of every other country, of every other people— 

· That they would have mighty kings and win great battles and possess enormous wealth, that they would be a success. They were the wrong dreams.

It took an exile for a few of them to begin to realize that what looked like the end could, with God’s help, be just the beginning of a community that could one day be great. 

· And not because of its armies or wealth or power or might, but because the hearts of its people had been turned to God. A few of them were now ready to pray the greatest prayer a human being can pray, “God, not my will, but yours be done.”
· And amazingly enough, that’s what God had been waiting for all this time. 
· In a sense, all the work that God had been doing from the very beginning came down to what looked like this insignificant, little remnant that came back from exile... who finally decided they’d die to a lot of other dreams and devote themselves to God, to worship and His word and His will. 

· But the people of Judah hadn’t simply recommitted their lives to God... but they also re-embraced their place as His precious people and their calling to be a blessing to all the peoples on earth.
These were the three things Ezra and Nehemiah began to remind the people of Judah with... The first was that God is King... that He is not only faithful to His people... but able to accomplish all He purposed to do in and through them.  

· They also remind the exiled Jewish community of His Cause to restore humanity back to himself... as well as their Call as His missional community.

· Let me just share very briefly a word about each of those three things... though I’d like to do so in the context of who we, on our fourth year anniversary, are as a church.
THERE IS A GREAT KING:
Throughout God’s Word we see over and over again this simple theme that “God is able”... that God is able to do whatever He purposes to do.    In Ephesians 3:20, Paul speaks of a God who can do “exceedingly beyond all we can think or imagine.”  

· In 2 Corinthians 9:8 he writes that “God is able to make all grace abound to you...”
· In 2 Tim 1:12 Paul writes, “For this reason I suffer these things... Yet I am not ashamed, because I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.”
· Paul is saying, “I’ve committed my life... I’ve put all the eggs in this one basket... that He is able!”
· And yet, as much as the Bible speaks of God’s faithfulness and ability... you don’t just have to read about it... you can see the truth of it unfold through history... how time after time, God has been faithful in the affairs of His children. 

· The question for us is, “Do we believe God is able?” “Do we believe God is able  to forge us into the kind of church that can really make a powerful difference in this region?”
· I really believe God is offering that as a challenge to us as individuals and as a church. 
What is our dream for this church?  What is it that we need God to do to make that happen? He is able!

· What is it that you want God to say to you? What is it that you want God to do through you?  He is able?  What is that you want God to change in your life?  God is able!  
· But He is not only able... but He is able to do exceedingly beyond what you could ever think or imagine!  He is able to fashion us into that community of hope... that refuge... not from the world but for the very sake of the world.

THERE IS A GREAT CAUSE:

In 1 Samuel 17, we read about how Israel’s battle against the Philistines was on hold as the Philistine champion challenges Israel’s greatest warrior to stand up against him.  
· David, who came to the Israel camp to see his brothers became overwhelmed with frustration... that no one in Israel would stand up against Goliath.  
· He cried out to the men of Israel saying, “Is there not a cause?” “Is there not a cause worth risking everything for?”
· If someone asks you, “When were you born?” of course you’ll have an answer to that question. But a much deeper... and a much more important question is, “Why were you born?” 

· Why don’t they print that on your birth certificate? 

· An alarm clock will tell you when to get up every morning; but an alarm clock can’t tell you why should you get up! 

Solomon wrote that, “God has set eternity in the hearts of men and women.” (Ecclesiastes 3:11) He came to understand that we were made for more than just this life.

· It is through the local church that God wants to demonstrate His love to the world around us.  The church is the hope of the world!  Maybe you can picture Joel Olsteen saying that with over 30g on a Sunday morning... but what about us?  

· Look around the room for a second.  This might terrify you... but we’re the hope of the world!  We’ve been uniquely placed here by God to reflect His love and mercy.  
· I know what you’re saying... “How can we be the hope of the world if we can’t get enough people to clean three coffee pots on Sunday morning?”

· Because HE IS ABLE!

THERE IS A GREAT CALL:

There is a great call on our lives.  We’re not here by just circumstance.  In John 1:6 we read that “There was a man sent by God and his name is John.”  We read past this verse... but think about what it is saying.  
· When you go to work in the morning, do you think “I am a person sent by God to these people today?”
· There is a man sent into the corporate world... and his name is Paul.  There is a man sent to heal the sick... his name is Dave.  There is a woman helping the disabled find jobs... her name is Jennifer.  
· Why are we doing what we’re doing? Because there is a great cause... and to that cause God puts this call on our lives... to proclaim and demonstrate His love and power and mercy to the world around us.  
YOUR life has a purpose.  You need to be able to say that “I am a man who doesn’t just go to work... Instead, I am a man sent to my workplace to be Jesus to those around me.

· “I am a women sent to God to teach” “I am a mom sent by God to disciple these two little human beings.”  
· DO NOT MINIMIZE your assignment... the call of God in your life.  If you’re a teacher... be the best teacher for His glory.  

· If you are a stay at home mom... whatever... see your life as a divine assignment so that everything God does in you He can also do through you.
Barb mentioned working with our kids... you’ll never know what your effort will produce in their lives.  Do you think Billy Graham sat quietly in Sunday School?  
· Probably not! He was just a little boy... but look at the effects of people building into his life.

· We don’t have any clue how God is forming them... But I know He isn’t passing any of them by... He is forming them... fashioning them... to live in His presence... 
· And we get to do the very same thing God called Ezra and Nehemiah to do… to teach them about their King… to challenge them to embrace God’s cause as their cause… to encourage them to live in their calling as God’s children.

· So, if there’s a kid you’re tempted to give up on... don’t you dare.  God is able.  
There is a great Cause... you don’t have to invent a cause.  And there is a great call on us as a church. 
· One author wrote, “My life has a superb cast.  I just can’t figure out the plot!”  
· This church has a divine assignment... divine purpose in NJ.  
· We’re not going through the motions of just being a church... there is something God is doing in and through us in NJ. 
· We may not be the great and mighty... but we will be the faithful.... faithful to our assignment.  
· We have a great God who is faithful... and who is able... there is a Great Cause... a Great Calling on our lives.  

· You remember what Mordecai said to Esther...  “Perhaps it was for such a moment as this that God brought you here.”
· We’re four years into this… doing the hard work of building a church… laying one brick at a time… But we’re not just laying bricks… we’re building a cathedral…we’re building a movement that I believe will lead so many into intimate relationship with God… that will lead so many into emotional and physical healing… as we really become that Community of Hope in a Despairing World.
