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Series Introduction: 

 

“Our purpose is to grow and deepen Christian discipleship in a faith community guided by the 

Holy Spirit.”  Hopefully those words ring with at least some familiarity to many of you.  They 

are on the front of our order of worship every Sunday, they’re on the front of our newsletter each 

month, they are even the words on which you land when you go to our church website.  “Our 

purpose is to grow and deepen Christian discipleship in a faith community guided by the Holy 

Spirit.”  It’s a statement that was developed in the church some 10 years or so ago, now, and it 

was one that was meant to carry the heart of who we are and why we exist as a church.  Why are 

we here?  “Our purpose is to grow and deepen Christian discipleship in a faith community 

guided by the Holy Spirit.” 

 

The natural question that follows, of course, is, “What does that look like?”  That’s a question we 

hope to speak to next month. Hopefully many of you have marked November 17 on your 

calendar by now.  November 17 is the day in which our Towards 75 Years and Beyond 

conversations and exploration will become Towards 75 Years and Beyond: The Mission Begins.  

November 17 is the day in which we will rejoice in the many ways we have been fulfilling this 

purpose statement for the past 70 years, and when we will begin together to pursue new dreams 

of how we will fulfill that purpose in the future.  We will hear stories, we will share what we’ve 

learned, and we will take the very first steps in the journey that we see God laying before us.  On 

November 17, we will just begin to dig in to the what and the how of God’s vision for our future 

– and I truly pray that you will all make it a priority to be with us on that day. 

 

Before we dig into the what and the how come November 17, however, we thought it would be 

fitting to go back to our sense of the why.  So, over the next 5 weeks leading up to November 17, 

we’re going to dig into this purpose statement.  Each week these key words and phrases will be 

the focus of our worship: grow and deepen…Christian discipleship…faith community…guided 

by the Holy Spirit…  And, today, we begin with the word purpose – and the very fundamental 

notion that there is one! 
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Scripture – Jeremiah 29: 1-14: 

 

These are the words of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the remaining 

elders among the exiles, and to the priests, the prophets, and all the people, whom 

Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon. 2 This was after King 

Jeconiah, and the queen mother, the court officials, the leaders of Judah and Jerusalem, the 

artisans, and the smiths had departed from Jerusalem. 3 The letter was sent by the hand of Elasah 

son of Shaphan and Gemariah son of Hilkiah, whom King Zedekiah of Judah sent to Babylon to 

King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. It said: 4 Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to 

all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 5 Build houses and live in 

them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. 6 Take wives and have sons and daughters; take 

wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; 

multiply there, and do not decrease. 7 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into 

exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. 8 For 

thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Do not let the prophets and the diviners who are 

among you deceive you, and do not listen to the dreams that they dream,[a] 9 for it is a lie that 

they are prophesying to you in my name; I did not send them, says the LORD. 

 

10 For thus says the LORD: Only when Babylon’s seventy years are completed will I visit you, 

and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place. 11 For surely I know the 

plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a 

future with hope. 12 Then when you call upon me and come and pray to me, I will hear you. 13 

When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, 14 I will let you 

find me, says the LORD, and I will restore your fortunes and gather you from all the nations and 

all the places where I have driven you, says the LORD, and I will bring you back to the place 

from which I sent you into exile. 

 

 

Sermon – Many Reasons, No Excuses! 

 

It’s the existential question of the ages.  What is the meaning of life?  What am I supposed to be 

doing?  Why am I here?  It gets phrased in so many ways, but from our childhood through the 

end of our life we tend to confront, again and again, that fundamental question of purpose.  And 

when it comes to the question of purpose in our lives, there are three undeniable tenets that are 

made clear throughout Scripture… 

1. God has a purpose for you! 

2. It is up to you whether or not you submit to it! 

3. No matter how justified you may think you are in going your own way – you’re not! 

 

I shared this reading from Jeremiah 29, this morning, mostly for that 11th verse, “For surely I 

know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give 

you a future with hope.”  It’s that verse that carries, somewhat, throughout this entire series on 

our purpose statement, but it is one that reflects a fundamental principle of God that is repeatedly 

revealed in Scripture.  God has a plan for you!  God has a plan for me!  God has a plan for us! 
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In this particular case of Jeremiah, the prophet is writing to the Israelites who are in exile due to 

the fall of Jerusalem in in the early 6th century BC.  Others at the time had been preaching easy 

answers and quick fixes, and Jeremiah is pushing back with the reminder that things may not go 

the way they want, in the time they want, or in the direction they want, but that God does have a 

plan for them.   

 

It’s a scene we see painted over and over and over again in Scripture. 

• It’s Noah being asked to build a monstrous ark for some unheard of storm. 

• It’s Abraham being asked to raise the knife to sacrifice his one and only son. 

• It’s Moses facing the voice of God at the burning bush. 

• It’s Peter’s vision that the gentiles are God’s children too. 

• It’s Paul’s encounter with the voice of Jesus on the road to Damascus. 

• It’s Philipp’s happening across the path of the Ethiopian eunuch.   

 

I could go on endlessly, but from the stories that unfold to the plethora of Scriptures that talk 

about God’s gifts for service, there is an undeniable thematic consistency in the Bible in which 

we are reminded of the fact that God repeatedly reaches out to his children and says, ‘Right here, 

right now, in this place, in this circumstance, I have a plan for you!”  Sometimes I think that our 

hardwired search for the meaning of life is less about a personal sense of meaninglessness and 

more about the fact that we know, in the depths of hearts, that there is one – and we want to be 

tuned in to it.  “For surely I know the plans I have for you.”  It was true for the Israelites in exile, 

it was true for Noah, it was true for Abraham, and Moses, and Peter, and Paul and Phillip, and it 

is true for you and it is true for me and it is true for us as His church.  God has a plan, a purpose, 

a reason for us in this time and in this place – and, I would suggest that most everything else we 

strive to do stems from our understanding of that fundamental truth!  “For surely I know the 

plans I have for you.”   

 

Ok, so that’s number one: God has a purpose for you!  Number two?  It is up to you whether or 

not you submit to it.  If you ever want to really look at the psycho-spiritual wrestling match that 

is submitting to the will and purpose of God in our lives – go read the book of Jonah.  I’ve 

always struggled with preaching on the story of Jonah because you really need the context of the 

story in its entirety to preach on it, and that story spans four chapters that are hard to fit into a 

one-hour worship setting.  As the story plays out, however, it is a remarkable reflection of our 

battle to submit to the purpose God has for us. 

 

In a nutshell, God calls Jonah to deliver a message of condemnation to the people of Nineveh.  

Jonah doesn’t want to be responsible for their destruction by God, so he instead jumps on a ship 

and tries to run away.  God sends a storm upon the ship, Jonah is tossed overboard, a whale 

swallows Jonah, and inside that whale Jonah begins to reflect on how he got to where he got.  

The answer?  In short – because he tried to go his own way.  Then, with his newfound self-

awareness Jonah submits to God, is spit out from the whale, goes and preaches that 

condemnation to Nineveh, and in the face of that condemnation the people of Nineveh change 

their ways and God relents from the punishments that he had in store. 

 

So, not wanting to do what God wanted him to do, Jonah ran from God and landed in the belly of 

a whale.  In the face of his own demise, Jonah submits to God and, through Jonah’s voice, the 
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town of Nineveh is saved.  But, do you know what happens next?  Jonah gets angry and wants to 

die!  Jonah gets furious because God was supposed to destroy the city.  When that city was 

spared, Jonah’s plans were thwarted and he was once again despondent that things didn’t go his 

way.  He didn’t follow God in the first place because he didn’t want the city destroyed, and then 

in the end, he got mad with God because the city was spared!  The only constant – things didn’t 

go according to his plans! 

 

If you ever want to really look at the psycho-spiritual wrestling match that is submitting to the 

will and purpose of God in our lives – go read the book of Jonah.  Or, look at the story of Moses 

trying to back out of the call at the burning bush.  Look at Peter trying to stand in the way of 

Jesus washing his feet.  Look at the disciple drawing a sword to defend Jesus the night he was 

arrested.  The list goes on.  The Bible makes it abundantly clear that God has a plan for us, and 

the Bible makes it abundantly clear that we are faced with an intentional choice of whether or not 

we are going to submit to it. 

 

And, finally, no matter how justified you may think you are in going your own way – you’re not!  

As I was pulling together some details for this service earlier this week, it was the phrase that I 

put as the sermon title that kept echoing in my mind.  “Many reasons – no excuses!”  As some of 

you know, I try to get up the road to the gym on most of the weekdays that I’m in the office.  

With a job that has me sitting the vast majority time, the physical and mental release of being 

there is important to my health.  But, the truth is that I don’t always want to go.  And, there I was 

on Tuesday, fighting a bit of cold, trying to get some work done that needed to get done, 

knowing that there were some emails that I needed to address, working on a frame for this 

sermon, and so on and so forth, and my mind started coming with all of those reasons that I 

might decide not to go.   

 

How often do we play that game?  With our health, our finances, our work, our relationships?  

With that room that has to be cleaned or that post that needs to be painted?  How often in life do 

we end up playing that game of justifying our procrastination through our litany of reasons that 

are really nothing but baseless excuses that are allowing us to put off what we know we’re 

supposed to do?  How often do we play that game with God?  If we are to accept the first two 

tenets that I laid out – if we acknowledge God has a purpose for us and that it is up to us whether 

or not we will submit to it – then the third tenet that flows from that is that no matter how many 

reasons we can come up with, they are nothing but excuses that make us feel justified in putting 

off that which we know we’re supposed to do.   

 

Listen carefully to those words from Jeremiah, “For surely I know the plans I have for you, say 

the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.”  Plans for 

your welfare.  Plans not for harm.  Plans to give you a future.  Plans to give you hope!  No matter 

what we may know or understand about the plan and purpose God has laid out for us, we know it 

is born out of the unmitigated love that God holds for us.  Does that mean it will be easy?  No!  

Does that mean it will be what we want?  No!  Does it mean it will come in our time or our way?  

No!  But, it does mean that it is the path that will bring us to the greatest fruition of who and 

what God has called us to be – and that there is nothing that we can come up that would justify 

our running off to sea and away from God.  We will come up with all sorts of creative and 
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seemingly heartfelt reasons, but the simple truth is that they are nothing but excuses that fall flat 

in the face of God’s loving purpose for us! 

 

Over the course of the next month and a half we’re going to explore, more deeply, the purpose 

that God has for us as a church, and we are going to launch into some thoughts of how we might 

live out that purpose in the years ahead.  It all starts, however, with those three fundamental 

truths! 

1. God has a purpose for us! 

2. It is up to us whether or not we submit to it! 

3. No matter how justified we may think we are in going our own way – we’re not! 

 


