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Isaiah 43:14-25 
“Exile: Perceiving God’s New Things” 

Matthew B Reeves 
 

 I was in a parking lot last week, waiting for someone. The person who’d parked next to me was 
talking on the phone with her head in her hand. She kept on running her fingers through her hair and put 
her head back in her hand. I don’t know what the conversation was, but looked as though her life was in a 
place that she didn’t want it to be in. 
 
 Isaiah 43 is prophecy to people who felt their life had ended up in the wrong place. It first came to 
the Hebrew people who’d been carried into exile in Babylon. Exiles are people taken to a place that they 
don’t want to be in. The did not choose to go there, and perhaps feel they don’t belong.  
 

We may remember from the big story of the Bible that we’re going through this fall, that the place 
Israel believed they belonged was the Promised Land that God had given to the descendants to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob. This was the land to which God brought them out of slavery in Egypt. The land of 
Jerusalem and the Temple that signified God’s dwelling with them. The Promised Land was a sign that 
Israel were God’s special people. 
 
 The Hebrews were exiled from that land because in 587 B.C. the Babylonians laid siege to 
Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple, and took many of the Hebrews back to Babylon. In exile in Babylon, 
God’s people had their head in their hand, waiting and longing to get out of the place they didn’t want to 
be. They yearned get back to where life made sense, where the world felt reliable, where they felt rooted 
and grounded.  
 

In this, the Jewish people were living a story that we know. They’d suffered a geographical exile, 
but we don’t have to be in a far-off place to know the exilic life. Even in places we know well we can 
experience exile. 
 
 Exile can be what happens after a funeral. The out of town family has gone, there are no urgent 
plans to occupy your mind, and suddenly the house feels like foreign soil because a familiar someone is 
missing. You can feel like an exile as you think about the world that you grew up in, where perhaps safety 
was assumed, where social values seemed stable, and where maybe there was optimism about the 
future…and to look the tumultuous world today, it feels like you’re living in a strange land. 
 

You can feel like an exile in the job you’ve held for years. You find yourself thinking, “I don’t 
know what I’m doing here or what it means anymore.” You can feel like an exile in your own body that 
once knew health and vigor but seem to have gone to a different place. Exiles tend to feel at a loss for how 
to get out of a place where they’re stuck. 

 
During Israel’s years in Babylon, God’s prophets didn’t tell the people to try and get themselves 

unstuck, to try and get back to the Promised Land. Neither did they say to rail against the Babylonians or 
the pagan culture they lived in. Instead, through prophets like Isaiah, God called the people to search 
their soul and wait for God.  
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God said through Isaiah, “You have not called on me, Jacob, you have not wearied yourselves for 
me, Israel.” God pointed out to Israel something that we need to hear, which is that the relationship God 
keeps on seeking with his people, creating us, promising to care for us, seeking always to guide us in God’s 
ways love and for justice––this holy relationship with God is something that’s easy to take for granted. 

 
God continues, “You have not brought me sheep for burnt offerings, nor honored me with your 

sacrifices. I have not burdened you with grain offerings nor wearied you with demands for incense. You 
have not brought any fragrant calamus for me, or lavished on me the fat of your sacrifices.”  

 
God says elsewhere in Isaiah that it isn’t as though God really needs bulls or sheep or grain. What 

God really wanted in the sacrifices, in the people’s worship, was their heart. Their love. Their loyalty. 
Even their acknowledged failures, so God could take them away and give the peoples’ heart back new. 
But the peoples’ hearts had been chasing other loves. 

 
God’s lament over the people’s worship indicates a soul-deep problem. The people seemed to 

become bored with God, treating God as an add-on, a supplement to their lives when, in fact, relationship 
with God was life’s main event. When we fail to treat relationship with God as the main event in life we 
always exile ourselves from the place we long to be. Our true dwelling place will always be in God. 

 
And so God meant the exile years in Babylon, where the people felt unsettled, anxious about the 

future, uncertain what life really meant––God meant for exile to train the people again for dwelling with 
God. God intended exile as a holy opportunity––with God, even the hardships we face can be holy 
opportunity––for discovering how God is the true and firm ground of our lives.  

 
The meaning, the grounding in life, was never about getting to the right place, or staying in a 

familiar place. The yearning of exiled souls is to live in the God who meets us in every place. 
 
So Isaiah announced, “This is what the LORD says— your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel: 

‘For your sake I will send to Babylon and bring down as fugitives all the Babylonians, in the ships in which 
they took pride. I am the LORD, your Holy One, Israel’s Creator, your King.’” 

 
See, it turned out that even in Babylon, where the culture was strange, and the religion was 

strange, and the Hebrew people felt like fish out of water––even in that place, the Lord was still the Lord. 
Even in surroundings that felt unholy, the people could live with the Holy One. 

 
In our life story, this is the invitation that God is always holding out to us. That we shouldn’t wait 

until life feels right or until we feel ready before opening ourselves to God. Isaiah says, ready or not, here 
God comes––right to where you are. 

 
The prophet continues, “This is what the LORD says— he who made a way through the sea, a 

path through the mighty waters, who drew out the chariots and horses, the army and reinforcements 
together.” Do we hear what the Lord is doing? He’s telling Israel their story again. God is saying, I’ve 
come to you before, where you were confused and crying out as slaves in Egypt. God delivered the people 
from bondage, into the freedom of belonging to God. 

 
But then God tells the Hebrews in Babylon a startling thing. God says, “But forget the former 

things. Do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?” 
 
See, people who feel like their life is in the wrong place, or that the world around them isn’t as 

they’d have it be, they face a certain danger. The spiritual danger for exiles is despair. To believe that 
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God’s power is tied to the past. Or that present realities are too great a barrier for God to bring about 
something new.  

 
We despair when we become so preoccupied with our problems and concerns that we look mostly 

at them. But if our hearts are consumed with what feels wrong in life, we can miss the new thing God is 
doing. This is why God told Hebrew people not to live in the past. God wanted their eyes open to what 
God was doing right there in Babylon. What God was doing precisely where life felt wrong. 

 
C.S. Lewis once claimed that God uses all the wrong roads to get us to the right places. To the 

Hebrew people, the road into exile was nothing if not the wrong road. But that’s where God’s word came 
saying, God would make a way in that Babylon wilderness. God would make the road that felt wrong to 
be the right one for receiving the new life God would give. 

 
So now I want to invite you to do something with me. I invite you to think, and if you want you 

can just close your eyes and breathe a moment as you do this. I invite you to name, or envision, or just to 
feel that place where life would seem to be on the wrong road. Or how the world as you’re experiencing it 
seems to be going in the wrong direction. 

 
Now, here’s the real invitation. If we are exiles in that place, on that road that feels wrong, what is 

it like for God’s word to break in. For God to come and say, “But look, my people. Look at where you 
are. You are in just the right place for seeing the new thing I am doing. The church, the world as it is 
today, is in just the right place for getting in on the new thing that God is doing.” 

 
Isn’t this what Peter said to those Christians he called exiles? He said, “Praise be to the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or 
fade.” Peter wrote these words to Christians struggling to live with God in the world. 

 
And he said that the real purpose of their struggles, was for them to find God in the midst of 

them. He wrote, “Though you have not seen [Christ], you love him; and even though you do not see him 
now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the end 
result of your faith, the salvation of your souls.” 

 
The wellness of our souls never depended on getting to the right place in life, or getting the world 

around us to be just as we’d have it. The wellness, the deep joy of our souls, comes from knowing that 
whatever road we’re on, God is there, leading us into a future filled with hope. It’s when we look for the 
new thing God is doing that we live into the salvation God gives in Jesus. 

 
Jesus himself was something of an exile. He was the holy Son of God who left his home with God 

to live amidst unholy people. Himself the road to life, Jesus accepted the exile that was the road to the 
cross. And it was there, in what seemed the ultimate wrong place for the Son of God, Jesus accomplished 
God’s word through Isaiah: “I, even I, am he who blots out your transgressions, for my own sake, and 
remembers your sins no more.”  

 
The cross seemed such the wrong thing, but it was the ultimate new thing God was doing, 

forgiving us our sins and making a new creation. The cross of Jesus tells us that God really can use all the 
wrong roads to get us to all the right places. Which means the question for the church, and the question 
for each of our lives, isn’t whether we are on the right road, but whether our eyes are open to the new 
thing, the life-giving thing, that God is doing right where we are. 
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The high purpose of your life is to attend to the grace of God that’s always bringing about 
something new. This means living with eyes peeled for surprises. Once you start expecting God to surprise 
you on the road, you begin to realize that your road, and the world, are neither right nor wrong but just 
the place where God is at work. And the question is, am I paying attention? 

 
In the midst of a hectic schedule, will I attend to a moment of beauty with a child. In the midst of 

a sorrow-filled newscast, will I hear God’s surprising promise that the world really is in God’s hands. In 
the midst of a rough patch in life, will I allow for surprise by a peace that inexplicably enters my heart? 

 
If we are never willing to believe something new, try something new, risk something new, see 

something new, then the road that feels wrong in life will keep feeling wrong. But if we open our eyes, 
open our hearts, God will show us how the road we thought was a detour was actually the way to 
salvation. Because God is there, just about to do a new thing. 


