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Let’s start by going back in time roughly 2500 years ago to a community living on the bank of the River 
Kebar near ancient Babylon. This is a community of Jews captured and deported from their home in 
Jerusalem. Among them is the priest Ezekiel who was at the age he would be serving in the temple of 
the Lord, except he’s not. He’s hundreds of miles away in a foreign land, in exile. 

During this time of exile Ezekiel experiences visions from God. He sees incredible, unreal sights and 
the Lord speaks to him and appoints him as a prophet giving him a mission to deliver God’s word to 
the fellow exiles. We don’t have time to go through all that Ezekiel sees, hears and does as God’s 
prophet – a lot of it bizarre and challenging. Instead I want to focus on one vision in particular that 
God shows Ezekiel. 

In the 6th year of their exile God gives Ezekiel a vision of Jerusalem, in particular of the temple, the 
place where God’s presence dwelt among His people. Ezekiel is given a glimpse of what was happening 
in Jerusalem – the actions of those remaining in Jerusalem who had not been taken into exile. The 
remaining Jews were doing detestable things – participating in idolatrous worship. There was a 
complete turning away from God. In this vision Ezekiel sees God’s judgement on the idolatrous Jews. 

There is a very important thing that happens. Ezekiel speaks about the glory of the Lord – God’s holy 
presence, moving out of the Holy of Holies in the temple into the threshold and then the glory of God 
moves onto this mobile throne of glory (see Ezekiel 1 for a description of this throne). This is the same 
contraption of living creatures that Ezekiel saw beside the Kebar river in his very first vision and found 
himself wondering “What is God’s presence doing here?” 

In the vision Ezekiel sees the glory of God depart from the temple and head east, the direction towards 
the exiles in Babylon. Israel’s idolatry has driven God away and He consigns it to destruction. But the 
Lord hasn’t abandoned His people. He has gone into exile with them. 

Ezekiel 11:14-16 
The word of the LORD came to me: “Son of man, the people of Jerusalem have said of your fellow 
exiles and all the other Israelites, ‘They are far away from the LORD; this land was given to us as 
our possession.’ 
“Therefore say: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Although I sent them far away among the 
nations and scattered them among the countries, yet for a little while I have been a 
sanctuary for them in the countries where they have gone.’ 

Sanctuary contains the meaning of rest, safety and holiness in God’s presence. Despite their stressful 
and downcast situation God has been a sanctuary for them. He goes further to offer a promise of 
restoration: 

Ezekiel 11:17-18 
“Therefore say: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will gather you from the nations and 
bring you back from the countries where you have been scattered, and I will give you back the 
land of Israel again.’ 
“They will return to it and remove all its vile images and detestable idols.” 

This restoration is more than a restoration of their homeland: 

Ezekiel 11:19-20 
“I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will remove from them their 
heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh. Then they will follow my decrees and be careful 
to keep my laws. They will be my people, and I will be their God.” 



 

The people had been wandered from God. They were described as an adulterous people dividing their 
love for God with that of false gods and the promises of worldly pleasures they offered. They had 
become rebellious, hardening their hearts against God, they had a rebellious spirit – unwilling to follow 
His laws and decrees. They had been acting as though they did not belong to God. 

But God – through His love displayed in both discipline and mercy – was transforming their hearts. He 
was giving them an undivided heart one that would be faithful to Him, a sensitive heart of flesh and 
not one of hardened stone. He was giving them a new spirit – willing to follow the Lord – to love the 
Lord. 

Exile was the just punishment for the sin of the Israelites. It was a consequence of their disobedience 
and turning away from God. And yet, God goes into exile with His people for He has not abandoned 
them but seeks to redeem them. This is a beautiful picture of God’s love for His people. 

You may be wondering how is this relevant to me over 2500 years later? What relevance do God’s 
promises to His people, Israel have for me, a non-Jew? The story of exile runs throughout the 
Scriptures from the earliest history, through the story of the Israelites until the Gospel accounts of 
Jesus and the history of God’s Church. 

In the beginning human beings were created in community with God. Adam and Eve dwelt in the 
Garden of Eden and enjoyed direct and intimate contact with God – they walked with the Lord. But 
when they shifted their trust away from God and through pride sought to “be like God” their act of 
disobedience resulted in them being exiled from the place of God’s presence. It was a direct 
consequence of their sin. 

Yet God did not abandon them – we see His involvement in the lives of the patriarchs like Abraham, 
Noah, Job, Joseph – those who placed their faith in Him. God goes into exile with His people. He 
chooses the nation of Israel to be His representatives on earth and He dwells in their midst at first in 
a tent – the tabernacle – and later in the temple built in Jerusalem. 

The ultimate expression of His love is shown in Christ the Son who is literally God in the flesh – here 
in our exile. Jesus stepped down from glory, leaving His home beside the Father, to come to us and 
show us a new way of living. He gave His life as a sacrifice opening the way for us to return to the 
Father. Through Jesus we could be reconciled to God. 

When we accept Jesus as our Saviour what happens? We receive an undivided heart – and a new spirit 
– the Holy Spirit. Our hardened heart of stone is transformed into a heart of flesh, one that is alive and 
sensitive to the leading of God’s Spirit. We have a desire to live differently to follow God’s way and we 
become part of God’s family. We are His people and He is our God. Just like God promised to the exiles 
through Ezekiel. There are in fact many other messages in the book of Ezekiel that speak of and allude 
to Jesus. They give us clues as to what was to come. 

Jesus said of Himself: “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life”. Jesus is the Way out of exile. There is no 
other way. A curious thing happens when we believe for now we know the Way out of exile but we 
are still to journey along that way. For one day we will return home but that day is still yet to come. 
As the author of Hebrews puts it when writing about the past faith heroes: 

Hebrews 11:13-15 
All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things 
promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance, admitting that they were 
foreigners and strangers on earth. People who say such things show that they are looking for a 
country of their own. If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have 
had opportunity to return. Instead, they were longing for a better country – a heavenly 
one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for He has prepared a city for them. 



 

We look forward to that day but we can take comfort from God’s words to those living as foreigners 
and strangers on earth: “Yet for a little while I have been a sanctuary for them…” We can experience 
the peace, the protection and the holiness of God’s presence in our lives every day. 
 
Are you in exile? 

There is a Psalm written about the exile in Babylon: “By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when 
we remembered Zion.,” (Psalm 137:1). It is a psalm of sorrow, of loss, of regret and of bitterness and 
revenge. If you read through it you will see that it certainly isn’t something of blessing. In the psalm 
their captors ask for songs, their tormentors demanded songs of joy but how can they sing those songs 
while in a foreign land? How can there be joy when something is missing? 

Maybe you find yourself in life feeling like there is something missing? You have tried to find joy and 
fulfilment in the things of this world but they never quite satisfy. Though you may not realise, you’re 
living adrift, like an exile, an orphan without a home. Jesus is calling out to you – He is the way. His 
arms are open toward you. He thought of you when He laid down His life. In Him is forgiveness of sins 
and the promise of new life. 

Maybe you know what’s missing. You know Jesus and you have received salvation by faith, placing 
your trust in Him. But like God’s people, the Israelites, sin has dulled your senses and little by little you 
have found yourself wandering astray into the life of an exile where God feels so far away. If you 
stopped to consider and remember “Zion” (remember being in the Lord’s presence) you might find 
yourself sitting down and weeping. 

 
I want you to take comfort that the Lord is not a far off as you think. He’s here with you in exile if you’d 
only turn back to Him. He will be your sanctuary – your peace, your safe place, your holiness. He will 
renew your spirit – and soften your hardened heart. 


