
1 
 

FCCOE; 9/5/21; Jeremiah 29:1-14; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Ezra-Nehemiah: Return and Restoration 

“Exile and Homecoming” 

Introduction: There is much talk these days about returning – returning to the office, returning to the 

classroom, returning to the gym or a favorite watering hole, returning to church. Along with such 

returning, there is also talk about restoration – about what it will mean to work together again, to learn 

together, to relax and have fun together, to worship in person and be on the mission of God together.  

This need to think about return and restoration has drawn me to the books of Ezra and Nehemiah for 

our sermon series this fall. These books are about the return of God’s people to Jerusalem from exile in 

Babylon, and the need to restore not only the temple and the city wall, but also the kind of worshipping, 

missional community God calls his people to be.  

The account which begins in Ezra opens with an explanation that the return and restoration of God’s 

people is the result of the fulfilled prophecy of Jeremiah. So, before we return to Jerusalem with the 

people of God, we will join them today, for a bit of context, in their period of exile, and listen in on a 

letter they received from God, penned by the prophet Jeremiah. In the letter we meet a God who is 

there, in the midst of despair, who promises to bring his people home in the future, and who also, in the 

present, still has a purpose for them. [READ] 

I. Called to Live in Exile  

 A. What we hear in this letter is a call by God for his people, first of all, not to give up but to live  

as a faithful presence while in exile, and then, secondly, to have hope that their experience of exile will 

not have the last word. How did they get there, in exile in Babylon, we might want to ask? Well, at first 

we read that it was the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, who had carried them there. And, beginning 

in 605 BC, he did invade the nation of Judah and began a process, over the next fifteen years or so, of 

destroying the city and taking many of the Jewish people back to Babylon with him. But ultimately, what 

we heard at the end of our reading is that it was God who had actually banished his people from their 

place in the Promised Land. 

 B. God had warned his people when he rescued them from slavery in Egypt and led them across 

the dessert and into the gift of this land, that it was theirs to keep and enjoy as long as they remained 

faithful to him, as long as they loved him with all of their heart, mind, soul, and strength and kept 

nothing of themselves back from him. For a while, this they did. But frighteningly soon, it stopped. As 

the early chapters of the book of Jeremiah describe it, they lost sight of their story and their identity ,of 

what God had done in their lives and their reason for being. They began to follow other gods, to live 

immorally, to forsake the poor and turn their backs on injustice. They loved their land but not the God 

who had given it to them as a gift.  

C. In Jeremiah 2:13, God describes it like this: “My people have committed two sins: They have 

forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot 

hold water.” In other words, they looked for life in all the wrong places, refusing the refreshment that 

God was offering them, and trying instead to be their own source of life. So, God allowed the nation of 

Babylon to take them into captivity. And there they sat by the rivers, miserable and muddled and 
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mourning as they sang songs and remembered the beauty and goodness of their homeland (cf. Ps. 137). 

How strange, how uncomfortable was it? 

Illustration: Imagine the town of Essex. Imagine its 3000 or so inhabitants – clammers and fisherman, 

antique dealers and restaurant owners, students and teachers, bankers and computer programmers – 

snatched from their homes and then marched some 700 miles west, on foot, and finding themselves 

having to live somewhere in central Indiana! How strange would that be? Are there even restaurants out 

there?! Certainly, you won’t find water or fried clams! 

 D. This was a totally alien environment. To make matters worse, like those who claimed the 

pandemic was a hoax, and vaccinations unnecessary, there were false prophets who were promising the 

people that this experience of exile would all be over in a few short weeks and that soon everything 

would be back to normal. But God had other ideas. Not only did he want them to know that his 

judgment would last for decades, he wanted them to settle down and make a life, a life that took into 

consideration the common good, a life that sought not only to build a home and plant a garden and 

marry and have children, but a life that sought the peace and prosperity of where they found 

themselves, even if they didn’t want to be there. There would be no room, in God’s mind, for whining or 

protesting or escaping or withdrawing or abdicating God’s call. Since the days of Abraham, God’s call for 

his people has always been for them to be a blessing, and to bring God’s blessing, to those around them.   

 E. All of this was communicated by God to his people through the prophet Jeremiah, who had 

not been taken into exile and so put God’s word in the form of a letter and had it placed, somehow, in 

the diplomatic pouch which got delivered to the leaders in exile who had survived the journey. This 

experience would last some 70 years, Jeremiah revealed, so you all had best change your outlook!  

These are good words to heed, no matter when, or where, we live. For, if we are followers of Jesus, we 

really do live in exile; we are citizens of the kingdom of God, strangers in the world who pledge 

allegiance to a Lord who has no earthly, political credentials. Yet, we are not to withdraw from the 

world, nor assimilate into it, but “bloom where we are planted,” seeking the welfare of wherever it is we 

may be, letting our light so shine that God would be revealed in us and through us. Whether we live in 

Babylon or in Boston, we are still on God’s mission to renew and restore the world. 

II. The Promise of Homecoming 

 A. Importantly, these words calling us not to run but to settle in and seek the good of those 

around us are not the last words we will hear. God, Jeremiah shares, still has a plan for the future of his 

people. Even though it was God who brought the exile about, the judgment of the exile would be 

followed by the promise of return and restoration. God was there, this letter revealed, in the midst of 

their despair. They didn’t need to be in Jerusalem to be with him, nor was he going to leave them there 

in Babylon. There was hope for their future, a life beyond exile, a grand homecoming to anticipate. 

 B. So, when the edict went out from Cyrus, the Persian king who had conquered the 

Babylonians, that all captured folk, along with their religious artifacts, were free to return to their 

homeland, there was great rejoicing! The words penned long ago by Jeremiah were coming to fruition. 

The God who had promised their homecoming, despite the unfaithfulness that had caused the exile, 

could be trusted! As OT scholar Chris Wright puts it, “Were it not for the faithfulness of God in keeping 

his promise, the Bible would be a very thin book indeed and the history of humanity a very short story.” 
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But the history of redemption is the history of a God who does not abandon but continues to pursue his 

people, despite our tendency to get off track, to restore them as his community, and to continue to 

fulfill his promises to the world through them.  

 C. Spoiler Alert: As we will see, the return and restoration revealed in Ezra-Nehemiah is not the 

end of the story. Though back in the land, the experience of exile continued to linger, and community 

that formed after the exile struggled to be faithful, just like the one that came before it, and all who 

have come after it. The story of God’s people, as we observed last month, seems like a never-ending 

rollercoaster! We are not home yet. 

But it does lead us to consider that to fully return from the exile of sin, which makes us so muddled and 

miserable, that we are in need of the One, Jesus, who can bring us home in a kind of new exodus. In his 

story, we see meet incredible mercy of God; we come to know that while human failure is a fact, so is 

divine forgiveness; we’re invited to believe that God still has a purpose for us as a community; we’re 

called to hope that ultimately God will bring us fully home into his new creation.  

Let us anticipate that homecoming as we go to the table of the Lord together.      


