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MIDWEEK OF LENT 2: PARTICIPANT 

MARKED 
Isaiah 44:1–5 

THEME VERSE 

“This one will write upon his hand, leyahweh—‘Belonging to Yahweh.’ ” (Isaiah 

44:5) 

INTRODUCTION 

Just like any government, Babylon did not look favorably on announcements that 

unsettled the present arrangement of power. And so the empire sought to eliminate faith 

in the Lord among the Judean exiles. Many of Babylon’s prisoners of war accepted the 

empire’s indoctrination, namely that the Lord was a non-player and that history was now 

governed by Babylonian gods. In the ancient Middle East, when a country was defeated, 

so were its gods. Judah’s defeat in 587 BC, therefore, brought about doubts concerning 

the Lord’s ability to deliver. With every passing year, Marduk seemed more powerful and 

the Lord more incidental. Babylon became a hospitable home. Isaiah counters this with 

the divine promises of election (44:1), righteousness (v. 2), and the pouring out of the 

Holy Spirit (vv. 3–4). These are intended to empower Babylonian exiles to write on their 

hands “belonging to the LORD” (44:5). 

QUESTIONS 

Q1. In his oracle against Babylon, Jeremiah says in part, “It is a land of images, and 

they are mad over idols” (Jeremiah 50:38). The very name, “Babylon” (Bab-ilu), means 

“gate of the gods.” Here was the city that promised heaven on earth! As people entered 

the massive complex of buildings through the Ishtar Gate and walked onto the great 

Processional Way, they would step on imported limestone slabs. Each one was inscribed 

with the phrase, “To the honor of Marduk.” Why did God’s people need to reject these 

claims? 
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Q2. Living as a minority within a society that exalted Marduk, the exiles were filled 

with millions of doubts. Pragmatists among them decided to accommodate the new 

realities, including the worship of local gods and conformity to the religion of the day. 

Economic documents from Israelite businesses from Tel el Murassu on the Tigris River 

show that blending in with Babylon brought financial gain. Resignation was the order of 

the day. The empire seduced people with its military pomp and intellectual and spiritual 

symbols. Therefore, exiles felt hopeless and homeless, impotent and bewildered. They 

were stuck in a culture and context where their most treasured narratives and liturgies 

were mocked, trivialized, or dismissed as irrelevant. Outside the flow of power, they 

were “resident aliens.” A defeatist attitude was all-consuming. What does Romans 12:1–

3 say to believers who live in a culture that is hostile to their faith? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q3. The proper noun Jeshurun appears in Isaiah 44:2, as well as in Deuteronomy 

32:15; 33:5, 26. The name is linked with the verb “to be straight, upright.” Jeshurun is 

parallel with Jacob in Isaiah 44:2, and Jacob means “deceiver,” “liar,” “trickster.” This 

suggests that believers are, at the same time, both saints (Jeshurun) and sinners (Jacob); 

we are both upright and crooked. Read Genesis 32:22–32 to see when God renamed 

Jacob “Israel.” In this narrative, the meaning of the Hebrew name Israel is “he struggles 

with God” (v. 28). This fits the context, since a wrestling match has just taken place. A 

slight variation of the Hebrew word Israel can mean “El (God) has made right,” and the 

subsequent explanation of the name would be, “Because you are right with God, with 

men you will prevail.” This is confirmed by the name Jeshurun. How do crooked people 

become straight/right with God? 
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Q4. God’s curse of Isaiah 43:28 brought thirsty and dry ground. Isaiah 40:6–7 

employs a corresponding vision of withering and death. In 44:3, the Lord pledges to 

accomplish new life through water. Each line in this verse becomes more specific. The 

movement is from waters to streams to the Spirit, with the verse climaxing in God’s 

blessing. See what the rest of Isaiah says about the Holy Spirit by looking at 11:2; 32:15–

16; 42:1; 48:16; 59:21; 61:1–3. What does this teach you? What does the Bible say about 

the Holy Spirit and new beginnings? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q5. Children, or lack thereof, are a prominent theme in Isaiah 40–55 (e.g., 49:20–22; 

51:17–20; 54:1). After the fierce judgment of 43:28, the question was, What will happen 

to the Lord’s promise to Abraham that includes offspring as numerous as the stars in the 

sky and sand on the seashore (Genesis 22:17)? Read Isaiah 44:3–4. What is God’s 

promise? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q6. In Isaiah 44:5, a new identity is forged: “belonging to the LORD.” This is a 

response to God’s promises, “You are Mine” (43:1) and “My people” (40:1). If exiles did 

not write on their hand, “belonging to the LORD,” then the only other option was to 

worship Babylonian gods. What does the New Testament say about guarding our hearts 

against idolatry? 
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Q7. Read Isaiah 1:18; 1 John 1:7; 5:21. How do these texts address idolatry? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Isaiah seeks to reconstitute the exilic community around Yahweh’s new exodus (e.g., 

43:16–21; 52:10–11). Through Cyrus, Babylon will be reduced to a non-power, a 

hopeless bully (ch. 47). In the end, Isaiah presents the empire’s claims as sheer 

foolishness, founded on fake and fraudulent gods (e.g., 46:1). The Lord will not be 

defeated by any empire! And so in 44:1–5, He provides a countertext that offers a 

counter-description of reality. The exile and Babylonian hegemony are not the final 

chapter in human history. Babylon is penultimate, at best. The Lord is ultimate. He is the 

Eternal God (40:28). Babylon’s narrative is seductive, destructive, paralyzing, and false. 

The Lord’s plans grant well-being and deliverance. Why wouldn’t we want to belong to 

Him forever? 

 

 

 


