
Bible Study: Midweek of Lent 4  Singing with the Exiles 

© 2014 Concordia Publishing House. Scripture: ESV®. 1 

MIDWEEK OF LENT 4: LEADER 

GET OUT 
Isaiah 48:17–22 

THEME VERSE 

“Go out from Babylon, flee from Chaldea, declare this with a shout of joy.” (Isaiah 

48:20a) 

INTRODUCTION 

Following the promise of Babylon’s demise in Isaiah 46 and 47, the deportees are still 

skeptical and stubborn. Beginning with a mild rebuke (40:21), the Lord’s accusations 

intensify. He calls His people deaf and blind (42:18–25), and so Sinaitic curses are 

enacted (43:27–28). The Lord announces two “woe” oracles because the exiles despise 

the idea that Cyrus will save them (45:9–10). Indeed, these people are rebels (46:8). In 

chapter 48, the conflict is further heightened. Those doubting the prophetic word are 

stubborn (v. 4a), unyielding (v. 4b), headstrong (v. 4c), prone to idolatry (v. 5), deaf (v. 

8a), deceptive (v. 8b), and rebels from birth (v. 8c). The people need more than 

consolation (cf. 40:1–2); they need confrontation, for in throwing away the Lord’s gifts 

of peace and righteousness (48:18), Israel became just as deluded as Babylon! 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

(Note: Questions only are found in the student section.) 

 

Q1. In Isaiah 40–55, the Lord frequently identifies Himself by means of His actions, 

often through titles like Redeemer, Creator, and Holy One. Here in 48:17, He is described 

as His people’s Teacher. Throughout chapters 40–55, the Lord takes a posture similar to 

that of Solomon (e.g., Proverbs 3:1–2; 4:11–12; 8:20). God assists the Suffering Servant 

to become like those who are taught (Isaiah 50:4); Zion’s children are likewise taught by 

the Lord (54:13). Because the Lord needs no instruction (40:14), He is able to teach Israel 

in the way they should walk, which is in the way of His commandments (Psalm 119:35). 

What is it that God is teaching you? 

A1. Answers will vary, but note that whereas Babylon (Isaiah 47:12) and her deities 

(44:9–10) are unable to profit anyone, the Lord teaches for the benefit of His people. See 

Ephesians 4:21–32, where Paul reminds Christians in Ephesus what they have been 

taught. 

 

Q2. There are several similarities between Isaiah 48:18–19 and Psalm 81:13–16. 

Read these passages. What do they have in common? How do they differ? 
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A2. Both texts express the desire for Israel to listen, and both express hope that the 

nation will walk in the Lord’s paths. Each passage also indicates the nature of the Lord’s 

blessing when Israel hearkens to His voice. One difference is that Psalm 81 appeals for 

Israel to renew the Sinaitic covenant, while Isaiah 40–55 announces that the rending of 

this covenant led to the catastrophe of the exile. Israel’s future salvation rests not upon 

the people’s response to Moses, but upon the Lord’s unconditional covenants to Abraham 

and Sarah (41:8; 51:2), Noah (54:9–10), and David (55:3). 

 

Q3. How is righteousness like the waves of the sea (Isaiah 48:18)? 

A3. Just as the sea is a mighty force that is utterly predictable and dependable, the 

Lord’s righteousness will never be exhausted, nor will it ever cease. Through the 

Servant’s suffering and death, many will be accounted righteous (Isaiah 53:11), and 

sinful Israel will once again have a righteousness, not in themselves, but from the Lord 

(54:17c). 

 

Q4. In Isaiah 48:20, the Lord calls His people to leave Babylon. What does 

“Babylon” stand for today? 

A4. Answers will vary, but Peter employs Babylon as a cipher of the Roman Empire 

of his day (1 Peter 5:13), thus implying that the Christian life on earth is a time of exile 

(1:17). We are “sojourners and exiles” in this world (2:11; cf. 1:1). 

 

Q5. When was the first exile? See Genesis 3:24. What is God going to do about this? 

A5. Israel’s exile is representative of everyone’s alienation from God. The Bible calls 

it “east of Eden” (Genesis 3:24). Just like our first parents, every son of Adam and 

daughter of Eve is east of where the Lord wants us to be. Cain traveled further east and 

the place was called “Nod,” or wandering (4:16). In our rebellion against God, we 

forfeited our home in the garden, and now life is—in large part—a restless wandering, 

trying to find our way back home. Everything is in bondage and decay and slavery. The 

whole universe is exiled, east of Eden. But thank God! His program is to bring us back 

home (Isaiah 55:12). He will accomplish this through Jesus, who promises, “In My 

Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to 

prepare a place for you?” (John 14:2). We do not belong to this world. By faith in Jesus, 

we look “forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God” 

(Hebrews 11:10). John calls it the new Jerusalem (Revelation 21:2). 

 

Q6. Isaiah 48:17–21 encourages the exiles to place themselves into the Lord’s 

narrative with their ancestors, who faced similar challenges when they left Egypt. 

Strikingly similar to these words are Paul’s comments about God’s provisions, listed in 

1 Corinthians 10:1–4. What does the apostle teach us in these verses? How do they 

comport with Isaiah 48:17–21? 
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A6. The apostle warns that even though God provided in this way for Israel, He was 

not pleased with their lack of faith (1 Corinthians 10:5–13). Paul calls the Corinthians to 

repent and turn away from their idols (vv. 14–22). In 2 Corinthians 6:17, he summons the 

baptized to come out from the darkness, much as the Lord commands Israel to leave 

Babylon (Isaiah 48:20). Both Isaiah and Paul note that, since we doubt the Lord’s ability 

to save us, we are invited to remember the past. In Psalm 77, Asaph asks, “Has God 

forgotten to be gracious? Has He in anger shut up His compassion?” (v. 9). But 

everything changes when he remembers “the deeds of the LORD,” the “wonders of old” 

(v. 11). The exodus event informs the rest of the psalm (vv. 15–20). God encourages us to 

take a similar path toward bolstering our faith. Remember the Lord’s past mercies! 

 

Q7. A present moment has arrived! Israel’s moment to march is now! Sure, Ezekiel 

says that the Lord’s glory is displayed by the Chebar canal in Babylon (cf. Ezekiel 1), and 

Jeremiah tells the people to settle down peacefully in Babylon and wait for seventy years 

to return (cf. Jeremiah 29), but both prophets encourage temporary measures in view of 

an eventual return. Ezekiel envisions a resurrection of the people and return to the land 

(Ezekiel 37:1–14), while Jeremiah admonishes his audience with the words, “Flee from 

the midst of Babylon, and go out of the land of the Chaldeans” (Jeremiah 50:8). For 

Isaiah, the time to return is now. “Today, if you hear [the LORD’s] voice, do not harden 

your hearts” (Psalm 95:7b–8a). An old saying goes, “Procrastination is my sin, it only 

causes sorrow; I know I ought to change my ways, in fact I will, tomorrow.” What keeps 

delaying your response to the Lord? 

A7. Answers will vary, but consider the six imperative verbs in Isaiah 48:20 that 

create a sense of urgency. There is a similarity between these commands and the Lord’s 

warning in 52:11–12, as well as the angel’s announcement to Lot (Genesis 19:17). Isaiah 

35:8–10 and 51:9–11 contain the same theme, even as they portray a sense of joy and 

triumph as the people leave and return to Zion. This second exodus will be better than the 

first. In the first exodus, the Gentiles who heard about it were the Egyptians, Jethro, and 

Rahab. The Song of Moses further indicates that Philistines (Exodus 15:14), Edomites, 

Moabites, and Canaanites (v. 15) will hear of the Lord’s salvation with the result that 

they will tremble and fear. However, when the Babylonian exodus happens, “all flesh” 

will see the Lord’s glory (Isaiah 40:5) and His fame will spread “to the end of the earth” 

(48:20). 

 

Q8. If Marduk the Babylonian god tempted people to stay in Babylon, what is the 

false god that tempts us to stay in our sin? 

A8. The chief false god of our age is human autonomy. Our focus on “I” dominates 

our lives and gives less than what it promised; indeed, it is not enough to live by. Yet we 

stubbornly cling to the central feature of our time. But living only for ourselves turns us 

into predators, not people. A life centered on the self leads to despair, breakdown, and the 
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loss of our God-given humanity. The quest for meaning and hope in ourselves does not 

save. The truth that sets us free does not come from within us, but from the Creator who 

stands outside of us. He has definitively broken into our world through the incarnation of 

His Son, Jesus, who is “the Truth” (John 14:6). Christ’s liberating power sets us free from 

the lies of counterfeit gods. No one can take this freedom from us; no law can stop it, and 

no power on earth or hell can destroy it. And there is more freedom to come. Finally, 

every believer will experience ultimate freedom in the resurrection of the dead and in the 

life of the world to come! 

CONCLUSION 

The Syro-Ephraimitic alliance in 735 BC (Isaiah 7) and the Assyrian assault on 

Jerusalem in 701 BC (chs. 36–37) indicate that military strategies will not succeed 

against the Lord. Babylon, therefore, will fail and fall (ch. 13; 21:9; 46–47). Israel’s 

captivity is not permanent, nor is the empire. It is time to leave and travel back to Zion 

(48:20–21). The Lord is determined to bless Israel, but Israel will have none of it (cf. 

Luke 13:34). “Listen” is the governing verb in chapter 48; it comes in verses 1, 3, 5, 6 

(two times), 7, 8, 12, 14, 16, and 20, while “to hearken” appears in verse 18. The exiles 

ignore the admonition to “be quick to hear” (James 1:19). No wonder Isaiah calls them 

deaf (Isaiah 42:18, 19; 43:8). What is our response when God calls us to leave Babylon? 

 


