
Encouraging Words: 
An Exiled People 

“Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from 
the passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul. 

Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that 
when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your 

good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation.”  
1 Peter 2:11-12 

 
By: Associate Pastor Matt  
 
Living in exile typically results from being expelled (barred or put away) 
from one’s home, particularly their native country, for punitive or 
political reasons. 
 
According to the common definition, I have never lived in exile. 
 
Sure, I can relate to the feeling of being homesick.  I went to many 
camps and went on mission trips in my grade school and college days. 
In my lifetime I have held residence in 5 different states and 2 different 
countries.  The roof over my head has changed many times.  God has 
used moving and traveling to teach me just a little bit about cultivating 
a mindset of a sojourner in this world- “This world ain’t my home, I’m 
just passing through.”   
 
But I’ve never been in exile. 
 



I spent the summer of 2011 working alongside a missionary family in 
Beirut, Lebanon.  One day we were recruited to help a pastor in Beirut 
with his ministry of distributing essential items to refugees who were 
pouring in from Syria by the masses (years later and the totals are in 
the millions).  To jog your memory, the crisis in Syria is typically traced 
to the ‘Arab Spring Uprisings’ in Spring 2011.  That pastor has been 
helping the impoverished for many years now, and I deeply respect his 
consistent sacrifice. 
 
Our job was to go to a town only a few football fields from the border. 
Refugees were going into Lebanese homes for sanctuary.  Many of them 
were more or less forced by hardship into exile.We would go door by 
door with a questionnaire and get to ask questions about their physical 
and spiritual needs.  Some had lost a spouse or children in the violence 
and were fleeing dire circumstances.  Though heartbreaking situations 
abounded, it was encouraging to see God at work in the midst of the 
chaos.  Thanks be to God, some of the villagers later came to faith in 
Christ!  Tragically, only months after our visit some of them were 
caught in ‘across the border gunfire’ and died.   
 
The Bible has a lot to say about exile.  In some ways the whole story of 
the Bible is a story of exile.  After Adam and Eve sin in the Garden of 
Eden, God mercifully removes them from the Garden in order that they 
might not die forever in their sin (Genesis 3:22-24). On the other end of 
scripture, Revelation 21-22 gives us a glimpse with “End Credits” type 
imagery into what our eternal abode has in store for us.  Here we see 
the curse is undone, our worship is perfected, and we have no fear of 
God kicking us out with an emphatic “Get out!”  
 
In this regard, I really am an exile.  I’m living in a “home away from 
home.”  Everywhere I go in this world, I have a feeling of being 



homesick.  A longing to be with God and His people in a world full of 
perfect justice, with perfect obedience and delight and worship.  If 
you’re a Christian reading this right now, then you’re an exile too. 
 
The people of Israel were no strangers to exile.  The Old Testament 
contains repeated warnings that God would remove His people from 
their land of promise (see the echoes of the special place in Eden and 
how God removed Adam and Eve?) and send them away if they 
continued in rebellion to their covenant and the laws God gave them. 
Long story short: They didn’t listen.  Sadly, we learn that full exile came 
around 587/586 BC at fault of their own rebellious hands. 
 
The book of Lamentations is full of some of the most elegant, 
structured, orderly and yet emotionally broken language and distress in 
the Bible.  If you give its 5 chapters a quick read, you’ll see that things 
get very, very dark.  With good reason, it’s not the typical scripture 
you’ll hear read during a Sunday service in the call to worship.  Just try 
to imagine what it would have been like to be removed from Jerusalem 
to a land with different culture, language, and religions.  I struggle to 
fathom the utter distress the people must have felt.  Warfare is already 
horrifying as is before you even consider readjusting in a new land and 
modifying your entire lifestyle of worship in new circumstances.  I’ll 
insert a few thoughts of my own in parenthesis (). 
 
Lamentations 1: How lonely sits the city that was full of people! How like 
a widow has she become, she who was great among the nations! She who 
was a princess among the provinces has become a slave. She weeps 
bitterly in the night, with tears on her cheeks; among all her lovers she 
has none to comfort her (this probably references Israel’s national allies 
abandoning them); all her friends have dealt treacherously with her; they 
have become her enemies. Judah has gone into exile because of affliction 



and hard servitude; she dwells now among the nations, but finds no 
resting place; her pursuers have all overtaken her in the midst of her 
distress. The roads to Zion mourn, for none come to the festival (The Old 
Covenant festivals were all put on pause); all her gates are desolate; her 
priests groan; her virgins have been afflicted, and she herself suffers 
bitterly.  Her foes have become the head; her enemies prosper, because the 
Lord has afflicted her for the multitude of her transgressions; her children 
have gone away, captives before the foe. 
 
The closest I came to experiencing anything remotely like this (and it 
truly pales in comparison) was when we were mandatorily required to 
evacuate from New Orleans as a result of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
When we were allowed to return home a few weeks later to survey the 
damage and grab some things, the landscape shift was utterly stunning. 
Roads that had been full of parades only months earlier were empty. 
Boats and jet skis were evacuated and sometimes abandoned in the 
middle of streets.  Even in our suburban neighborhood we had to drive 
through grass and go up curb sides to avoid trees and fallen debris. 
Door after door was marked with a big fat red “X,” some containing 
corpses.  From that point forward, all life was described within a 
“pre-Katrina” and “post-Katrina” timeframe.   
 
COVID-19 has obviously brought many, many unexpected changes on a 
global level.  As the Lord wills, we pray the virus would subside quickly 
and many of our former activities would be able to pick up right where 
we left them off.  We are also aware that many things will change 
moving forward. 
 
The exiles who returned to Israel faced some similar struggles. Surely 
they hoped “the grass is greener on the other side” when they came 
back home to their land, but this was not in fact the case.  As the years 



would go on, Israel would constantly find herself under the occupation 
of other nations (of course that is the state they are in when Jesus 
arrives on the scene 100s of years later).  In the immediate aftermath of 
returning from exile, the reactions were quite mixed.  I’d encourage you 
to go read Ezra 3:11-13.  Some of the older generation remembered the 
“glory of the former days,” while some of the younger had never 
experienced the joy of sacrificing in the temple and celebrating all the 
festivals in their land.  The mix brought sounds of shouting (joy) and 
sounds of weeping (tears).  
 
When I think of pre-Katrina and post-Katrina New Orleans, some of 
these mixed emotions come to mind.  Some things were just “never the 
same.”  I would drive past a beloved, abandoned local restaurant 
building for years and years and long for what once was.  The local 
theme park (owned by Six Flags) still sits eerily idly in slumber, now 
infested with weeds and graffiti, a horror and detestable objection of 
derision and monument to what once was. 
 
As things move forward, I imagine the reactions post-Covid may be 
similar to Ezra 3, with some saying “It’s just not the same,” while others 
are overjoyed.  Both reactions may feel appropriate in different ways 
and in proper measure.   
 
As we consider Ezra 3 (which occurs around 536 BC), it shocks me to 
see what God later says by the prophet Haggai on October 17, 520 BC. 
Despite His people’s rebellion and slack hands to rebuild the temple, 
listen to God’s encouragement in Haggai 2:  “5 My Spirit remains in 
your midst. Fear not...9 The latter glory of this house shall be greater than 
the former, says the Lord of hosts. And in this place I will give peace, 
declares the Lord of hosts.’ 
 



This seems like a head scratching statement.  The new temple was 
smaller in both size and splendor.  Sure, Herod would provide some 
refurbishing and updates years later.  But it “wasn’t the same” as 
Solomon’s Temple.   
 
Yet this was the temple the infant Jesus would be presented in.  This is 
the temple where the boy Jesus would teach the teachers.  This is the 
temple where a short distance away Jesus was crucified and ripped the 
curtain in two.  This was the temple the apostles would preach and 
teach around.   
 
In hindsight, God has allowed me to see how he used Hurricane Katrina 
in my life and the life of many, many others for His glory and our good. 
It was hard to believe at the time.  I was angry at God.  I felt abandoned 
by God, and by others attacked with vindictive force.  A few years later 
on a mission trip in Germany, I shared my Katrina-story with a group of 
college aged students.  Not long after a young man who heard my story 
came to faith in Jesus.  If God can use our suffering to help even just 
one person see the glories of God and the joy of knowing Him 
(including knowing fellowship in His sufferings), it’s totally, totally 
worth it. 
 
Part and parcel to the Christian experience in this life is homesickness, 
the desire of the exile to go to our ‘final home’- our eternal resting with 
God, in His presence, forever.  To echo the attitude of C.S. Lewis, ““If I 
find in myself desires which nothing in this world can satisfy, the only 
logical explanation is that I was made for another world.”  Even when 
home now, we still yearn for our true home- think Philippians chapter 1.   
 
Yet if I can be honest, too often as a Christian it has been easy for me to 
grow complacent.  When “all is well” in my own little world, it can be so 



easy to grow numb to the suffering and injustice and hurt around me. 
Our natural bent is not to press into pain and cross-bearing, we would 
rather live comfortably than sacrificially (think Luke 9:23).  
 
In a Romans 2:4 kind of way, 2020 felt like God graciously and kindly 
opening the window blinds just a little more and letting in more light so 
I could see just how sinful I am and how broken our world is.  My sinful 
reclusive impulse is to turn away from discomfort and suffering.  We 
don’t like suffering and pain, whether it’s physical (Give me some pain 
meds!!), or emotional (Why can’t I stop feeling depressed and sad?), or 
spiritual (How long oh Lord, will you save my friend?).  If we can’t 
empathize with someone’s suffering (meaning we have never 
experienced it before), it can be easy to be callous and dismissive (“Suck 
it up, c’mon it’s not that bad”).  Even in the smallest of ways, my infant 
child’s screaming sometimes makes me want to run away, when God 
often calls me to sit with him in the crying.  Sitting with others in their 
screaming (suffering)- now that’s a good thought to consider. 
 
As American Christians, we are unique in our circumstances and how 
our history impacts us.  We find ourselves in a cultural climate that has 
been changing for many years but was accelerated in some ways during 
recent years.  We can find evidence where God is working to bring 
about good and where things are changing positively, but I want to 
focus more today on where things are trending towards evil and 
conflict with biblical teachings. 
 
Just for example, consider how the Biblical teachings on marriage and 
gender are no longer held as the moral norm and expectation in 
society.  Others may have disagreed with our worldview on such 
matters for many years, but there was often a place for civil discussion. 
While it is true that you can still sometimes engage in level-headed 



discussion and disagreements over these matters,  it is also true that 
such teachings are now being labelled by some as oppressive and even 
abusive.  You are no longer just wrong for holding a biblical worldview 
on sex, marriage, and gender- you are evil for it.  Again, this is not 
everyone’s mentality, but it seems to be an increasingly prevalent 
ideology we should be aware of.  Likewise, in a 1 Peter 3 sort of way, we 
should prepare ourselves to “defend our hope” and give a reasonable 
explanation for the biblical stance on these matters, all in a spirit of 
gentleness and patience. 
 
We should not be surprised when unbelievers call us evil for teaching 
what God has declared in His Word.  Isaiah 5:20 warns “Woe to those 
that call good “evil,” and evil “good!”  This has been going on for a 
loooooong time.  Even the early Christians were falsely accused of 
wrongdoing (consider 1 Peter 2:12, as quoted at the beginning).  Yes it is 
true that sometimes Christians sin grievously and reap a great dishonor 
to the name of God by our behavior (think the mentality of Romans 
2:24).  But it may also be true as Thomas Watson said: “The world 
pretends to hate the godly for something else, but the ground of the 
quarrel is holiness.” When light shines in the darkness, the darkness 
hates it.  When the light switch is flipped, the person sleeping in 
darkness does not usually wake up chipper and grateful!  Think of what 
dark deeds they did to the prophets, and to Stephen the Deacon, and to 
our Lord Jesus!  They despised the light that they shined (Matthew 
5:16). 
 
Brothers and sisters, my plea is that we diligently prepare ourselves for 
these times and develop the mindset of exiles.  Let me suggest five ways 
I believe we can cultivate the mentality of exiles in this world: 
 



#1: Live as exiles with our Material Possessions: Now don’t worry I’m not 
saying you need to sell all your stuff and carry around a bindle (the stick 
with a sack on the end).  People in the New Testament owned stuff 
(Barnabas in Acts 5), and they also gave away stuff.  I think Hebrews 
10:32-36 can help us in this regard.  We are going to inherit the new 
heavens and new earth (“Blessed are the meek…”).  We are going to 
inherit a great possession!  Doesn’t that change my perspective on the 
rich who are taking advantage of us now?  Doesn’t that change my 
perspective when I’m denied a job promotion because of my integrity 
and devotion to my faith?  Doesn’t that free us up to help out the poor 
(especially poorer Christians)?  Doesn’t that free us up for missional 
financial support (How can they be sent if they don’t have the resources 
to go?).  Whatever we inherit in this life pales in comparison.  How I 
treat my stuff (and what I purchase) constantly forces me to tether my 
desires for worldly accumulation of goods with a kingdom-first 
mentality. 

 
#2: Live as exiles with our Political Perspective:  The people of Israel got 
what they wanted and asked for during the days of Samuel- a king!  But 
things didn’t stay so great on that front, did they?  The books of Kings 
and Chronicles are more reminiscent of a game of thrones than they 
are a Disney film (“And they lived happily ever after, The End.”). 
Certainly believers have had differing amounts of influence in society 
on a political level for good.  Consider how God used Joseph in Egypt, 
or Daniel while the Israelites were in exile (interestingly with Daniel, we 
can note how he had favor but then the jealousy of other political 
leaders leads to the lion’s den incident later in his life after years of 
faithful service in Daniel 6).  Even as ordinary citizens, particularly 
because we live in a democracy, we can fight to effect positive change, 
and please God with our efforts.   

 



But exiles remember that political power can change at a moment’s 
notice.  Exiles tether their excitement when their candidate wins 
because they know there’s still so much brokenness in our world. 
Exiles tether their mourning at unjust character and unjust policies 
because they know that God will eventually judge and make all things 
right- they may weep now, but it won’t be that way forever.  Exiles 
know that all they have fought for in earthly politics may come crashing 
down like a house of cards. Exiles expect the possibility of frailty and 
fickle affections in the relations of the world (consider how quickly 
nations allied with or turned against Israel in the Old Testament). 
Exiles know that the government that once supported them may turn 
against them (the Israelites in Egypt, Daniel).  Exiles also know that God 
may turn the king’s heart to support His people (consider the decree in 
Ezra and the support of the exiles in their return and rebuilding 
efforts).  Exiles seek the good of the place where they are (consider 
Jeremiah speaking to the exiles in Babylon in Jeremiah 29:7) and they 
pray for peace (1 Timothy 2).  Whatever happens, we know the King of 
Kings reigns, and His kingdom is where all our hopes dwell.  We must 
teach our children to believe this verse: “My hope is built on nothing 
less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness.” Things could get worse, they 
could get better.  But our hope should remain in God, unabated. 

 
#3: Live as exiles by not putting our hope in the systems in our world: 
Exiles should not be surprised when education systems (like public 
schools) teach false doctrine, when schools enforce dubious bathroom 
policies and punish students for not giving secular answers on tests. 
Exiles should not be surprised when students and parents and teachers 
are fined and expelled for praying in Jesus name (because suggesting 
there is only one way to God is repulsive to many).  Keep 1 Peter 2:12 in 
mind- we shouldn’t be surprised when we are called evildoers when we 
believe and do what is good.  If we hold fast to God’s promises in the 



calm waters when we are not ridiculed, we can prepare ourselves for 
the tidal wave that could come.  In fact, I think it would be helpful to 
help our kids understand that they will probably never be the “cool kid 
in school” if they hold fast to the gospel and the teachings of God’s 
Word.  We need to prepare them for either acceptance or rejection. 
 
Likewise we shouldn’t be surprised when ministers are punished by 
fines or worse for not marrying two females.  We shouldn’t be surprised 
that our court systems can sometimes wrongly imprison or execute the 
innocent, while other times those same systems can let the guilty walk 
free.  The same system that let Barabbas go free is the same one that 
crucified the innocent and sinless Son of God, after all. 
 
#4: Live as exiles by purifying yourselves.  1 Peter 4:17 says, “For it is 
time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and if it begins with 
us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God?” 
Sometimes we begin by judging the world and we can fill laundry lists 
full of sins in our culture.  While the church is certainly called to rebuke 
the sin in the world, we must begin by rebuking the sin within.  Being a 
loving people and being a holy people are not opposing ideas- we are 
called to be both.  Exiles are not puffed up with pride boasting in what 
they have done, they are humble recipients. We must preach within (to 
ourselves and one another), and then turn and preach without.  Don’t 
water down the gospel to yourself (saying things like “a little bit of sin 
isn’t that big a deal,” or, “I’m better than those people.”)  Don’t minimize 
our need for God’s mercy and the seriousness of God’s wrath.  Make the 
gospel sweeter and sweeter to your soul day by day, and then share the 
medicine you so desperately need with the sick others.  Exiles are 
needy people, so live like you desperately need God.  Exiles sometimes 
have to admit their neediness to others, so we should be willing to 



admit our neediness to one another too.  God designed the church this 
way! 
 
#5: Live as an exile by identifying with the suffering.  The Hobbit films 
were not as well received as the Lord of the Rings films, and while this is 
probably mostly due to some of the choices the writers made with plot, 
dialogue, and characters, I can’t help but wonder if some western 
audience may have struggled to identify with the protagonists of the 
Hobbit films.  Without spoiling anything I’ll try to sum up the Hobbit 
films this way: A group of 12 dwarves is on a quest to reclaim their 
homeland (the Lonely Mountain) that they lost dozens of years before 
when a dragon drove them from it and took the Lonely Mountain as its 
dwelling place (along with the exquisite riches of the dwarves).  In other 
words: the dwarves are trying to end their exile.  That’s not a struggle I 
can typically relate to as an American, since I’ve never been driven from 
my American homeland (save my Hurricane Katrina experience in New 
Orleans).  But Bilbo Baggins (a Hobbit- a smaller human with big feet 
and a bigger stomach, basically) decides to join this crew, and along the 
journey you see his compassion for the dwarves grow.  He loves “The 
Shire” and the comforts of home (and oh what a comfortable home he 
has!!), but he learns to forsake them for the dwarves and help them in 
their suffering.  Likewise, we may need to forsake some of our comforts 
if we are to live like we are in exile and not like our home is truly and 
finally here as things are in these evil times. 
 
We may not be accustomed to being the outcast or viewing ourselves 
as “the other,” or perhaps we aren’t used to being the minority (based 
on what is your skin color, language, etc).  But by developing the 
mentality of exiles, we live as sojourners in hope of a better home.  I’ll 
leave you with this quote: 
 



A Christian will part with anything rather than his hope; he knows that 
hope will keep the heart both from aching and breaking, from fainting 
and sinking; he knows that hope is a beam of God, a spark of glory, and 
that nothing shall extinguish it till the soul be filled with glory.- Thomas 
Brooks 


