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Sermon on Isaiah 1 

Rolf Jacobson 

 

Hear the word of the LORD, 

  you rulers of Sodom! 

 Listen to the teaching of our God, 

  you people of Gomorrah! 

 What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? 

  says the LORD; 

 I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams 

  and the fat of fed beasts; 

 I do not delight in the blood of bulls, 

  or of lambs, or of goats. 

  

    When you come to appear before me, 

  who asked this from your hand? 

  Trample my courts no more; 

 bringing offerings is futile; 

  incense is an abomination to me. 

 New moon and sabbath and calling of convocation— 

  I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. 

 Your new moons and your appointed festivals 

  my soul hates; 

 they have become a burden to me, 

  I am weary of bearing them. 

When you stretch out your hands, 

  I will hide my eyes from you; 

 even though you make many prayers, 

  I will not listen; 

  your hands are full of blood. 

 

 Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 

  remove the evil of your doings 

  from before my eyes; 

 cease to do evil, 
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  learn to do good; 

 seek justice, 

  rescue the oppressed, 

 defend the orphan, 

  plead for the widow. 

     Come now, let us argue it out, 

  says the LORD: 

 though your sins are like scarlet, 

  shall they be like snow? 

 though they are red like crimson, 

  shall they become like wool? 

 

Brothers and Sisters . . .  

 

I invite you to hear a word from the prophet Isaiah  

 

The prophet Isaiah   

• Lived in Jerusalem, capital of Judah, during the divided monarchy 

• Was active as a prophet from 738-690 BC (a long time!) 

• Lived through destruction of the Northern Kingdom by Assyria 

• Assyria laid siege to Jerusalem in 701—the Lord saved the city 

• There is no way to know when in his life this message was spoken, 

indeed he probably spoke this message more than once 

 

First, how he gets his audience’s attention . . . Do not try this at home! 

• Martin Luther said about this verse, “The prophet was a man with 

a great and burning spirit . . . Certainly this was an exceptionally 

sharp reproof.” Ya think? 

• He is calling his own people vile sinners simply by how he names 

them 

• He is not trying to win friends and influence people; he was 

showing us how to win enemies and influence sinners 
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Second, he has a message from God about worship: 

• The Lord God does not like worship! 

 

Allow me to paraphrase and translate his message for today: 

 

I cannot stand the Sunday morning,  

the Wednesday evening service, all your services, 

  I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. 

 Your liturgical seasons and your three church festivals 

  Repulse my very soul; 

 they are a massive burden to me, 

  I am weary I am so tired of them. 

When you stretch out your hands to praise, 

  I will cover my eyes so I cannot see you; 

 even though you pray many prayers, 

  I will not listen; 

  your hands are filthy with sin. 

 

The prophet Isaiah, along with some of the other prophets, especially 

Amos, had a pretty low view of worship. Amos said, “I hate, I despise 

your festivals. . . take away from me the noise of your songs, I will not 

listen to the melody of your harps.”  

 

In place of praying hands, singing voices, kneeling knees, and sacrifices 

and offerings, both Amos and Isaiah said God wants one thing: righteous 

living that results in justice. Righteous living that results in justice.  

Amos said, “let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like a 

rolling river.” Isaiah said, “Seek justice.” 

 

My beloved teacher Jimmy Jack Roberts said about this verse, “The 

problem wasn’t that the people quit going to church. The problem was 

that God quit going to church.” Because the people worshiping there 

were so unrighteous. 
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As a biblical preacher, leader of Christian worship, and guitar player 

who leads praise quite often, this text challenges me: Do the hands that I 

use to play the guitar do justice for the most vulnerable—for the orphan, 

the widow, the migrant, the unborn, the lonely, the elderly, and the poor? 

Does God hate the music I make because my hands are so full of sin? 

Does the tongue that I use to sing and pray offend God because it spends 

so much time speaking hypocritically and serving unrighteousness? 

Does God turn his ears away from my singing? When I look honestly at 

my life, as the prophet Isaiah demands that I do, I don’t like what I think 

God will see. 

 

Third, the prophet urges us to repent, to turn around and change 

our way of thinking—but he has no confidence that we will be able 

to do so. 

 

The prophet says, 

 

 Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 

  remove the evil of your doings 

  from before my eyes; 

 cease to do evil, 

  learn to do good; 

 seek justice, 

  rescue the oppressed, 

 defend the orphan, 

  plead for the widow. 

 

     Come now, let us argue it out, 

  says the LORD: 

 though your sins are like scarlet, 

  shall they be like snow? 

 though they are red like crimson, 

  shall they become like wool? 
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Again, to quote my beloved teacher Jimmy Roberts, the normal 

translations of this passage misrepresent the meaning of the prophet 

Isaiah. The rhetorical questions that Isaiah asks assume the negative—

that is, they assume the answer, “No.”  Shall your scarlet sins be white 

as snow? No. Shall your crimson transgressions be fresh like new wool? 

Not a chance. 

 

We are not able to repent. We are not good at turning away from sin, 

turning toward righteousness. We are not good at being good. In the 

words of the Christian tradition, for us it is not possible not to sin. Oh 

that we would. Oh that we could all focus our attentions on helping the 

most vulnerable—the starving, the oppressed, those barely clinging to 

life.  

 

Fourth… For this last point we need to look beyond this passage, to 

other passages in the prophet Isaiah where God speaks words of 

promise about a future time when the Messiah—the perfect Davidic 

king—would be born. The prince of peace on whom the spirit of 

righteousness would rest and who would usher in the peaceable 

kingdom 

 

Those who have been baptized into Christ Jesus, have put on Christ 

Jesus—so that what God sees now is not us, but Jesus Christ. So when 

God looks at our hands, he no longer sees the filthy and blood of our sin, 

but rather than the pierced and crucified hands of Christ. When God 

hears our prayers, he no longer hears the discordant tones of our sinful 

hypocrisy, he rather hears Christ’s prayer on the cross, “Father forgive 

them for they know not what they do.” When God looks into our eyes, 

he no longer sees us looking away because we cannot stand the raw truth 

staring back at us, he rather sees the compassion with which Christ 

stared at the young rich ruler, and the love with which Christ looked at 

his own mother from the cross. In short, everything that Jesus Christ was 

and is and achieved, is now ours as a free gift. 
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I ask that you might be so gracious as to forgive me, a Lutheran, for 

quoting Martin Luther at this point. Luther writes, Christ’s 

“righteousness . . . is given . . . in baptism . . . Therefore [one] can with 

confidence boast in Christ and say, ‘Christ’s living, doing, and speaking 

are mine; his suffering and dying are mine as much as if I had lived, 

done, spoken, suffered and died as he did.’” “Through faith in Christ, 

therefore Christ’s righteousness becomes our righteousness and all that 

he has becomes ours; rather he himself becomes ours. . . . This is an 

infinite righteousness, and one that swallows up all sins in a moment” 

[LW 31: 297-8] 
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