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God Confronts
God confronts His people about the consequences of their actions.

ISAIAH 1:10-20
Paying bills, going to the grocery store, getting the car serviced—our 
days are filled with mundane tasks that we carry out on autopilot. 
Sometimes, church and devotions fall into repetitive ruts. Even 
relationships can become stale and fade into the background. As a 
result, the failure of a relationship can catch us off guard.

When have you ever taken a relationship for granted? How did it affect 
the relationship? Were you able to do anything to get the relationship 
back on track? 
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ISAIAH 1:1–4:6
Isaiah 1:1–4:6 lays the groundwork for Isaiah’s entire message. 
Here, the prophet contrasted the sin and rebellion of Judah in his 
day to their future of blessedness and holiness in the last days. 
After briefly mentioning the kings who reigned during his ministry, 
Isaiah described Judah’s sinful ways like a prosecuting attorney 
with overwhelming evidence. We see a picture of a people who had 
abandoned God. Though God had raised them, provided for them, 
and cared for them in every way as a loving father would his children, 
with ingratitude they rebelled against Him (Isa. 1:2). They were worse 
than oxen and donkeys who at least knew who feeds them (1:3). 

God was using loving discipline to draw His people back to 
Himself, yet they stubbornly refused to return (1:5-9). Instead 
of trusting in the Lord, the people of Judah placed their trust in 
material things, military heroes, renowned leaders, and spiritual 
gurus. God would remove their false sources of security so they might 
recognize their futility (3:1-3). Young and old, male and female, all 
would bear the consequences of their arrogant sin (3:5-26). 

Such is the case with us. God never abandons His children but 
lovingly confronts us and, if need be, disciplines us so we will return 
to Him. Whatever God does to bring us to Himself is an act of loving 
kindness, no matter how difficult His discipline may seem.

The good news is that God’s announcement of judgment was 
not His only message. Even though His people’s present situation 
was dreadful, their future was bright. God was going to once again 
establish His temple, people from every nation would stream to it 
to worship the Lord and receive His instruction, and there would 
be peace (2:1-4). On that day, the Branch of the Lord, Jesus Christ, 
will be beautiful and glorious among them, the people of God will be 
called holy, and their names will be written in the book of life because 
the Lord washed away their sin (4:1-6). 

As you read Isaiah 1:10-20, circle what God is looking for in those who 
worship Him. What do these actions reveal about the nature of worship?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
EMPTY RITUALS (ISA. 1:10-15)
10 Hear the word of the Lord, you rulers of Sodom! Listen to the 
instruction of our God, you people of Gomorrah! 11 “What are all 
your sacrifices to me? ” asks the Lord. “I have had enough of burnt 
offerings and rams and the fat of well-fed cattle; I have no desire 
for the blood of bulls, lambs, or male goats. 12 When you come to 
appear before me, who requires this from you — this trampling 
of my courts? 13 Stop bringing useless offerings. Your incense is 
detestable to me. New Moons and Sabbaths, and the calling of 
solemn assemblies — I cannot stand iniquity with a festival. 14 I 
hate your New Moons and prescribed festivals. They have become 
a burden to me; I am tired of putting up with them. 15 When you 
spread out your hands in prayer, I will refuse to look at you; even 
if you offer countless prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are 
covered with blood. 

VERSE 10

The words hear and listen both mean “hear and obey.” So the message 
is straightforward. The people needed to hear and obey the word of 
God. Verse 10 contains several personal elements: 
• Lord, often denoted as Yahweh from Hebrew, is God’s personal, 

covenantal name. Israel was Yahweh’s treasured possession and 
holy nation, set apart to God’s personal mission of blessing all other 
nations. God chose Israel to be a conduit of blessing for every people 
group on the earth. 

• The expression our God emphasizes that while other nations had a 
multiplicity of gods, Yahweh was Israel’s God, the one and only God. 

• The word instruction is the Hebrew word tora, and even though it 
is authoritative, it has the idea of affectionate, personal instruction, 
such as what a parent would share with a son or daughter.

There is a scathing indictment in verse 10. By saying, you rulers 
of Sodom and you people of Gomorrah, Isaiah was communicating 
how utterly depraved Judah’s ways had been and how serious the 
consequences of such sin were. Verse 9 reveals that were it not for 
the Lord’s mercy, Judah might have been completely wiped out like 
Sodom and Gomorrah. (See Gen. 19:23-25.)
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VERSE 11

Sacrifices were meant to be outward expressions of true commitment 
to the Lord. God knows what is in the heart of every person, and 
He knows when a sacrifice is offered insincerely. Outward formality 
cannot hide degenerate hearts. This verse is reminiscent of 1 Samuel 
15:22, “Does the Lord take pleasure in burnt offerings and sacrifices 
as much as in obeying the Lord? Look: to obey is better than 
sacrifice, to pay attention is better than the fat of rams.” 

The Lord confronted His people about their sacrifices. He was clear 
about what He thought of their sacrifices: They meant nothing to 
Him; they added nothing to Him; and they did nothing for Him. 

The fat of well-fed cattle represents offering to God one’s best, 
and the blood represents devotion to God. But it was all a sham. The 
people were blemished with sin and absent of true devotion to God. 
It would be like offering a gift to a spouse who knows the one giving 
the gift is cheating on him or her. Instead of being a blessing, the gift 
would be an affront because of the infidelity. Similarly, their sacrifices 
were an affront to God.

Outward formality cannot hide 
degenerate hearts. 

VERSE 12

When a person comes before the Lord with an insincere heart and 
selfish motives, it is unacceptable “worship” to God. Acceptable 
worship involves approaching the Lord on His terms. Many believe 
they can come to God any way they please, and He should be happy 
with that. When contemplating his own worship, the psalmist 
recognized, “If I had been aware of malice in my heart, the Lord would 
not have listened” (Ps. 66:18). David wrote: “Who may ascend the 
mountain of the Lord? Who may stand in his holy place? The one 
who has clean hands and a pure heart, who has not appealed to what 
is false, and who has not sworn deceitfully” (Ps. 24:3-4). Isaiah was 
saying that no matter how impressive the number of sacrifices the 
people brought into the temple, it was just the sound of trampling in 
Yahweh’s courts and nothing more.

VERSES 13-15

The Lord emphatically commanded the people to stop bringing their 
offerings to the temple because they were meaningless and detestable 



14 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

to Him. God described Israel’s worship with the same words He 
had used to describe the worship of the pagans (Deut. 18:9; 1 Kings 
14:24). He utterly rejected Judah’s religious gestures and condemned 
them for the abhorrent practice of perpetrating their own arrogance 
in the guise of worshiping Yahweh. 

The New Moons festival consecrated each new month to the Lord 
by expressing to Him repentance, devotion, and fellowship. The law 
required the people to present offerings to the Lord (Num. 28:11-15). 
Additionally, the New Moons festivals included the blowing of 
trumpets over the sacrifices so that all who heard would be reminded 
that Yahweh was their God (Num. 10:10).

The institution of the Sabbath was so important that it was 
included as the Fourth Commandment (Ex. 20:8-11). Israel was 
required to cease from all work and rest because the Lord rested on 
the seventh day of creation. The Sabbath was a sign of the covenant 
the Lord made with Israel (Ex. 31:12-13) and reminded the people 
of their deliverance from slavery in Egypt (Deut. 5:15). Keeping 
the Sabbath served as a testimony of their devotion to the Lord. In 
addition, the Sabbath was an act of faith. It was unheard of in the 
ancient Near East to cease from work every seven days. It would 
have been seen as bad business in the eyes of Israel’s neighbors. 
Nevertheless, keeping the Sabbath was Israel’s way of showing 
the nations that Yahweh could be trusted ultimately to be their 
Provider. Finally, keeping the Sabbath was meant to provide a 
designated, focused time to worship the Lord, as David demonstrated 
in Psalm 92.

BIBLE SKILL:  Compare related passages. 

Compare Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15. What reasons 
are given for celebrating the Sabbath in these verses? How are the 
reasons different and how are they the same? What do these verses 
reveal about God’s desires? How does this compare to what we find 
in Isaiah 1?
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Other prescribed festivals included Passover, the Day of 
Atonement, and the Feast of Tabernacles. God instituted these holy 
days as times for Israel to celebrate God’s wondrous acts and blessings 
upon them and to express their gratitude, love, and devotion to 
Him. Instead, they turned them into something repulsive; they were 
a mockery of what they were meant to be and thus a mockery of 
God. The people worshiped the Lord with their lips, but their hearts 
were far from Him. (See Isa. 29:13; Matt. 15:8-9.) What once was a 
“pleasing aroma to the Lord” (Ex. 29:18; Num. 15:3) had now become 
a burden to Him, and He was weary of them.

Consequently, when the people spread out their hands in prayer, 
God would refuse to look at them. When the Lord shines His face 
upon His people and looks at them, it is a way of expressing His favor. 
To refuse to look at them was His way of saying He was withdrawing 
His blessing from them. How often one prays and how zealously 
one prays is no substitute for obedience. What’s more, He said your 
hands are covered with blood. It is possible blood is a reference to 
the multitude of sacrifices they made, but the way it is expressed in 
Hebrew suggests He was saying they were guilty of violent bloodshed. 
Isaiah’s message is sobering. 

What are causes and ways believers today may fall into a pattern of 
unacceptable worship of the Lord? What warnings should we draw from 
Judah’s mistakes? 

TRUE FOLLOWERS (ISA. 1:16-17)
16 “Wash yourselves. Cleanse yourselves. Remove your evil deeds 
from my sight. Stop doing evil. 17 Learn to do what is good. Pursue 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Isaiah is quoted in the New Testament more than any other Old 
Testament book.
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justice. Correct the oppressor. Defend the rights of the fatherless. 
Plead the widow’s cause. 

VERSES 16-17

The Lord gave nine commands for the people to correct their ways 
and demonstrate they were true followers of God. These commands 
were not given as a way to secure salvation but to demonstrate the 
authenticity of their salvation. The first three deal with the inward 
removal of sin. The second three address outward devotion to 
Yahweh. The last three pertain to relationships with others, showing 
how true repentance would affect how they related to others. 
Instead of being the oppressors, they would oppose oppressors. Also, 
they would champion the cause of those who could not care for 
themselves, such as the fatherless and widows. 

Taken together, the three sets of commands signify authentic 
repentance and true devotion to the Lord. The washing and cleansing 
of themselves called for sincere repentance so that there no longer 
would be a disconnect between their hearts and their acts of worship. 
The authenticity of their repentance would be demonstrated by their 
actions: turn away from their sinful ways, learn what God’s will is, 
and do it. 

If being devoted to God in faithful obedience does not earn our salvation, 
then why is it necessary for believers to be faithfully obedient to God?

REPENTANCE REQUIRED (ISA. 1:18-20)
18 “Come, let us settle this,” says the Lord. “Though your sins are 
scarlet, they will be as white as snow; though they are crimson 
red, they will be like wool. 19 If you are willing and obedient, you 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Salvation

Repentance is a genuine turning from sin toward God (Isa 55:7).
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will eat the good things of the land. 20 But if you refuse and rebel, 
you will be devoured by the sword.” For the mouth of the Lord 
has spoken. 

VERSE 18

“Come, let us settle this.” In this phrase is a note of hope. The verb 
translated settle carries the idea of setting things right and bringing 
an end to a quarrel. The people had a chance to repent and to avoid 
the fate that befell Sodom and Gomorrah (v. 10). 

God invited His sinful people to come to Him in repentance and 
faith. He promised to cleanse them of all their sin. The Lord takes 
no pleasure in disciplining His children. It is necessary for their 
correction, but He would rather enjoy them in sweet fellowship. If 
their sins are scarlet, they will be made white, non-existent. Here, the 
Lord made clear that He alone can cleanse us of sin. When He calls 
us to wash and cleanse ourselves, that washing and cleansing can 
happen only when we come to Him in sincere repentance (v. 16).

VERSES 19-20

The Lord confronted His people with a choice: either repent, obey, and 
enjoy God’s blessing, or refuse and rebel and suffer the consequences. 
To eat the good things of the land means to live an abundant life. To 
be devoured by the sword means to be cut off from the Lord. It was 
God’s message to the people in Isaiah’s day, and it is His message to 
us today. 

The Lord Jesus Christ graciously and mercifully calls to us: 
Whosoever will, come to Me, and I forgive you, cleanse you, and give you 
abundant, eternal life. Reject Me and spend eternity separated from Me. It 
is a choice every person must make. The Lord offers forgiveness and 
cleansing to all who repent—to the lost who need salvation and to 
believers who seek restored fellowship with Christ (1 John 1:9). 

How does God take the initiative today to bring people into a relationship 
with Him? How does His approach today compare with the approach found 
in Isaiah 1? 
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Relying on religious rituals alone falls short when approaching 

the holy God.
• God expects His followers to demonstrate righteousness and justice.
• God offers forgiveness to those who repent.

Ask God to examine your heart and reveal any sin in your life that might 
be hindering your worship of Him. What actions do you need to take in 
response to what God shows you?

On a scale of 1 to 10 with 10 being completely, how would you rate how 
well you do the nine commands found in verses 16-17? What do you need 
to do to more completely follow the commands?

Discuss as a group the difference it should make to believers as they go 
through their daily routines to remember that our sins are forgiven and 
have been made “white as snow.” Begin to memorize Isaiah 1:18.

PRAYER NEEDS


