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Reformation Sunday 

A Reformation of the Heart  
 
Isaiah 1:1-20     
 
1. The Heart Assessed (1-9)  

 Like much of the words of the prophets, this opening section in Isaiah 
is meant to be heard like courtroom testimony from the Divine 
Prosecutor and Judge against the guilty defendant.  

 Vs. 2 – God appeals to the creation as witness against his rebellious 
people. Though God had brought them to life and nurtured them as his 
children, they hardened their hearts against Him.  

 Vs. 3 – God contrasts the thoughtlessness and spiritual dullness of his people with the attentiveness of 
an ox or donkey who is able to recognize the voice of its owner.  

 Vs. 4 – The term translated “nation” (goy) is normally used to refer to the Gentile pagan nations. Here 
God uses it in reference to his own people. They have not merely sinned but are “laden with iniquity.” 
Their sin is now what has come to define them. What is more, the generation being addressed belongs 
to a long line of sinners. Their hearts are deliberately inclined against the Lord thus alienating them from 
the One who brought them to life.  

 Vs. 5 – “Struck down” is almost certainly a reference to their current crisis with Assyria. “Why are you 
choosing this?” asks the LORD. They are bringing judgment down upon their own heads. 

 Vs. 6 – Their sin is comprehensive. Spiritual corruption has infected them from head to toe. Their 
persistence in sin has left them wounded, as it were, with no proper treatment.  

 Vv. 7-8 – The desolation described is likely a reference to Assyria’s aggression along their borders. God 
is telling them to interpret this crisis as divine judgment. The use of “daughter” is meant to remind the 
people of their special relationship to God that none of the other nations share. A remnant of the righteous 
remains but they are like a temporary hut in a field or a city under attack.  

 Vs. 9 – Even in the worst of times, the Lord has kept a remnant; a small number of righteous. Had it not 
been for this remnant, the Lord would have already treated Judah as he did Sodom and Gomorrah.  

 
2. The Heart Rebuked (10-17)  

 Vv. 10-11 – God now directly compares Judah to those wicked cities. It would be difficult to exaggerate 
the moral weight of this comparison. Because of their sin the Lord sees their continued religious practice 
for what it is: hypocrisy. Though they have continued to practice the rituals the Lord prescribed for them, 
they have removed the very things those rituals were meant to cultivate, namely, love for the Lord and 
holiness of life. Without love and holiness, the very practices prescribed by God become an offense to 
him.  

 Vs. 12 – God’s rejection of their vain worship extends even to their presence within the temple courts. 
“Because their lives are totally inconsistent with their pretense of worship, they are merely trampling in 
those courts.”1 The word translated “trampling” was typically used to describe God’s acts of judgment as 
he allowed foreign oppressors to “trample” on the land. 

 Vv. 13-14 – God now commands his people that they must stop making any such vain offerings. All 
religious practices (even those prescribed by God!) had become abominations in his sight because they 
were devoid of genuine faith and devotion. The use of the word abomination is stunning given the fact 
that it was reserved for the worst of sins practiced by the worst of nations. Both in the 7th century BC and 
the 16th century AD the worship of God’s people had become as corrupt and sinful as pagan idolatry. 
(*New Moon observances took place on the first day of the month. Various assemblies and feasts such 
as Passover, Feast of Weeks, Feast of Tabernacles, etc., were spread across the year.)  

 Vs. 15 – Prayer was practiced as a formality, complete with the traditional raising of hands. But God 
refused to hear the people’s prayers. Bloody hands were a common metaphor for guilt. Their lives were 
full of sin and so their prayers were in vain.  

                                                           
1 Allan Harman, Isaiah, FOTB (Scotland: Christian Focus, 2005) p. 41  
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 Vs. 16 – “Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean” is a reference to the ritual washings God had 
prescribed. Notice that the Lord has not changed his prescriptions for the people’s religious life. His call 
is that they would reinvigorate those practices with sincere devotion.  

 Vs. 17 – God names specific sins for which the people must repent. Not only must they “cease to do evil,” 
but they must also practice what is righteous, just, and good.  

 
3. The Heart Reformed (vv. 18-20)  

 Both in the days of Isaiah and Luther, God’s people had come to believe that various rituals (some 
prescribed by God, others invented by the priests) held a power in and of themselves. Adherence to 
rituals had replaced any sense of need for heart reformation. 

 Vs. 18 – “Come now let us reason” is a call from the Lord to enter into something of a legal dispute.2 It is 
akin to saying something like, “Let us officially and finally settle this thing now.” Having presented the 
problem of the people’s sinful corruption and the degree to which that corruption had ruined them, God 
now presents the remedy. 

 The color of blood – “scarlet” – is imputed to the sins of the people. The replacement of blood red with 
white snow and wool indicates the radical transformation accomplished by the grace of God. He aims not 
to merely improve their practices but to completely reform their hearts.  

 Vs. 19 – “Willing and obedient” – Obedience is not salvation by works. Rather willingness and obedience 
are the only appropriate responses to the Word of the Lord. Notice how the promise of cleansing from sin 
precedes the call to willing obedience. God’s gracious deliverance preceded the giving of the law at Sinai 
(Exodus 20). In the 16th century the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone would be 
called the doctrine upon which the church stands or falls. In both cases it was grace that was decisive.  

 Vs. 20 – A stubborn refusal to heed the word of the Lord will result in judgment. When hardness of heart 
is evident then repentance must not be delayed.  

 
Theology Applied:  
1. Make proper use of the ordinary means of grace. 

 Though the various ceremonies and practices prescribed in the Covenant with Moses have passed away 
there remains certain practices which God has given to his church in the New Covenant. We call those 
practices the ordinary means of grace. They include the ministry of the Word, the sacraments (baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper), the prayers of the people, and the proper discipline of the church. These are 
“ordinary” as opposed to sensational or miraculous. Nevertheless, they are prescribed in the New 
Testament as means by which God speaks to and sanctifies his people. They must never be practiced 
thoughtlessly or superstitiously as though they possess an innate power. Rather, the ordinary means of 
grace must be joined with faith and fueled by devotion.  

 
2. Give great attention to genuine repentance.  

 The very first of Luther’s famous 95 theses addresses repentance. Repentance as a way of life in contrast 
to the view of the Church of Rome which reduced repentance to particular “acts of penance.” There is no 
reformation without repentance. Repentance is far more than regret and even sorrow. The Bible 
distinguishes between worldly sorrow and godly repentance. Repentance does not say, “I messed up, 
BUT…” Genuine repentance does not obsess over someone else’s sin. The genuinely repentant sinner 
focuses upon the offense of his own sin rather than shifting blame to anyone else.  

 
3. Our understanding of God’s forgiveness in Christ is the most important index of our Christian 
devotion.  

 Understanding and treasuring the gospel of God’s gracious salvation is the clearest indicator of a heart 
reformed. Reformation in Isaiah’s day would require the people to embrace this central truth – “Though 
your sins be like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall be 
like wool.” In the same way, the Protestant Reformation ultimately rested upon a recovery of the gospel 
– the good news that by the dying and rising of Christ our sins are washed away. There is nothing more 
central to the reformation of the heart than a proper grasp of that truth. There is nothing that can deepen 
our faith and raise our devotion like the gospel of God’s gracious salvation in Jesus Christ.  

                                                           
2 Harman, 43 


