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 Growing up, I remember when we got our first Nintendo. I remember some of the 

video games we had for it. There was one in particular, that as the name of the game 
began scrolling across the screen you would frantically push up, up, down, down, left, 

right, left, right, b, a, then start and you would be given 30 extra lives (more than 
enough to make through the entire game with ease). It was a cheat code that everyone 

knew and is ingrained in the brains of many of my generation today. The thing with this 
code was, you knew as soon as the game began if you did it right or not. And if you 

didn’t, you pressed the reset button and tried again. The only thing you lost was about a 
minute or two as the process started over again. 

 Other games had cheats and secret levels like in Super Mario Brothers on level 3-

1, you could jump up and down on a turtle shell for as long as you like and get so many 
extra lives that the game stopped counting and just started giving symbols instead of 

numbers. The problem with that one was, if you did it wrong, you were already well 
invested in the game and resetting it would have meant more than just losing a minute 

or two of precious game play. And so you would have to find a pit to fall into and start 
the level over, but there were only so many times you could do that. 

 Sometimes I wish we had reset buttons. Where if things didn’t go as planned, we 
could simply push a button and try again. Or at least start the level over again, now that 

we knew where the traps and problems were going to be. Next time we could do it right. 
But life is not a video game and we have no reset button - no do overs - no mulligans. 

We have one life to live.  
 Luckily, we have things in our lives that are built in opportunities for a fresh start. 

One of the biggest is the new year. Many see it as an opportunity to do better and to get 
things right. A time to put the past behind us as we move on to something better. And 

while it is really just a continuation of our lives, another year added on to our growing 

time living on this earth, it is a new cycle for us to start afresh. 
 From time to time we all need a second chance at things. We mess up. We fall 

short. We fail at something. And we need to back up and try again, hopefully learning 
from our mistakes. This is not a new idea. This has been happening ever since the 

beginning. Remember Adam and Eve in the garden? Sadly, they messed up at the 
beginning and we’ve been dealing with that ever since.  

 We can look back over history and we see people time and time again messing up 
and falling short of success, falling short of their ideals. We see this especially in the 

Bible, where strong pillars of the faith fail - not just a little mistake here or there - but 
huge problems with incredible ramifications. Abraham lied about his wife and was in hot 

water with Pharaoh. Moses killed someone and was on the run for 40 years. Samson 
didn’t make the best choices when it came to his significant other and ended up being 

captured by the Philistines. David had an affair and had someone murdered, which 
greatly angered God (to say the least). Solomon turned to idol worship. I mean we could 

go on and on. But the neat thing about the people in the Bible, is that God purposefully 



 

 

tells us their stories to show us that God will use imperfect and messed up people to do 

some pretty spectacular things. And that God offers second and third and fourth chances 
time and time again. 

 The Israelites as a whole, even though led by God in miraculous ways, still turned 
from God repeatedly. And we can look at the stories and think, “why would they do 

that? Why would they question God when God had just led them out of Egypt by a pillar 
of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night? How could they question God’s power when 

God had literally just parted the Red Sea in front of them? How could they question 
God’s will and direction in their lives when once again God had saved them from their 

enemies in miraculous fashion?” And yet they stumbled. 
 We have the benefit of looking back and asking these questions because we see 

the bigger picture from a distance. Yet their history is our history. We have evidence of 
God’s power and authority, and yet we sometimes doubt God as well. We sometimes 

turn to other things for answers and fulfillment even though God’s love and blessings 
have been poured out on us. If we were in the shoes of the Israelites, I doubt we would 

have fared much better. 

 I chose this scripture from Isaiah 1 because it gives us a good understanding of 

God’s second chances. Just prior to this scripture, the people were told just how upset 

God was with them. This chapter (and consequently the book of Isaiah) starts out with a 

statement from God. “Hear, O heavens, and listen, O earth; for the Lord has spoken: I 
reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me. The ox knows 

its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib; but Israel does not know, my people do not 

understand” (1:2-3). Could you imagine God saying that to us? “Animals know who they 
belong to, but you followers of God do not even know the person you claim to follow.” 

 God goes on to call them by that names of cities that God specifically wiped off the 
face of the earth because of how sinful they were. It goes to show just how angry the 

Lord was with their behavior. And it goes farther and points out just how bad it is for the 
Israelites. “Why do you seek further beatings? Why do you continue to rebel? The whole 

head is sick, and the whole heart faint. From the sole of the foot even to the head, there 
is no soundness in it, but bruises and sores and bleeding wounds; they have not been 

drained, or bound up, or softened with oil” (1:5-6). God shows them that their nation is 
pretty much in ruins. But they still do not have the capacity to understand that it is 

because they did not follow God. 
 It gets even worse in verses 10-15, where God points out that the things that they 

thought they were doing right were actually a stench to God. The people continued to 

offer sacrifices and worship at the temple, but it was fruitless. God flat out says, 
“Trample my courts no more; bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to 

me” (1:12b-13). All these things that God had set up for the people to do as proper 
worship were now meaningless. But why? Because regardless of how well we think we 

follow the rules, if we don’t do it for the right reasons and follow God the way we are 
supposed to - with our whole lives - it is meaningless. 

 I was looking for new books to read for our Tuesday morning men’s reading group, 
and I came across a book about spiritual disciplines. I read the first few pages to see 

what it’s like. The book opens with this illustration of a 6 year old boy whose mother 
enrolled him in music lessons every day after school. He begrudgingly goes in to the 

living room every day to practice songs that he does not like while his friend are out 



 

 

playing basketball across the street. Sure he is doing what he is supposed to be doing, 

but what good does it do him? The point is, if there is no direction or purpose in what we 
do it is only drudgery and worthless. If our worship and routine of following God is only 

done as the bare necessity of what we think is expected of us, it is meaningless. 
 But where our scripture picks up, it gives us a sense of God’s heart. Where God 

will offer (even to the chosen people who have fallen off the rails once again) a second 
chance. And God gives them instruction on what to do. “Wash yourselves; make 

yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil” 
(1:16).  

 It all starts with making a decision. It is a purposeful understanding that our 
mistakes are wrong. We have failed. We messed up what we were supposed to do. And 

so we need to bring ourselves to a place of new beginnings. We need to wash the slate 
clean. We need to sever the ties to our sin. And this is not just simply being sorry for 

what we have done. It is not simply stopping what we have been doing and being idle. 
We need to do something with it. 

 So God gives us an alternative. “Learn to do good.” We need to fill our lives with 

something - something good. But doing good is hard because it does not come naturally 
to humanity. We usually look out for ourselves. Humanity does what it needs to in order 

to survive. (I mean just look at the shelves of the grocery store when it is about to 
snow!) And so God tells us that we need to LEARN to do good. 

 So where and how do we learn to do good? It starts with the family. As we grow, 
we learn what is right and wrong behavior from our families. Whoever it is that raised 

us, taught us what it means to live in society. They taught us the basics of life. We then 
learn from our friends, our social settings. It continues our education of learning what it 

means to live in society by helping us form support structures with others who are not 
specifically our family. 

 But the problem arrises that not all families teach the same thing, nor are they all 
God-fearing. Not all social circles are positive influences or have good moral compasses. 

And so while we may learn what it means to live in society, it does not necessarily teach 
you how to be good. Some families or social settings may teach that it is ok to lie, cheat, 

and steal to get ahead in life. Some families may turn a blind eye to how their children 

treat others, while social circles may encourage retribution and revenge. So where do 
we go to learn to do good? 

 The Church should be the answer for this. The Church should be the place that 
encourages people to follow God. A place that instructs people on God’s will, and that 

demonstrates what it means to live a good and Godly life. But sadly, the Church is 
flawed as well. We bicker and fight over how church “should be done.” We split over how 

we worship, what we claim to be true, and how we are to love one another. And if a 
church does not focus on Godly teaching, is it measuring up to the job it has been 

given? I pray every day that this church lives out God’s love in a way that would please 
God. That what we teach and what we live is in line with what God wants.  

 And so the only true way to learn to do good is by learning from God. And yes, our 
families may be able to help teach us. And our social circles may be able to do the same. 

And our churches definitely should be focused on that. But it all stems from God. So 
what does God tell us to do? “Seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, 



 

 

plead for the widow” (1:17). We can’t be idle. We can’t be stagnant. We need to learn 

and grow and do. As John Wesley put it, we should be moving on towards perfection.  
 We can’t commit to following God and then say, “you know what, I’m good now. 

I’m just going to stop here.” Following God is a life long process. It is something that we 
need to work on daily. It is something we need to apply daily, not just on certain 

occasions or on Sundays when we attend worship. It should be something that we focus 
on and find enjoyment in. 

 Growing up, I found the value in church early. My church wasn’t the perfect 
church. It was far from it. In fact, there were some things with my church that has 

scarred me. And as I said last week, no church is perfect. But I did learn the importance 
of making it a large portion of my life - it being a place where I would learn and grow as 

a Christian. And even if we talk about the same Bible stories a hundred times, we can 
always learn something new each time we go over it. Especially when we do so with 

others. The Bible study I led at my last church, we went through the scriptures piece by 
piece and I always loved seeing the different insights people would bring to our studies. 

Because through the lenses of their lives, they would point out thoughts and ideas that 

the rest of us never would have noticed. It is amazing how we can learn about God 
because of each other. But the point is, we are to continue to learn. 

 Getting back to our scripture. I love how God concludes this section “Come now, 
let us argue it out, says the Lord” (1:18). No matter how many times we mess up, God 

is still willing to meet with us. God is still willing to sit down at the table and hear us out. 
This isn’t saying that we are to argue with God. But it is saying that we are able to plead 

our case and hear God’s reasoning. God will take the time to show us what is right 
behavior and why. God will show us what is better.  

 There is forgiveness in God. God welcomes us back every time we mess up. God 
gives us a fresh start every time we need. We are forgiven of all of our mistakes - all of 

our sins. We have that through Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ came here and showed us 
what it means to live in love of God. He came and showed us what it means to live out 

our faith perfectly . And he showed us how to “seek justice, rescue the oppressed, 

defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” He showed us what is important in life, and 
that is to stay in love with God, And by doing so, all other things in life fall into place. 

That is why God gives us that promise in Isaiah 1. “If you are willing and obedient, you 

shall eat the good of the land” (1:19). It’s the idea that if we follow God, we will be 
blessed.  

 Life may not be easy, but we are promised paradise for all eternity, given to us 
through Jesus Christ. While we do not live in a video game, and time keeps marching 

forward, God does give us second chances. God gives us as many chances as we need. 
And while we cannot press reset and try things again, God gives us ample opportunity to 

learn from our mistakes and move forward.  
 I know we cannot change the past, and sometimes the past hurts. On the flip side, 

there are things in our past that we never want to forget, nor should we. But moving 
forward does not make all of that null and void. It simply means that we learn from our 

past - our past mistakes - our past experiences - and we learn and grow. Taking with us 
what we want to hold on to, and healing from that which we don’t want to bring with us. 

 As we are already three Sundays in on this New Year, we are still in this in 
between period where we can still easily make changes and move in a new direction. 



 

 

Think about what needs to change in your life. How can you become more connected 

with God? How can you better learn to do good? And how can you allow God’s love to 
play out in your life this year? God loves us, even when we mess up. God offers us 

chance after chance to come back into God’s loving grace. Regardless of our past, 
though our sins be as scarlet - in God’s love - we can be washed clean. I pray that we all 

do a better job of learning to follow God this year. And that we all make a commitment 
to put the sins of our past behind us and strive to do good in this year to come. 


