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Let us pray 

Speak, Lord. Your servants want to hear. Help us 

hear your Word for us today. Amen. 

 

 When our daughter was about twelve, we 

got to talking about one day when she had children 

and how John and I would do things with her 

children. She responded, “No, you’ll get them 

dirty!” We couldn’t help but laugh. Where had that 

come from? Our daughter was not a prissy girl 

who always had to be done up and clean. We all 

got dirty together often. Boating, camping, hiking, 

and playing with the dog all tended to get us dirty. 

We’ve teased her about that comment often. She’s 

now a mother and her children are frequently dirty! 

 We all pick up dust, dirt, and pollution every 

day. And we wash. The soap industry will always 

have customers yet, like all businesses, they have 

plenty of competition. As a result, we find more 

and more varieties and types of soaps on the store 

shelves from body washes and foams, to bars of 

soap. 

 The earliest evidence of soap production 

dates to around 2800 B.C. when it was mentioned 

on Mesopotamian clay tablets. A formula for soap 

was found written on a Babylonian clay tablet 

from around 2200 B.C. And soap is mentioned 

multiple times in the Old Testament. 

 William Osler, one of the founding 

professors of John Hopkins Hospital said, “Soap 

and water and common sense are the best 

disinfectants.” But do we really need so many 

different kinds of soap? There are face soaps, hair 

soaps, body soaps, and baby soaps. We find bar 

soap or liquid soap or foaming soap. And don’t 

forget soaps with added scent, color, and texture. 

Obviously, being clean is important to us. 

 Being clean is what our reading from Isaiah 

is about. Through Isaiah, God told the people of 

Judah that they needed to clean up their act. 

“Wash and make yourselves clean. Take your 

evil deeds out of my sight; stop doing wrong.” 

(Isaiah 1:16) They needed spiritual soap! 

 Apparently, the people were being religious, 

but they weren’t being righteous. The people 

observed their religious festivals and worship but 

apparently continued to oppress the poor and leave 

the orphans and widows to fend for themselves. 

God was not pleased with their burnt offerings and 

sacrifices of animals. Nor was he happy with their 

“feasts and appointed festivals.” They were simply 

going through meaningless motions. 
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 God’s desire was that they, “Learn to do 

right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take 

up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of 

the widow.” (Isaiah 1:17) 

 The people had fallen into the trap of 

believing it was enough to fulfill the ritual 

religious laws of going to the synagogue and 

observing the appointed religious festivals and 

other ritualistic practices their religion required. 

They’d done their thing for God. Check, done. 

 Isaiah’s message made clear that God does 

not value ritual without reformation. 

Today’s scripture brings orthodoxy and 

orthopraxis together. Orthodoxy is right belief and 

orthopraxis is right conduct. These belong 

together. The people of Judah had to learn that 

ancient rites, including the sacrificing of animals 

and symbolic ritual cleanliness did not by 

themselves make the worshiper clean. The 

worshiper also needed to do the right things 

behaving honestly and helpfully. Their right belief 

was to lead to acting for justice with mercy and 

compassion. 

 Let’s consider ourselves. Do we have a 

balance of right belief with right conduct? Do we 

come to Sunday morning worship and go through a 

ritual act and leave unchanged? Or do we come, 

focus on God, genuinely worship God when lifting 

our voices, genuinely give back to God from our 

blessings, and genuinely listen for God’s voice and 

word for us? Do we become passionate about 

growing God’s Kingdom and caring for the least 

and the lost and go do it? 

 How about Christmas, Easter, Ash 

Wednesday, Pentecost and others of our 

‘appointed festivals’? And what about Holy 

Communion and Baptism? Have these become 

empty rituals to us or do we really sense God in 

them and honor God as we participate? How much 

do we let commercialism dictate how we practice 

our religious holy days? It is good to stop and 

reflect. 

 Author Steve Brown in his book Only 

Sinners Welcome wrote, “So church becomes the 

place where a nice, pleasant, bland person stands 

in front of other nice, pleasant, bland people urging 

them to be nicer, more pleasant and more bland. 

Jesus didn’t die to create nice, pleasant, bland 

people. He died so that sinners would find grace 

and forgiveness, and, in the joy and exuberance of 

their discovery, would find it impossible to keep 

quiet about it.” 

Brown continues, “It’s worth noting that 

Jesus didn’t condemn bad people, he condemned 

stiff people. Whether it was a prostitute or a tax 

collector or an outcast, Jesus reached out to them. 

It was a motley crew of riffraff that followed him 

around, and it never embarrassed him or made him 
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feel uncomfortable. It still doesn’t. But he’s still 

angry at the stiff ones.” —Steve Brown, “Only sinners 

welcome,” Crosswalk.com, March 28, 2001. 

crosswalk.com. Retrieved February 6, 2019. 

 There must be more than empty motions. 

Isaiah’s message reminds us that God does not 

value ritual without reformation. Do we come to 

our Christian worship as an empty ritual with little 

thought except to check off our weekly service or 

daily prayer? Are we going through the motions 

without engaging in the holy? 

 Remember, the Holy Spirit continues to 

speak to us through God’s word, the Bible. These 

scriptures are for us today. We need to ask 

ourselves; Have we experienced true reformation 

in our relationship with Jesus? Does our life reflect 

this reformation? 

 Would God say to us what he said through 

Isaiah to the people of Judah? “I cannot bear 

your worthless assemblies.” (Isaiah 1:13) I hope 

and pray not. I pray our time here is focused on 

God and that each of us truly opens our hearts to 

God’s message for us. God does not drill our heads 

open and dump in his wisdom. We have to choose 

to come with open hearts and minds to God’s 

leading. We have to choose to do more than go 

through the motions. We have to choose to be 

present with God in all ways. We have to choose 

to put our faith into action. 

 When we leave here on Sunday mornings, 

are we filled with desire to answer our calls as 

Christians to make disciples of all nations, to heal 

the sick, to care for the widow and the orphan? Do 

we leave desiring to be the people God created us 

to be? 

What does ‘right conduct’ look like on a 

spiritual level? The apostle James wrote, “In the 

same way, faith by itself, if it is not 

accompanied by action, is dead. But someone 

will say, ‘You have faith; I have deeds.’ Show 

me your faith without deeds, and I will show 

you my faith by my deeds.” (James 2:17-18) 

As followers of Jesus, doing our best, our 

right conduct, means loving God above all else and 

loving our neighbor as ourselves. It means trying 

to do what is right and showing kindness and 

mercy. This is the spiritual soap that washes us 

clean and makes our worship acceptable to God. 

We won’t always get it right. We’ll stumble along 

the way. But we should be trying to live our faith 

daily. 

Let’s look at Matthew 15. The Pharisees 

brought up the topic of washing and being clean 

when they asked Jesus why the disciples broke the 

tradition of the elders by not washing their hands 

before they ate. 

“Jesus replied, ‘And why do you break 

the command of God for the sake of your 
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tradition? …you nullify the word of God for the 

sake of your tradition. You hypocrites! Isaiah 

was right when he prophesied about you: 

“‘These people honor me with their lips, but 

their hearts are far from me. They worship me 

in vain; their teachings are merely human 

rules.’” Matthew 15:3, 6b-9) 

The scripture from Isaiah brought together 

this whole orthodoxy and orthopraxy, right belief 

with right conduct. All the ancient rites and 

practices of sacrificing animals, weren’t the point. 

The person needed to apply the right belief to their 

lives by doing the right things, behaving honestly 

and helpfully with mercy and compassionate acts. 

Our scripture offers hope, hope directly 

from God. “Come now, let us settle the matter,” 

says the LORD. “Though your sins are like 

scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though 

they are red as crimson, they shall be like 

wool.” (Isaiah 1:18) This is God’s grace and love. 

This is the gift of Jesus. We can know forgiveness 

and grace and demonstrate forgiveness and grace 

in our lives. This is an invitation to put aside 

empty ritual and empty worship and authentically 

give ourselves to God and truly practice the way of 

life Jesus taught. It’s a beautiful invitation. We 

can’t clean up our act alone. But in Christ, 

choosing to follow Jesus, we can be white as snow. 

God said through Isaiah, “Wash and make 

yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my 

sight; stop doing wrong. Learn to do right; seek 

justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the 

cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the 

widow.” (Isaiah 1:16-17) There’s no reason why 

we Christians, followers of Jesus, can’t live clean, 

think clean and be clean in our inner selves and 

actions. It’s a choice. 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, let it be that our worship and spiritual 

disciplines would never be empty acts, rituals 

without meaning. May we truly seek you in all we 

do and so live our lives for you and for your 

Kingdom. Amen. 


