
A Rebellious Nation 

Isaiah 1:1-18 

 

A rebellious nation is the title of this portion of Scripture.  It serves as 

the introduction to the message of Isaiah the prophet to the people of 

Judah.  His message was for Judah only, because at this point in time 

Israel no longer existed, having been wiped out by the Assyrians.  Zion, 

Jerusalem itself, remains standing alone in the middle of great 

destruction. No more than a hut in a cucumber field. The inhabitants of 

this city were patting themselves on the back for having been spared 

while their brethren to the north had been carted off to foreign lands.  

These folks are feeling rather good about themselves, perhaps saying to 

themselves “Well they got what was coming to them with their idol 

worship and altars on high places.”  Be careful of thinking too much of 

yourself!  Coming down from that height is hard. And that is Isaiah’s 

message. 

The message given to Isaiah is that these people who called themselves 

the children of God have turned their backs on Him.  Even the dumb 

animals know their masters, but these people are so rebellious that they 

no longer understand what they have been called to.  Their every action 

shows that they have turned their backs on the God who has blessed 

them throughout history.  Even though their rebellion has cost them 

injury and hardship, they persist in their wayward behavior. 



Their nation has been destroyed and they sit in the middle of a big 

nothing, yet they still do not see the error of their ways.  In their minds 

they see themselves as righteous survivors, better than those destroyed in 

Sodom and Gomorrah.  But God calls their bluff, calling them the rulers 

of Sodom and the people of Gomorrah.  Ouch! 

God calls them on their meaningless sacrifices.  The people participated 

in the rites that God had decreed, but they did so without investing 

themselves in the practice of these rites.   The rites were meant to bring 

them into relationship with God. However, they were not relating to 

God; they were only going through the motions.  Practicing the ancient 

rituals was simply an insurance plan to them in case what they did 

during the rest of the week didn’t pan out.  I’ve known people like that 

in the church.  They feel that going to church on Sunday means they are 

now covered in grace, while during the week no one would know they 

were Christians based on their behavior. 

God won’t even listen to the prayers of these people because they are not 

praying with right motives.  God is not some celestial insurance 

representative!  He calls out his people whose “hands are full of blood.”  

This may be hard to hear, but their hands would have literally been full 

of the blood of the sacrifices they offered.  The spilled blood of the 

sacrifice did not cleanse them of their sins.  They were to wash 

themselves, both literally and figuratively. 



Physical washing would remove the blood from their hands, but they 

also needed to wash their spirits.  They needed to return to God’s 

original call on their lives – to seek justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly with their God. 

The figurative blood on their hands was the result of the injustices they 

practiced.  Orphans and widows were not properly cared for.  Practices 

in the market and in the courts were corrupt.  Foreigners were not 

welcomed or treated fairly.  All those things that made for righteousness 

had long ago been forgotten.  Yet the people still don’t get it. 

God calls out these people, telling them that if they return to the true 

practice of His law the matter can be settled.  Their sins will be forgiven, 

the blood on their hands will be washed clean and they will be as white 

as snow.  History tells us that they struggled to change their ways and 

the nation of Judah was eventually overtaken by the Babylonians. 

So, what is the message for us from these words in Isaiah.  We don’t 

physically sacrifice animals, so there is no blood on our hands.  Or is 

there?  Are we coming to church with a right attitude?  Are we here to 

commune with God?  Are we here because it’s just what you do on a 

Sunday morning?  Are we here because we want people to see us as 

“good”?  The people of Judah thought they were good because they 

observed the prescribed rites and rituals, but God said they were wrong 

in their assumption. 



 How do we conduct ourselves throughout the week?  Do people we 

meet know we are Christians without us having to tell them?  Are we 

seeking those in need?  Are we offering to help when we can see that 

help is needed? The people of Isaiah’s time were glad to put the practice 

of the rituals behind them on the Sabbath so they could return to the 

marketplace where they cheated on weights and measures.  In the gates 

of the city, the poor and oppressed were denied justice. 

Isaiah was calling the people to a time of self-reflection, the chance to 

see themselves as God saw them, and in that time of self-reflection to 

choose a different path.  What does our self-reflection tell us about 

ourselves?  Where might we find that we have blood on our hands? 

If we are honest with ourselves, we can and will identify places in our 

lives where we have fallen short, but don’t lose heart.  God calls us to 

wash, to turn away from our sins and shortcomings, and to turn toward 

Him whole heartedly and with a contrite spirit.  When we do, He will 

wash away the blood stains on us using the blood of Christ, to make us 

wholly clean once more. Praise God for His endless mercies.  AMEN 
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