Heart of Worship

Lesson 11: Hindrances to True Worship -- Isaiah 1:11-17

It is a frightening thing to hear God say he is weary of worship. Not weary of idolatry, not weary
of pagan altars, but weary of his own appointed worship, offered by his own covenant people, in
his own temple, on his own holy days. Yet that is exactly what we hear in the opening chapter of
Isaiah. “What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?” the Lord asks. “I have had enough.” The
very offerings he had commanded, the feasts he had ordained, the assemblies he had called for,
had become to him a burden he was tired of bearing. Something had gone terribly wrong, and it
had not gone wrong at the altar. It had gone wrong in the lives of the worshipers.

Read the words and feel their weight. “Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an abomination
Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hates; they have become a burden
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to me.
to me; | am weary of bearing them.” “When you spread out your hands, | will hide my eyes from
you; even though you make many prayers, | will not listen.” These were not the words of God to
Israel’s enemies. They were his words to a people busy with religion, crowding his courts, lifting
their hands, multiplying their prayers, and being told that he would not look and would not

listen. Their worship had become an offense to the God they thought they were pleasing.

Why? The answer comes in a single devastating line: “your hands are full of blood.” Outside the
temple, the same people who lifted their hands in prayer were oppressing the weak, ignoring
the orphan, refusing the widow, and tolerating injustice. Their worship and their lives had split
apart. They kept the forms scrupulously and broke the heart of God’s law daily. And God will not
be worshiped by hands that wound his image-bearers and then reach up to him as if nothing
were wrong. The hindrance to their worship was not in the ritual. It was in the unrepented sin
and injustice they carried into his presence.

This is a sobering lesson, and a needed one, because the danger it exposes is not ancient history.
We too can keep the forms of worship flawlessly while our lives contradict them, harboring sin,
nursing grudges, ignoring the needy, and treating worship as if it could be sealed off from the
rest of our conduct. God says it cannot. He tells Israel what he requires: cease to do evil, learn to
do good, seek justice, correct oppression. This lesson asks us to look honestly at what might be
hindering our own worship, and to hear God'’s call to come to him with lives, and not merely
lips, made clean. Read his words slowly, and let them search you.

Group Discussion: God told Israel that he was weary of the very worship he had commanded,
because the people’s lives outside the temple contradicted their worship inside it. What are
some ways that our daily conduct can quietly undermine or even nullify our worship, and why is
God so unwilling to accept worship from hands that are “full of blood”?

Personal Reflection: Isaiah exposes the gap between Israel’s careful worship and their careless
lives. Search your own heart honestly: is there a sin, a grudge, a broken relationship, or a
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neglected duty that you have been carrying into worship without dealing with it? What might be
hindering your worship right now, and what would it take to bring it to God?

Read Isaiah 1:11-17

Study Questions

1.

God asks, “What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?” and says, “I have had enough”
(v. 11). What does it tell us about the nature of acceptable worship that God could reject the
very offerings he himself had commanded, and why does this rule out the idea that worship
is acceptable simply because the right forms are observed?

Israel kept the outward forms diligently while their hearts and lives were far from God.
Where might you be tempted to rely on the outward acts of worship, attending, singing,
giving, while neglecting the condition of your heart and life? What does that reveal?

God says of their feasts and assemblies, “they have become a burden to me; | am weary of
bearing them” (v. 14). How can worship that is correct in form become a burden and even
an offense to God, and what does this teach us about what he is actually looking for?

It is possible to go through the motions of worship while inwardly disengaged or
unrepentant. When has your own worship drifted into empty routine, and what has helped
you, or could help you, to bring a genuine heart back to God?

God says, “even though you make many prayers, | will not listen,” and gives the reason:
“your hands are full of blood” (v. 15). How does unrepented sin, especially sin against
others, hinder our worship and even our prayers, and why will God not accept worship from
those who persist in wrongdoing?
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10.

God ties the people’s unacceptable worship directly to their treatment of the vulnerable and
their tolerance of injustice. Is there a way you are treating someone, or a wrong you are
tolerating, that stands between you and God in worship? What relationship or injustice
might God be calling you to make right?

After exposing their sin, God tells them what to do: “cease to do evil, learn to do good, seek
justice, correct oppression, bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow's cause” (vv. 16-
17). How does this show that true worship and a just, righteous life cannot be separated,
and that God cares about how we treat others as part of how we worship him?

God calls his people not only to stop doing evil but to actively “learn to do good” and care
for the vulnerable. Beyond avoiding obvious sin, where is God calling you to actively do
good, to seek justice, or to care for someone in need, as an outflow of genuine worship?

This passage exposes the gravest hindrance to worship: a life of unrepented sin and injustice
carried into God's presence while the forms of worship are kept intact. God refuses to
separate worship from life; he will not be honored by lips while the hands wound his people.
Yet in the same chapter he pleads, “though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white
as snow” (v. 18). How does this passage warn us against a divided life that keeps worship
and conduct apart, and how does it also hold out hope, through repentance and cleansing,
rather than leaving us in despair? Why must true worship flow from a life being made clean?

Look back over God’s complaint and his call: weary of empty worship, unwilling to hear
bloodstained prayers, yet pleading with his people to wash, do good, and be cleansed.
Name one specific hindrance God is calling you to remove from your worship, and one
concrete step of repentance or obedience you will take this week so that you come to him
with a life, and not merely lips, offered to him.
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Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Isaiah 1:18, though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as
snow; Amos 5:21-24, God despising worship while justice is ignored, calling for justice to roll
down like waters; Micah 6:6-8, what the Lord requires, to do justice, love kindness, and walk
humbly with God; Matthew 5:23-24, leaving your gift at the altar to be reconciled with your
brother; 1 John 4:20-21, the one who does not love his brother cannot truly love God.

This and other studies available on ChurchOfChristBibleStudies.com



