
 

THOUGH YOUR SINS ARE LIKE SCARLET … 
Becky Douglass (30/10/2022) 

This morning we are beginning a new sermon series looking at some chapters in the Old Testament 

book of Isaiah. A couple of months ago, Bob looked at Isaiah 40 which is a wonderful picture of God 

that is well known. Probably most people know Isaiah for some of his prophecies concerning the 

Messiah, Jesus, which are regularly read at Christmas and Easter. We often read them, but rarely 

look at them closely or understand the context in which they were originally given. I thought that in 

the lead up to Christmas, we’d take the time to explore Isaiah’s vision of God’s promised redemption 

and his anointed Redeemer who would make it possible.  

But first, a look at Isaiah himself. The book starts out with this introduction: 

The vision concerning Judah and Jerusalem that Isaiah, son of Amoz, saw during the reigns of 

Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah. 

By the kings mentioned, we know that Isaiah lived around 700 BC – a couple of decades on either 

side of that. Other than that, we know nothing of Isaiah’s background. What we do know, is that 

Isaiah sought to call the people back to true fellowship with God and warned them of the judgement 

which would come if they persisted in their sin. Towards the beginning of Isaiah’s work, in 722 BC, 

Assyria conquered the northern kingdom of Israel and took most of its people into captivity. This 

would have had a big impact on the southern kingdom of Judah where Isaiah was based. It was a 

graphic illustration of could happen to them if they didn’t heed Isaiah’s warnings. However, as we 

will see today, Isaiah’s messages were not all doom and gloom. They also gave real hope for those 

who choose to turn back to God. This hope is why Isaiah is the prophet whose exact words are 

quoted or whose ideas are borrowed most often by the New Testament writers. He gives us the 

most detailed picture of God’s promised Messiah, the Redeemer who will come to bring us back into 

a right relationship with God. 

The Problem 

The first five chapters of Isaiah set the scene for us, laying out God’s assessment of the problem 

with their rebellion, its consequences and the way back into a right relationship with God. In this first 

chapter, it is as if God is speaking as the prosecution in a court case, asking the jury, the heavens 

and the earth, to make a judgement. The charge is that God’s people have rebelled against Him 

even though he has done everything possible for them. In this chapter and those following, He uses 

several powerful pictures to describe what has happened. God’s people are called children who 

have rebelled (1:2), a wife who has left her husband and turned to prostitution (1:21), silver which is 

impure and needs refining (1:22), and a vineyard which only produces bad grapes (5:1-7). In each 



case, God’s people are likened to something precious and much loved – children, wife, silver, 

vineyard – but something which has been corrupted by rebellion and sin. In likening His people to 

children He says: 

I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me. (1:2) 

Later, He likens His people to vines in a vineyard and in the role of the diligent grower of grapes, 

God says: 

What more could have been done for my vineyard that I have done for it? 

When I looked for good grapes, why did it yield only bad? (5:4) 

He is not detached and indifferent. He gives freely to His people, caring and nurturing them, and 

their rebellion causes God real heartache. God feels real pain just as we feel pain when our love is 

rejected.  

The Consequences 

Part of this is because God can see the damage this is causing them. Because they are no longer 

drawing goodness from God by living within His will, they are no longer able to be what He 

intended. Their rebellion is corrupting them – making the grapes go bad. When they turn their backs 

on God, they think they are pursuing a better life than following God can give them, but that is as 

false a promise for them as it was for Adam and Eve in the garden. Satan told Adam and Eve that 

eating the fruit would give them something better, something that God was withholding from them, 

but instead it ruined and took away the good that they had. 

Isaiah describes this destruction with two vivid pictures. Firstly, He talks of a body which has been 

beaten up and left for dead. No one is bothering to take care of the wounds because all hope of life 

is gone. Secondly, he talks of the desolation left by a marauding army. When they harvested their 

crops, they would build small shacks in the fields for the workers to live in so that they could work 

and protect the crops. But when the fields are attacked by marauders, the workers abandon the 

shacks and leave them to fall apart. They run to the city for protection, but when the city is 

besieged, all who can escape, do so and those left behind die or surrender and are killed by the 

invading army. Nothing is left to bring hope.  

When God’s people turn away from God and choose to go their own way, they are exposed to the 

full destructive power of sin. I am not sure we realise just how much God protects us and provides 

for us. There is discussion about whether Isaiah is talking about a specific incident here like the 

overthrow of the northern kingdom by the Assyrians. God had warned the northern kingdom over 

and over again to return to Him and promised He would protect them. But they refused God and 

now they were no longer a nation. Or, maybe he was talking figuratively. When they abandoned 

God in search of other things which they thought would bring them a better life, they discovered 

instead that away from God, their lives turned into a barren wasteland, wrecked by the sin they 

willingly embraced. The desolation of their personal lives, and of the nation as a whole, would have 

been complete had not God’s mercy caused Him to step in to limit the damage.  

But what does all this have to do with us? We often read accounts of the rebellion of God’s people 

in the Old Testament and shake our heads and think how foolish they were. Their failures make us 

feel better! But they were God’s people. Isaiah is not talking here about the sinfulness of the “world”, 

but of the sinfulness of God’s own – those who knew all about God and all He had done for them 

and all He had given them. They had been blessed abundantly and yet they still chose to turn away 

from God and turned towards the pleasures and practices of the nations around them. They thought 

the grass was greener on the other side of the fence and so they tore down the fence and walked 

purposefully and arrogantly away from God. Do we ever do that? Do we ever think we know better 



than God and go our own way? Are we ever enticed by what we think are the pleasures of the world 

around us? Do we ever sin, even though we are God’s people, and reap the consequences of that 

sin? In our reading this morning, John says: 

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. (1 John 1:8) 

Unfortunately, we are pretty good at deceiving ourselves! Even with the presence of the Holy Spirit 

within us to guide us and empower us to choose to follow God, we still choose to go our own way. 

This root cause of sin is deeply embedded in our hearts and it is the job of a lifetime to eliminate it. 

The deeper we allow God to work in our hearts, the more we realise how rebellious we really are. 

That is why Paul, at the end of his life, called himself “the greatest of all sinners” – the more he 

walked with God, the more aware he was of how sinful and rebellious he was.  

Two Solutions 

So, what is to be done? Is there hope for us sinners? Isaiah replies with a resounding “YES!” But 

there is a wrong way and a right way to turn back to God, as Isaiah goes on to explain. 

The wrong way is to try to appease God by adding some religious practices – but not changing 

anything else. The feasts and sacrifices had been ordained by God as a way for His people to 

physically express their relationship with Him. As they celebrated the feasts and made sacrifices 

these physical acts were designed to give them ways to “act out” what was happening in their 

hearts and thus remember and strengthen their ties with God. However, it was also possible to just 

go through the motions. It was possible to offer a sacrifice without a repentant heart. It was possible 

to celebrate the Passover with no response of thankfulness or renewal of their commitment to follow 

God. When this happened, the God-ordained practices became meaningless and worthless and 

God could not stand that. 

Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me. 

New Moons, Sabbaths and convocations—I cannot bear your worthless assemblies. (v. 13) 

These things were designed by God to be the visible expression of their heart’s desire but they had 

turned them into empty ritual and they had become meaningless and worthless. In a graphic picture, 

Isaiah says that as they lift up their hands before God, seeking His blessing, their hands were still 

covered with blood from their injustices towards others. But God would not listen to them. As Isaiah 

says later: 

But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from 

you, so that he will not hear. (59:2) 

They thought they could just add on some ritual practices and God would be happy. They thought 

they could appease Him by a few sacrifices, and He wouldn’t know or care that they were still 

sinning. The other gods they were worshipping were supposedly happy with that. But Yahweh God 

is different. He made us to walk with Him in a heart-to-heart relationship. 

Even today, we can get caught up in the rituals and miss the heart of the matter. Things like reading 

the Bible and praying and coming to church and giving money to ministry are all good things to do 

that are encouraged by God. But we can’t just keep living the same way and add these on the top to 

appease God and get Him to bless us. He desires to change our hearts with His indwelling life and 

gradually bring our actions in to alignment with His will so that we live in accordance with how He 

designed us to live in communion with Him. This requires us to allow Him to show us where we are 

going wrong and a willingness to change our behaviour. David, after his sin with Bathsheba, points 

us in the right direction: 



You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; 

You do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. 

My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit; 

a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise (Psalm 5:17) 

The right solution to the problem of sin is to return to God in humility and repentance and 

dependence.  

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. (v. 16,17) 

This change is not about adding in some new ritual practices, but about our lives being transformed 

from the inside as a result of a restored relationship with God.  

How do we approach God today? Do we do certain things to try to make God do what we want Him 

to do? Is our goal to get God to go our way? Or do we approach God in humble repentance with the 

goal of changing our direction to go God’s way? Even as Christians, we never grow out of the need 

for repentance. Yes, when we first turn in repentance to God and accept His salvation, we receive 

His forgiveness for all our sin – past, present and future. But that doesn’t mean that sin can’t affect 

our relationship with God. It doesn’t mean that if we continue to sin, we won’t experience 

consequences for living outside of God’s will. Sin always hurts us and those around us, there are 

always consequences. Only repentance and forgiveness and cleansing can put us back on the right 

track and bring healing and hope.  

God’s Heart 

But this is what God desires for us. He wants to cleanse us and make us whole again. An alternate 

translation of verse 18 brings out the invitation which God makes to His people – in Isaiah’s day and 

in ours: 

Come now, let us settle the matter,” says the LORD. 

Though your sins are like scarlet, I can make them as white as snow; 

though they are red as crimson, I can make them be like wool. (v. 18) 

And John, writing on the other side of the cross, tells us how this is possible: 

… the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin … 

If we confess our sins, he is faith and just and will forgive our sins 

and purify us from all unrighteousness. (1 John 1:7,9) 

This is what God wants to do! The minute we are willing to admit our sin and come to Him, He 

joyfully forgives us and cleanses us. But God never forces Himself on us. If He did, that wouldn’t be 

love. Instead, He clearly lays out our options – and their consequences - and gives us the freedom 

to choose. 

If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the good things of the land; 

but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured (eaten) by the sword.” (v. 19,20) 

The words “eat” and “devoured” are the same in the Hebrew, so you can see the clear parallel. If 

you are willing to turn to God and follow His ways, you will be nourished by God’s goodness. If you 

rebel against God and go your own way, you will be consumed by your sinfulness. Even as 

Christians, we can be hurt by sin. But God doesn’t want that for you! And He has paid the price 

through the cross to bring you forgiveness and healing and wholeness. 



Conclusion 

Many of us here have been a part of God’s people for a long time. We have come from a tradition 

which tends to focus on our initial forgiveness and salvation – on that point in time when we initially 

turned to God, repented of our sin, confessed our need for His salvation, and accepted Christ’s 

death on the cross as sufficient for our forgiveness. This is important! It is the basis on which 

everything else is based. But as God’s people, we also need to be constantly coming to Him and 

asking Him to show us where sin is still affecting our lives. We live in a world which is saturated with 

sin; so much so that we often don’t even see sin for what it is and how it is affecting us. It is 

relatively easy to keep up the outward rituals of following God in our culture. No one is going to stop 

us from coming to church or from reading our Bibles. It is much harder to allow God to show us 

where we are stained by sin and need to repent and ask for His forgiveness and cleansing. It may 

mean changes in our attitudes and behaviour. It may mean living differently to those around us. It 

may even mean loving our neighbour! This takes humility and openness to the work of the Spirit in 

our lives. And yet, the rewards of walking with God and being nourished by Him are many.  

I would encourage you to regularly ask God to show you where sin is pulling you away from God. 

Only He can show this to you. He will do this, not to condemn you, but to enable you to experience 

His forgiveness and teach you to do what is right. He desires your wholeness and renewal into His 

likeness. This is the life He wants to give you.  

 

 


