
“Warm Hands, Cold Hearts”
Isaiah Chapter 29:1-24

Sunday, December 4th, 2022

The spring of my 8th grade year was one I remember well.  The weather was beginning to
improve after a long, cold winter, and I wanted to be outside as much as possible.  We had
scores of trees populating our large yard - the family farm was known as “Maple Lawn Farm”
due to the plethora of Maple trees.

One particular day, I recall my dad was mowing the yard on the lawn tractor, and I was
climbing one of the taller trees in our yard.  I was some 25 feet up the tree when I stepped on a
branch that gave way; I remember seeing my arms reach out to grab the tree, as I began to fall
backwards…and I blacked out before I hit the ground.  A mercy of God, really.

The next thing I remember was my uncle Monty (who lived across the road) holding my arm
while we were riding in the back of Mom’s Chevy Blazer.  Dad was driving (‘flying’ would be a
better descriptor).  I passed out again, and I didn’t regain consciousness until a cast was being
wrapped around my left arm in the emergency room.

I would wear a cast for the next 13 weeks - from May through late summer and the start of my
freshman year in high school.

All because I stepped on a branch that appeared to be solid and firm, but in actuality was
empty and hollow.

In the same manner, our professed religion can be empty and hollow; from the
outside we appear to be genuine and vibrant Christians, but under the skin - in the back
of our minds, our profession of faith is shallow, self-centered, and spiritually lifeless.
Such was the situation Isaiah found himself during the 8th century BC after the northern
kingdom of God’s people, Israel, had fallen in 722 BC.

As we see the state of God’s people in Isaiah’s day, we do well to learn from God’s
Word and consider God’s people in our own day.  The exact same phenomenon exists
today as it did then.  The question before us is, will we heed God’s Word and live as it
directs?  Or will we rely upon our wisdom and do as we think best? Today’s text of
sacred Scripture exposes the fraudulent lives many professing Christians live.

We’ve come today in our sermon series working through the Old Testament book of
Isaiah to Chapter 29, the second chapter of a section in this book entitled Judgment and
Salvation.  God here speaks words of judgment to all people through His prophet
(Isaiah) because all have sinned.  But, He also speaks words of salvation to those who
seek and worship Him.

Isaiah 29:1-4, 11-16, 22-24:
“Woe to Ariel, to Ariel, the city where David dwelt! Add year to year; let feasts come around.

2 - Yet I will distress Ariel; there shall be heaviness and sorrow, and it shall be to Me as Ariel.
3 - I will encamp against you all around, I will lay siege against you with a mound, and I will raise
siegeworks against you. 4 - You shall be brought down, you shall speak out of the ground; your
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speech shall be low, out of the dust; your voice shall be like a medium’s, out of the ground; and
your speech shall whisper out of the dust.”

MP 1 - Prelude to Jerusalem’s Fall; (verses 1-4)
MP 2 - The Heart of the Matter; (verses 11-13)
MP 3 - Hope for Abraham’s Seed. (verses 22-24)

This chapter begins with a pronouncement of woe for God’s people (a Prelude to
Jerusalem’s Fall), and what they can expect if they don’t change their ways.  The first
half of verse 1 again - “Woe to Ariel, to Ariel, the city where David dwelt!” Isaiah is
addressing Jerusalem, the city of David, Mount Zion (verse 8). ‘Ariel’ means ‘altar hearth;’
that refers to the flat stone surface of the altar where fire consumed the sacrifices (see
Ezekiel 43:15-16). It seems Isaiah has chosen such a reference bcause he sees that
Jerusalem itself is an altar where sinners worship a holy God.

In the second half of verse 1, Isaiah proclaims, “Add year to year; let feasts come
around.” Like Israel, Judah’s observable worship consisted of various feasts throughout
the year.  Isaiah points to them; they were beautiful outward expressions, so elaborate,
but also so cold and so empty.  Isaiah says to Judah, “Carry on with your religious
routines, but it’s not getting you anywhere!”

In response to their cold hearts, God, through Isaiah, proclaims He (God) will light
another kind of fire in Jerusalem, the fire of His judgment.  The entire city of Jerusalem
will be like a huge, blazing altar!  Verses 2-4 sample what things will be like for
stiff-necked Judah in the Day of the Lord - “There will be heaviness and sorrow, God will
encamp against the city, lay siege to it and the people of Jerusalem will be brought down and
speak out of the dust.”

Having learned the prelude to Jerusalem’s fall in verses 1-4, we now jump ahead to
verses 11 through 13 and our second point, the Heart of the Matter. Verses 11-12
read, “The whole vision has become to you like the words of a book that is sealed, which men
deliver to one who is literate, saying, ‘Read this, please.’  And he says, ‘I cannot, for it is sealed.’
12 - Then the book is delivered to one who is illiterate, saying, ‘Read this, please.’  And he says,
‘I am not literate.’”

“The whole vision” in verse 11 refers to the entirety of Isaiah’s message.  There are 2
different men described in these 2 verses.  One is a literate man, a learned man, in
verse 11.  He is handed a scroll, like a closed Bible.  But, he’s too lazy to open it up and
find out what it says.  He can’t be bothered; it’s too much trouble to open it.  There’s a
second man in verse 12, an illiterate man, unlearned.  Someone hands him a sealed
scroll as well.  But he can’t read, and has no interest in learning.  The scroll is of no
importance to try to find out what it says.  Isaiah sees both responses of these men
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among God’s people.  Both are symptoms of unbelief.  The book illustrated here is
God’s book, the Holy Bible!  It brings the knowledge of God.  Oh, how this clearly
applies to the present day!

● Here is a life-long churchgoer, a devout, serious man, but he says, “I have never read
the Bible for myself.  He can read, but can’t be bothered, and - tragedy of tragedies - the
church he attends encourages religion and ritual, but not personal Bible reading.

● Here is a man talking confidently of life after death, sure that Aunt Tillie is there,
“watching over us like she always did,” himself unconcerned with facing death.  He might
as well not be able to read because the Bible does not matter.

● And, here is a converted, committed Christian who remembers the exact date of her
conversion to Christ who for the sake of 30 extra minutes in bed, or because life’s
busyness comes crowding in, or because at the day’s end tiredness makes its claim, it’s
suddenly too much trouble to open the closed book, not important enough to read,
receive, and expose mind, heart, and soul to the precious Word of God.

● And there is a Christian worker who says, “I’m occupied with the Bible all day so when I
get to bed it’s a relief to read a novel.”

Do any of these hit home, or close to it? There are more we could explore.  Thus we
join those who honor Jesus with our lips but we have distanced our hearts from Him.
No Bible, no spirituality; God at arm’s length.

Now, verse 13 - “Therefore the Lord said: ‘Inasmuch as these people draw near with their
mouths and honor Me with their lips, but have removed their hearts far from Me, and their fear
toward Me is taught by the commandment of men,”

Religion is essentially a matter of inner attitudes.  The ‘heart’ includes a person’s
whole inner being as an individual, covering thoughts, will, and emotions.  Jesus applied
this text to the Pharisees (Matthew 15:1-9) who worshipped God with great attention to
detail.  They said and did all the right things.  They feared God.  But their fear of Him
was only an idea, a concept in their minds.  Their spirituality was dry and dead.

Commentator John Oswalt observes helpfully here, “Although we no longer offer blood
sacrifices, we run the same danger as the people in Old Testament times.  That is, because we
have performed certain religious activities, we believe God must do our will.  We have prayed
long and fervently; therefore, God must heal our child.  We have gone to church every Sunday
for months; therefore, God must give us a good job.  We have read the Bible and prayed every
day for weeks; therefore, God must lift our depression.  These are not acts of worship… but
attempts at manipulation.  (Generally) we do not want God in our lives; we want what He can do
for us.” (Oswalt, 332)

God warns us regularly against empty religious practice.  It’s the danger of doing
many church-like things, meeting religious expectations, but not doing it for the Lord.
Instead, we might be busy with church because we’ve always been busy with church.
Or we think our prayers and our financial giving must count for something—that it’ll look
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good on our resumé when we appear before Christ for judgment.  It’s the danger of an
outward only faith.  Warm hands, cold hearts!

Think of Jesus’s warnings to the Pharisees, how He condemned their showy prayers
and their exaggerated worship.  Or think of Paul’s rebuke of the Galatians, who thought
that keeping the rules was the way to be right with God.  It’s in the Old Testament too,
like Jeremiah’s complaint against the Israelites who found false comfort just by having
the temple of God in their midst.  As long as they went to the temple as expected, they
were good—even if they were keeping their false gods on the side.

It’s also in Isaiah, who brings God’s Word against a very religious people.  They are
fasting, putting on sackcloth, talking about holiness—but not living it, not at all.  It is the
danger of empty religion.  For someone could well think they’re doing everything right,
firmly on the road to salvation, but they’ve been misled by their own performance.

We’ve considered the Prelude to Jerusalem’s Fall and the Heart of the Matter. We
conclude with Hope for Abraham’s Seed.

22 - “Therefore thus says the Lord, who redeemed Abraham, concerning the house of Jacob:
“Jacob shall not now be ashamed, nor shall his face now grow pale;
23 - But when he sees his children, the work of My hands, in his midst, they will hallow My
name, and hallow the Holy One of Jacob, and fear the God of Israel.
24 - These also who erred in spirit will come to understanding, and those who complained will
learn doctrine.”

This teaches us that God made promises to Abram of both land and seed.  Though
we don’t deserve God’s grace because of our many moral failures, God will keep His
promises to those who make up the seed of Abraham.  The seed of Abraham consists
not merely of those who are physical, blood descendants.  Rather, the seed of Abraham
includes those who by faith believed in Abraham’s God - spiritual descendants.
Believing Jews and believing Gentiles.

Writing to the churches in Galatia (Christians), the Apostle Paul stressed, “For you are
all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus.  For as many of you as were baptized into Christ
have put on Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is
neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  And if you are Christ’s, then you
are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.” (Galatians 3:26-29)

God has spoken.  He is full of grace and mercy toward each of those who fear Him
and bow down to Him in worship.  He is worthy.  And He if full of hope.

MP 1 - Prelude to Jerusalem’s Fall; (verses 1-4) As animals were sacrificed on the
alter, God will sacrifice Jerusalem on the altar of His judgment.
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MP 2 - The Heart of the Matter; (verses 11-13)  Empty, hollow religion has self at the
center, not God.  And this doesn’t please Him.  We need new hearts of flesh in order to worship
God properly.

MP 3 - Hope for Abraham’s Seed. (verses 22-24) Because God is thoroughly
trustworthy, He will never go back on any promise.  He never has, and He never will!

In the book Gaily the Troubadour, published in 1936, Arthur Guiterman wrote the following
poem.  Reading his observations, you wouldn't guess it was written over 85 years ago.

First denistry was painless, then bicycles were chainless.
And carriages were horseless, and many laws, enforceless.
Next, cookery was fireless, telegraphy was wireless.
Cigars were nicotineless, and coffee, caffeineless.
Soon oranges were seedless, the putting green was weedless,
The college boy hatless, the proper diet, fatless.
Now motor roads are dustless, the latest steel is rustless.
Our tennis courts are sodless, our new religions, godless.


