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 WE HAVE ALL BECOME LIKE ONE WHO IS UNCLEAN 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Isaiah 64:1-9 

Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down, 

    that the mountains might quake at your presence— 

2  as when fire kindles brushwood 

    and the fire causes water to boil— 

to make your name known to your adversaries, 

    and that the nations might tremble at your presence! 

3 When you did awesome things that we did not look for, 

    you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence. 

4 From of old no one has heard 

    or perceived by the ear, 

no eye has seen a God besides you, 

    who acts for those who wait for him. 

5 You meet him who joyfully works righteousness, 

    those who remember you in your ways. 

Behold, you were angry, and we sinned; 

    in our sins we have been a long time, and shall we be saved? 

6 We have all become like one who is unclean, 

    and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment. 

We all fade like a leaf, 

    and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. 

7 There is no one who calls upon your name, 

    who rouses himself to take hold of you; 

for you have hidden your face from us, 

    and have made us melt in the hand of our iniquities. 
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8 But now, O Lord, you are our Father; 

    we are the clay, and you are our potter; 

    we are all the work of your hand. 

9 Be not so terribly angry, O Lord, 

    and remember not iniquity forever. 

    Behold, please look, we are all your people. 

 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

One of my favorite movies is The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. Set in the Old West, 

it’s about a lawyer named Ranse Stoddard, played by Jimmy Stewart, who takes the 

advice: “Go west, young man, go west.”  

 

On his way west, his stagecoach is held up and he is robbed, beaten, and left for 

dead by Liberty Valance and his gang, played by Lee Marvin, Lee Van Cleef, and 

Strother Martin. A local rancher, Tom Doniphon, played by John Wayne, rescues Ranse 

and brings him to town, where Hallie, played by Vera Miles, nurses him back to health. 

But it won’t be the last time Ranse runs into trouble with Liberty Valance. When Ranse 

and Liberty run against each other in an election to see who will represent the county 

at the territorial convention, Ranse wins easily. Liberty tells Ranse to meet him in the 

street that night. It’s going to be a good, old-fashioned day of reckoning between 

good and evil.  

 

Ranse isn’t much with a gun, but he wins the gunfight against Liberty Valance with the 

help of his good friend, Tom Doniphon.  It’s the perfect American film: good guys vs. 

bad guys… with the good guys winning on the day of reckoning. 

 

The final reckoning is what we see here in Isaiah 64. But will that final reckoning, that 

final judgment, be good guys vs. bad guys? Wasn’t the struggle between the Israelites 

and Pharaoh all about good guys vs. bad guys? That struggle is in the background of 

these words in Isaiah. “Oh, that You would rend the heavens and come down, that 

the mountains might quake at Your presence – as when fire kindles brushwood.” Isaiah 

is talking here about Jesus coming down on the Last Day.  
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But the way he describes the second coming with fire and mountains quaking is like 

when God came down at Mount Sinai. Exodus 19:18: “Mount Sinai was covered with 

smoke, because the Lord descended on it in fire. The smoke billowed up from it like 

smoke from a furnace, the whole mountain trembling violently.”  

 

God coming to the rescue of the Israelites against Pharaoh made that whole scene at 

Mount Sinai possible.  Good guys vs. bad guys. Pharaoh had been tormenting the 

Israelites, but God rescued His people. God judged the Egyptians, sending upon them 

the kind of plagues we read about nowhere else except Revelation. Now, God had 

brought the Israelites out of Egypt to Sinai to give them the Commandments, to make 

His covenant not with Egypt but with Israel. Good guys vs. bad guys, right? Isn’t that 

what the final reckoning will be? Isn’t that why Isaiah speaks of Jesus’ second coming 

like the Lord coming down on Mt. Sinai? 

 

Good guys vs. bad guys.  

 

That is how we Americans are taught to see people. America vs. the Nazis.  The US vs. 

the Soviet Union. Good guys vs. bad guys. We see such simple division even within our 

country. Americans vs. atheists, for example. Such simple division, us vs. them, saturates 

American culture. It’s what we’ve been taught.  We were taught that the difference 

between good people and bad people is simple, detectable, palpable, touchable, 

and recognizable.  

 

Just ask a person a few key questions about religious preference or party affiliation. Or 

just look at them. What color hat are they wearing? What do their clothes look like? 

How do they wear their hair? How dark is their skin? These detectable ways of telling 

the good guys from the bad guys we learned from the movies: John Wayne, Jimmy 

Stewart and Vera Miles vs. Lee Marvin, Lee Van Cleef, and Strother Martin. Dorothy, 

Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion vs. the Wicked Witch of the West and her 

creepy flying monkeys. Have you ever noticed that the Wicked Witch of the West is 

not white? Who can’t tell the good guys from the bad guys? It’s so simple.   
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Until we get to the golden calf incident. Moses, our John Wayne-Charlton Heston type 

hero is still up on Mount Sinai receiving the Ten Commandments. Meanwhile, his Andy 

Devine-Jimmy Stewart type sidekick, Aaron, has actually gone to the dark side, 

leading the Israelites in worshiping a golden calf. Then it isn’t long before Moses himself 

disobeys God. Then, Miriam and Aaron turn on Moses and oppose his leadership. Such 

good guys these three are that they are not allowed to enter the Promised Land. So, 

how good was Israel to begin with?  

 

Remember the blood on the doorposts back in Egypt? Without that blood, would the 

Israelite firstborn have been spared? Did God actually consider the Israelites to be 

good and the Egyptians bad? Or did He just have mercy on the Israelites? When the 

Levite named Korah began a rebellion against Moses, God’s judgment fell not only on 

Korah but upon every member of his clan. They were swallowed up by the earth: men, 

women, and children. It makes the death of the firstborn Egyptians look merciful by 

comparison. Were the Israelites the good guys? We haven’t gotten yet to the sexual 

immorality and Baal worship with the Moabite women in Numbers 25, even before 

they get to the Promised Land. God’s people, the Israelites were not good guys. 

 

So, no, Isaiah does not see Mt Sinai as being about good guys vs. bad guys. He uses 

the scene of Mt Sinai to describe the final judgment, because the Lord will again 

come down but this time not gently as at Bethlehem. He will come the second time 

with clouds and majesty and awe, with fire and mountains trembling violently. So, we 

need to repent. We need to let God’s Word reshape our ideas about who is good and 

who is bad. “You are our Father; we are the clay and You are our potter.”  

 

Because there’s nothing in this passage that says God’s people are the good guys 

and everyone else are the bad guys. There’s nothing here to indicate that the day of 

final reckoning will be a good old-fashioned shootout of good guys vs. bad guys. Here 

Isaiah puts God’s people on the same side as sinners. Verses 6-7: “WE sinned. In OUR 

sins we have been a long time. WE have all become like one who is unclean. All OUR 

righteous deeds are like a polluted garment. WE all fade like a leaf. OUR iniquities like 

the wind take us away.” We, too, are bad guys.  
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Think of it this way. I once experienced a smaller version of the day of reckoning in a 

locker room. I was in fifth grade in a Lutheran school. One day after P.E., gym class, the 

teacher, Mr. Wenthe, gave us boys specific instructions of what we were to do next 

and how long we had to get it done: shower, get dressed, exit the locker room so that 

he could take us back downstairs to the classroom. Only one boy did exactly as he 

was told, and it wasn’t me. Surprisingly, it was a boy who got into trouble often. At the 

end of the time limit, Mr. Wenthe came into the locker room and let’s just say that 

what happened then was fire and mountains trembling violently. I was still in the locker 

room putting on my shoes. But it didn’t matter whether you were still horsing around in 

the shower or completely dressed. Every boy who was still in that locker room when he 

came in got the same painful punishment. No defense was accepted.  

 

I know, because I tried. I had never before received corporal punishment at school. I 

was a good student and had good behavior. But I learned a painful lesson that day. I 

can tell myself whatever I want about who is good and who is bad. I can tell myself all 

I want that I am one of the good ones.  I can justify my actions, as well as my beliefs 

and my values all I want. But in the end there’s someone bigger than me who gets the 

final say on these matters. What He says is “if we say we have no sin we deceive 

ourselves and the truth is not in us.” (1 John 1:8) My hands are white, but that does not 

mean they are clean. 

 

There’s one other thing about that day that sticks out in my mind. That one boy in my 

class that day that did exactly as He was told.  He got into trouble fairly often, but that 

day he did exactly as he was told.  However, there was one boy who did exactly as 

He was told every day, who when He became an adult, He was so perfectly obedient 

He did as His Father said and took our place in the eternal punishment line. The painful 

punishment due us with all of its accompanying shame He endured Himself. That’s 

what makes us sheep instead of goats at the final reckoning. Not that we are sheep 

because we’ve been so good – but that we are sheep because God in His mercy 

made us His sheep by making His Son our scapegoat. He delivered Israel from the 

hand of Pharaoh. He has delivered us from the hand of judgment.  
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Then let us confess our sins for “God is faithful and just and will forgive our sins and 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:9)  

 

This is the point that Isaiah is making here, with all these admissions of sin. We can 

confess sins we never confessed before, because our Father will forgive. Because of 

the one and only good guy, who stood up for us, we can call our Final Judge, Father 

and potter. 

 

Amen 

 


