
When Worship Becomes Empty: Religious Practice 

Without Justice, Obedience, and Repentance 

Primary texts 

• Deuteronomy 1:9–18  

• Isaiah 1:10–20  

• Micah 6:6–8  

• Matthew 23:23–28  

Central idea 

Biblical worship is not merely prayer, singing, sacrifice, liturgy, 

or attendance at sacred assemblies. Those acts have value only 

when they are joined with obedience, justice, mercy, humility, 

and sincere repentance. 



Worship becomes empty when outward religious practice 

continues while the worshiper knowingly neglects the character 

and commandments of The Almighty. 

1. Moshe Established Justice Before Israel Entered the 

Land 

In Deuteronomy 1, Moshe recalls the appointment of judges: 

“Then I charged your judges at that time, saying, ‘Hear the cases 

between your fellow countrymen, and judge righteously between 

a man and his fellow countryman, or the alien who is with him. 

You shall not show partiality in judgment; you shall hear the 

small and the great alike.’” 

 —Deuteronomy 1:16–17, NASB95 

Before Israel entered the land, Moshe emphasized that covenant 

life required righteous judgment. 



Israel was not merely to become a nation that offered sacrifices. 

It was to become a nation characterized by: 

• righteousness  

• impartiality  

• justice  

• truth  

• concern for the vulnerable  

• faithfulness to Torah  

The judicial system was not separate from Israel’s worship. 

Justice was one of the ways Israel demonstrated loyalty to The 

Almighty. 

Important principle 

How people treat one another is part of how they worship 

The Almighty. 



A congregation cannot separate its liturgy from its conduct. It 

cannot honor the Torah scroll during the service while 

disregarding Torah principles in relationships, leadership, 

business, judgment, and conflict. 

2. Isaiah Described Worship That The Almighty 

Rejected 

Isaiah addressed people who were still religiously active. 

They continued to bring sacrifices. They attended assemblies. 

They observed appointed times. They prayed and lifted their 

hands. 

Yet The Almighty said: 

“What are your multiplied sacrifices to Me?” 

 —Isaiah 1:11 



And: 

“So when you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide My 

eyes from you; yes, even though you multiply prayers, I will not 

listen.” 

 —Isaiah 1:15 

The problem was not that sacrifices, Sabbaths, assemblies, or 

prayers were inherently wrong. These practices had been 

commanded. 

The problem was that the people practiced them while tolerating 

injustice and bloodshed. 

“Your hands are covered with blood.” 

 —Isaiah 1:15 

Their worship had become disconnected from repentance and 

obedience. 



The danger of religious appearance 

People may continue doing religious things while becoming 

spiritually insensitive. 

They may: 

• attend services  

• recite prayers  

• sing songs  

• wear religious garments  

• observe festivals  

• study Scripture  

• speak religious language  

Yet none of these things can compensate for unrepentant 

injustice, cruelty, dishonesty, pride, or oppression. 



3. The Almighty Told Them What True Repentance 

Required 

Isaiah did not merely condemn their worship. He called them to 

change: 

“Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; remove the evil of 

your deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil, learn to do good; 

seek justice, reprove the ruthless, defend the orphan, plead for 

the widow.” 

 —Isaiah 1:16–17, NASB95 

Notice the active commands: 

• Wash yourselves.  

• Make yourselves clean.  

• Remove evil.  

• Cease doing evil.  



• Learn to do good.  

• Seek justice.  

• Correct oppression.  

• Defend the orphan.  

• Plead for the widow.  

Repentance was not merely feeling sorrowful. It required 

changed conduct. 

A useful lesson statement 

Repentance is not merely admitting that something is wrong. 

Repentance means turning from wrongdoing and beginning 

to do what is right. 

Isaiah’s message agrees with Moshe. Covenant faithfulness must 

become visible in the administration of justice and the treatment 

of other people. 



4. Religious Ritual Cannot Substitute for Obedience 

This principle appears throughout Scripture. 

Samuel told Saul: 

“Has the LORD as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices 

as in obeying the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better 

than sacrifice.” 

 —1 Samuel 15:22, NASB95 

Micah asked: 

“With what shall I come to the LORD and bow myself before 

the God on high?” 

 —Micah 6:6 

He then described increasingly extravagant offerings before 

giving the answer: 



“He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the 

LORD require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to 

walk humbly with your God?” 

 —Micah 6:8, NASB95 

Micah was not abolishing sacrifice. He was rejecting the idea 

that sacrifice could replace righteous conduct. 

Religious activity cannot purchase permission to disobey. 

5. Yeishua Condemned the Same Kind of Empty 

Worship 

Yeishua confronted religious leaders who were careful about 

certain outward practices while neglecting more serious matters: 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe 

mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier 



provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness.” 

 —Matthew 23:23, NASB95 

Yeishua did not condemn their attention to tithing. He said: 

“These are the things you should have done without neglecting 

the others.” 

The problem was selective obedience. 

They emphasized visible details while neglecting: 

• justice  

• mercy  

• faithfulness  

These are not alternatives to Torah observance. They are central 

expressions of Torah observance. 



Yeishua compared them to cups that were clean on the outside 

but corrupt within and to whitewashed tombs that appeared 

beautiful outwardly but contained uncleanness. 

Key principle 

The Almighty is not impressed by the appearance of holiness 

when the heart and conduct remain corrupt. 

6. Worship Is More Than What Happens During a 

Service 

It is easy to think worship begins when the service starts and 

ends when the closing prayer is recited. 

Scripture presents a broader understanding. 

Worship includes: 

• how we speak to others  



• how leaders exercise authority  

• how disagreements are handled  

• whether judgments are impartial  

• whether the poor are treated with dignity  

• whether widows and orphans are defended  

• whether repentance produces change  

• whether our private lives agree with our public profession  

Bowing, singing, praying, studying, giving, and observing 

Shabbat are meaningful acts of worship. But they become 

hollow when deliberately separated from righteous living. 

7. The Connection to Shabbat Chazon 

Parashat Devarim is traditionally read on Shabbat Chazon, the 

Shabbat immediately preceding Tisha B’Av. 

The name comes from the opening words of the haftarah: 



“The vision of Isaiah the son of Amoz…” 

 —Isaiah 1:1 

The haftarah prepares the community to remember the 

destruction of Jerusalem and the Temples. 

The destruction did not occur because Israel lacked religious 

institutions. Jerusalem possessed the Temple, priests, sacrifices, 

prayers, festivals, and sacred traditions. 

Yet those institutions could not protect a people who repeatedly 

violated the covenant. 

The prophets warned against treating the Temple as though its 

presence guaranteed security regardless of conduct. 

Jeremiah later declared: 



“Do not trust in deceptive words, saying, ‘This is the temple of 

the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD.’” 

 —Jeremiah 7:4, NASB95 

The Temple was holy, but it could not be used as a shield for 

injustice. 

Shabbat Chazon warning 

Religious institutions cannot save a people who refuse the 

ethical and moral demands of the covenant. 

8. How Worship Becomes Empty Today 

The lesson should not remain focused only on ancient Israel. 

Worship becomes empty when: 

• we honor Scripture publicly but ignore it privately  

• we sing about love while treating others harshly  



• we pray for forgiveness while refusing to forgive  

• we demand justice for ourselves but deny it to others  

• we defend religious traditions while neglecting mercy  

• we appear humble during worship but act arrogantly 

afterward  

• we condemn the sins of others while excusing our own  

• we perform acts of service primarily to be noticed  

• we use religious authority to control rather than serve  

The question is not merely, “Did we attend worship?” 

The deeper question is: 

Did our worship lead us to live more faithfully before The 

Almighty? 

9. The Hope in Isaiah’s Message 

Isaiah’s message is severe, but it is not hopeless. 



After calling Israel to repentance, The Almighty says: 

“Come now, and let us reason together… Though your sins are 

as scarlet, they will be as white as snow; though they are red like 

crimson, they will be like wool.” 

 —Isaiah 1:18, NASB95 

The purpose of prophetic correction is restoration. 

The Almighty did not expose their empty worship merely to 

reject them. He called them to return. 

“If you consent and obey, you will eat the best of the land.” 

 —Isaiah 1:19 

The path back involved both willingness and obedience. 

Not empty ritual. 

 Not religious appearance. 



 Not excuses. 

 Not increased activity without repentance. 

The solution was a cleansed heart expressed through changed 

behavior. 

Conclusion 

Parashat Devarim reminds us that Israel’s life in the land was to 

be founded upon righteousness and impartial justice. 

Isaiah warns that worship becomes offensive when it is 

separated from those things. 

The Almighty does not seek worship only from our mouths. He 

seeks faithfulness in our lives. 

Our prayers should shape our conduct. 

 Our study should lead to obedience. 

 Our liturgy should deepen humility. 



 Our reverence for Torah should be visible in how we treat 

people. 

The proper response is not to abandon worship, prayer, Shabbat, 

or sacred assembly. It is to bring our lives into agreement with 

the worship we offer. 

Closing challenge 

Before we ask whether our worship was beautiful, moving, 

traditional, or uplifting, perhaps we should ask: 

Did our worship lead us to seek justice, practice mercy, walk 

humbly, and obey The Almighty? 

When worship produces repentance and righteous conduct, it is 

not empty. 

It becomes the offering of a faithful life. 
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