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Doubtful Virtues 

Isaiah 64:1-9 

 The oracle of Isaiah describes a particular situation in the history of Israel.  Judah has been 

defeated in battle and carried off into captivity in Babylon, where it now regards itself as abandoned by 

God and therefore indistinguishable from all other nations.  The prophet recalls the activity of God on 

behalf of Israel in Egypt and offers an impassioned prayer that God would again intervene on behalf of 

Israel in Babylon.  The glorious and terrible self-revelation of God on Sinai is contrasted with the 

unbroken silence of God during the captivity in Babylon.  The Jews in captivity have lost the God of 

Abraham and Sarah, of Moses and Miriam, and been given the God of Epicurus instead, a god who has 

no particular interest in human history and no intention of intervening in it, a deity who has no memory 

of the past and who makes no promises about the future.  To live in exile is to live in the inexplicable 

silence and absence of God.  The silence is inexplicable because it stands in stark contrast to the 

redemptive history of God with Israel prior to the exile. 

I 

 The prophet does admit that ancient Israel rebelled and grieved God's holy spirit (63:10).  But, as 

the prophet also asserts, the ancient Israelites remembered God's mercy and were again led by God.  The 

prophet seems to talk about the Jews in exile in rather different terms.  On the one hand, he stresses that 

God may have played an active role in hardening the hearts of the Jews in exile (63:17): "Why, O Lord, 

do you make us stray from your ways and harden our heart, so that we do not fear you?"  On the other 

hand, he suggests that it is the very silence and absence of God that encourages wicked behavior: "you 

have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity."  Or, perhaps, in both 
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cases it is the absence of God that has created the environment for apostasy: "But you were angry and we 

sinned; because you hid yourself, we transgressed."  

 There is a suggestion in verse 5 of a basis on which a renewed relationship to God might be 

established, when the prophet says to God: "You meet those who gladly do right, those who remember 

you in your ways."  But scarcely is this door opened when it is slammed in the face of anyone who wants 

to walk through it: "We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a 

filthy cloth."  What looked like a gospel message in this oracle proved to be law (in the negative sense of 

law) instead, a demand that cannot be met by people whose sins have disqualified them. 

 Isaiah does not plead for mercy for the captives in exile because they are righteous and have 

persevered in their fidelity to God's law.  That is exactly what they have not done.  Isaiah pleads for 

mercy on two other grounds: first, that God is their creator who cherishes what he has made.  The 

prophet calls God Father and the Israelites the work of God's hand; or, switching the image, calls God 

Potter and Israel the clay molded by God.  Second, Isaiah pleads for mercy on the further grounds that 

Israel stands in a covenant relationship with God.  He calls God Redeemer and the Israelites God's 

people.  The demand of the prophet is for a double conversion: of God to Israel on the basis of creation 

and redemption and of Israel to God on the basis of God's remembered mercy. 

II 

 The text in this oracle which has had the greatest resonance in Christian history is undoubtedly 

64:6: "all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth."  It was one of the favorite texts of penitential 

preachers in the later middle ages, who urged their hearers not to place their trust in their own works of 

devotion and charity but in the mercy of God.  The text underlined for Christian preachers the 

insufficiency of human works to gain the favor of God. 
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 And yet, on balance, it seems an oddly overstated text.  Why not say that human wickedness is 

like a filthy rag and that human goodness is merely inadequate.  Why does the prophet make such a 

gloomy assessment of human righteousness?  At least five answers have been suggested in Christian 

history. 

1. Hypocrisy.  Some interpreters have suggested that Isaiah is so hard on the good works of his 

contemporaries because they mask a deeper disorder not immediately apparent in their works.  Like the 

Pharisees whom Jesus later denounces, the exiles do works of piety and charity to conceal the innermost 

condition of their souls.  The works appear righteous, but they are the actions of people who have lost 

the deeper habits of faith and obedience. 

2. Disproportionality.  Still others suggest that the problem lies in the incommensurability between 

what is achieved by the faithful and what they are offered by God.  There can be no real proportionality 

between the good works the righteous perform and the rewards God confers.  This is perhaps clearer in 

the context of medieval Christian theology than it is in the context of exilic Judaism.  According to 

medieval theology God offers eternal rewards to Christians who, formed by grace, do temporal works of 

mercy.  How, ask medieval theologians and preachers, can there ever be a proportion, except in a very 

loose way of speaking, between time and eternity, between what we do and what God gives?  The 

answer, of course, is that any proportionality is not much more than a figure of speech.  Viewed from the 

perspective of what God gives, what we do has in comparison no more value than a "filthy cloth." 

3. Flawed.  This is the point Augustine first raised about the virtues of the pagans.  It is never 

enough for human beings to act virtuously apart from the assistance of grace.  All human virtue is flawed 

by self-regard, by amor sui, by the universal human tendency to think of ourselves more highly than we 

ought to think.  Human good works are only truly virtuous if they have their origin in a genuine love of 
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God.  Such a love is never merited but is an infused disposition, an unearned gift of God.  Therefore, 

grace always precedes human virtue and is its source and principle.  Considered in themselves apart 

from God's grace, "all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth."  Without grace, human works are 

inevitably flawed by egoism and self-regard.  On this reading people from whom God has turned his 

face, whose times are marked by God's silence and absence, are no longer able to offer God works 

whose source is the free and spontaneous love of God.  And if there is no grace, there can be no 

righteous deeds. 

4. Cunning of sin.  This is a point Luther wanted to affirm over against theologians who made a too 

easy identification of goodness with righteousness.  Righteousness is not the equivalent of goodness and 

sin is not exhausted by human wickedness.  Sin is by its nature a tricky business and is too cunning to 

express itself only through our evil deeds.  Sin can posit itself as well through our virtues as through our 

vices (perhaps in some cases even better).  Human beings can declare their independence of God by 

devoting themselves to good deeds as easily as by devoting themselves to unremitting malice.  Any truly 

good cause to which we devote ourselves single-mindedly can be either an expression of our love of God 

or the occasion of its derailment.   

 This is particularly important for ministers to remember.  If your love of God grows cold, if your 

faith loses its compass, if your commitment to ministry seems increasingly thin and unsatisfying, you 

may very well have been done in, not by your faults but by your virtues.  Devotion to goodness is not 

necessarily devotion to God; the pursuit of good causes is not synonymous with the pursuit of God.  In 

the end, I am sorry to say, you can be kept from God by the practice of the very virtues that ought to have 

led you unfailing to him.  In that sense, "all our righteous deeds are like a filthy rag."  We need to keep a 

sharp eye fixed not only on our undoubted weaknesses (what older generations called our besetting sins) 



5 

 

but on our undisputed strengths as well.  The spiritual life can be undermined as easily by virtue as by 

vice.   

5. Irrelevance.  This suggestion is Luther's point as well, though it pushes past the more modest 

points made by earlier commentators on the text.  For Luther the problem with our righteous deeds is not 

merely that they may be hypocritical, are surely inadequate to win any reward from God, and are 

inevitably flawed by human self-regard and egoism.  He is not even satisfied to demonstrate that virtue 

may be a more dangerous instrument for self-deception and the subversion of our relationship to God 

than vice.  What Luther finally wants to argue is that human virtue is never the basis of the human 

relationship to God.  God did not ask for our works but for ourselves.  Our good works belong to our 

neighbors.  God is not hungry, thirsty, sick, or in prison; but our fellow human beings are.  Works belong 

to human need; trust belongs to God.  To offer God "all our righteous deeds" is not merely to offer God 

something unworthy; worse yet, it is to offer God an irrelevancy.  Christians are justified by faith alone, 

not because their works are inadequate to justify them (though they are), but because God did not ask for 

them.  "All our righteous deeds" are not merely "like a filthy cloth"; they are beside the point.  

III 

 Which brings us back to the gospel message in Isaiah's oracle.  Isaiah does not spend much time 

considering why the good news is not that God meets "gladly those who do right."  He observes that "all 

our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth" and leaves the matter at that.  The good news is not a message 

about human inadequacy but about the nature of the God who has turned his face away from Israel. 

 The good news of the oracle is not the full gospel message of the New Testament, but it makes 

some fundamentally important points, especially for people who are experiencing the silence and 

absence of God.  Such silence surely has an end, Isaiah proclaims, not because we merit an end to 
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silence by our righteous deeds, but because of who and what God is.  God is our creator, who does not 

despise the works of his hands; God is our redeemer, who has given us through Christ a place in the 

covenant people of God.  The prophet grounds his trust in the memory of God's mercy and urges us to do 

the same.  We have nothing to lose except some very doubtful virtues. 

   


