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What do people think about when you mention the Bible?  Most people are 
thinking less and less about the Bible and when they do, they have the idea that 
the Bible is a book of antiquated stories.  As I have mentioned before, I like to 
watch Jeopardy and it is always interesting to me when the show has a category 
about the Bible.  Even the most intelligent of contestants will not know the 
answers to a Bible knowledge category.  Ask the average “man on the street” 
what the Bible is about and they may be able to tell you it’s about Jesus or 
perhaps they may mention a simple story such as Noah and the Ark, but anything 
beyond that is unusual. 

Yes, the Bible IS a book of stories—true stories.  But it is also a book of practical 
instruction.  When we look at what the Scriptures have to say about clothing or 
fabric or sewing, these items often represent more than just what a character is 
wearing.  They represent a concept or a lesson that we should be learning about 
God’s character and our response to that.  That’s where we are with today’s 
lesson. 

Think about what fabrics would have been attainable in Bible times.  Fabrics 
would have been produced from the available plants and animals of the day.  
We’ve already looked at linen, produced from the flax plant.  It’s understandable 
that wool would have been made since there was an abundance of sheep.  
Clothing would also be made of leather, again, because it was an agrarian society.  
You had animals and so you would have animal skins.  Israel was a civilization that 
practiced trade so it is logical that silk from China would have been available and 
there are references to silk in the Bible.  Cotton was woven as a fabric in India and 
Pakistan during Bible eras but it was not widely traded so it is unlikely that people 
in the Scriptures wore cotton clothing.  

There is one fabric mentioned in the Bible that is especially significant and it gives 
us a lesson.  That fabric is sackcloth.  Today, when we mention sackcloth, the 
fabric that usually comes to mind is burlap.  Burlap is coarsely woven and has a 
bristly texture.  But sackcloth is not burlap.  Sackcloth is made of hair, especially 
hair from goats and camels.  A garment made from sackcloth is known as a cilice, 



from the region of Cilicia in Asia Minor where these garments were made from 
the hair of black goats.  A cilice of sackcloth is literally a “hair shirt”.   

Just thinking about hair cloth or a hair shirt makes me itch.  Like when you get a 
haircut and some of the snippings fall down your neck or your back.  It is 
uncomfortable and that is the whole point.  Wearing a hair shirt, sackcloth, would 
be hard to ignore.  It was designed to be uncomfortable.  It would cause you to be 
constantly thinking about having it on.  Several Bible passages speak of putting 
sackcloth around your loins, which we learned last month was the area from your 
ribs down to your hips, your core.  I would say this is like wearing a hair girdle or 
hair underwear—ouch! 

The primary purposes for wearing sackcloth in the Scripture are for mourning and 
for repentance—being sorry for sin.  When someone died, the wearing of 
sackcloth showed immense sorrow.  In the Old Testament, both Jacob and King 
David are listed as showing their grief in this way.   

Wearing sackcloth also showed a recognition of guilt and a sorrow for sin either in 
a personal way or over the sin of a nation.  It is a reminder that God is holy and 
that He cannot and should not be tolerant of sin.  Wearing sackcloth was often 
accompanied by the tearing or rending of the garments one usually wore and also 
by sitting in ashes.  Sometimes ashes would be thrown over one’s head or body in 
addition.  It was a symbol of our own filthiness in comparison to God’s holiness. 

The Bible records two prominent prophets who wore sackcloth for the majority of 
their lives as a living, breathing visual lesson.  Elijah was described as a man 
wearing a garment of hair (II Kings 1:8) and John the Baptist also wore camel’s 
hair with a leather belt around his waist.  Both of these prophets walked through 
the land preaching and their very appearance was a powerful appeal to 
repentance. 

In the Old Testament, King David wore sackcloth many times to show 
repentance—both for his own sin and for that of the nation.  King Ahab tore his 
clothes and put on sackcloth after Elijah warned him of coming doom on Israel 
because of sin.  In Second Kings, King Eliakim of Israel wore sackcloth to show 



sorrow and repentance during a famine so severe that people were eating their 
children.  King Hezekiah wore sackcloth to repent for the nation when he heard 
the report that their enemies were overwhelming them. 

In the book of Esther, we see the exiled Israelites putting on sackcloth, sitting in 
ashes and wailing after the decree goes out from King Ahasuerus that all Jews be 
killed.  Mordecai sat in sackcloth outside the King’s gate since it was illegal to 
enter the King’s presence wearing sackcloth.  Esther sent out new garments for 
Mordecai to put on but he refused to remove his sackcloth.  His sackcloth 
garments showed his great sorrow and distress. 

Nehemiah tells us that the Israelites put on sackcloth when they returned to Israel 
after the exile.  When the Book of the Law was read aloud, the people were 
overcome with grief because of their sin.  Again, rending of clothes, putting on 
sackcloth and sitting in ashes was a visible sign of their repentance. 

Job sat in ashes and wore sackcloth in his misery.  Daniel put on sackcloth to show 
repentance.  Many Old Testament prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Joel and 
Amos give warnings to the people to put on sackcloth, to fast from eating, to 
mourn and repent.   

One interesting story regarding sackcloth occurs in the book of Jonah.  Jonah the 
Prophet preaches to the people of Nineveh with the message that God is about to 
destroy them because of their great wickedness.  The king of Nineveh listens to 
Jonah’s message and comes down off his throne to tear his royal robes, put on 
sackcloth and sit in ashes.  He then orders the people to repent by not only 
wearing sackcloth themselves but covering all their livestock with sackcloth as 
well.  That had to be an interesting scenario.   I would imagine that the cacophony 
from a whole lot of miserable animals added to the atmosphere of sorrow. 

There are future events that include sackcloth as well.  The book of Revelation 
tells us that someday, during God’s judgment on the earth, the sun will become as 
black as sackcloth—so there’s that visual about hair from a black goat.  Also, God 
will send two mighty Witnesses that will travel the earth wearing sackcloth and 
urging the people to repent just like Elijah and John the Baptist did.   



Putting on sackcloth was not a fun process.  It was visibly destroying your good 
clothing and then enduring the misery and discomfort of irritating fabric to show 
a personal sorrow and an inward repentance.  Add to that a stepping away from 
your regular activity to sit in an ash-heap and throw ashes over you as you 
pondered your sin.  Remember, it was not the wearing of sackcloth itself that 
showed repentance.  Wearing sackcloth showed you were feeling the weight of 
your wrongs and humbling yourself.  It was a heart plea for forgiveness and then 
getting up to go in a different direction. 

There was an end to wearing sackcloth.  King David says there is joy after 
repentance is completed.  Psalm 30:11 says, “You have turned my mourning into 
dancing.  You removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy.”  God’s forgiveness 
as a response to true repentance leads to joy. 

We no longer have to put on sackcloth or sit in ashes for the forgiveness of sin.  
Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross paid for our forgiveness.  But it is necessary to 
recognize that we are sinners in need of a Savior and even after coming to the 
Cross, we need to have a sorrow over sin. 

This month as you sew, think about sackcloth.  Imagine yourself wearing a hair 
shirt or a hair girdle and what that would feel like, how it might change your 
thinking.  Think about your response to sin—both your own sin and the sin 
occurring around us.  Are we coming to God in repentance as we should?  Are we 
sorrowful for the sin happening every day in our nation and our world?  Thank 
God for his gift of forgiveness and salvation through Jesus Christ.  Then sew up 
some garments of joy to be given to children so that they, too, can know about 
God’s amazing gift of salvation.   

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 


