
Nov. 17, 2019 – (Pentecost 23, Isaiah’s Vineyard Song) 

Sermon Text – Isaiah 5:1-7; 11:1-5 

 

- What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it? When I expected 

it to yield grapes, why did it yield wild grapes?  And now I will tell you what I will do to my 

vineyard.  I will remove its hedge, and it shall be devoured; I will break down its wall, and 

it shall be trampled down…For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and 

the people of Judah are his pleasant planting; he expected justice, but saw bloodshed; 

righteousness, but heard a cry!...[But] a shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 

and a branch shall grow out of his roots. -  

 

In a book by the same title, one of the best-known Old Testament scholars, Walter 

Bruggeman, writes that after the prophets have exhausted all other possibilities of 

trying to speak God’s word to the people, “Finally Comes the Poet.”  We’ve seen that 

in our little excursion through the work of the prophets these last few Sundays.  Elijah 

had his dramatic contest on Mt. Carmel, showing the power of God and defeating the 

prophets of Baal by calling fire down from the sky.  Hosea lived out his daily drama by 

remaining married to an unfaithful woman and naming his children with names 

symbolic of God’s loss of patience with an unfaithful people.  And today, we come to 

Isaiah, who uses the poetry of love to describe God’s devotion to and disappointment 

with the people whose lives do not produce good fruit. 

 

 At the end of Hosea’s passage last week, we heard that God is faithful despite 

the people’s unfaithfulness.  God will never give up on them.  God will never let them 

down.  Isaiah’s poetry is a good extension of that theme.  He uses the image of a 

vineyard to stand in for the people.  God has planted a beautiful vineyard.  God has 

cared for it.  God has watched over it.  God has prepared it for its wonderful yield of 

good grapes.  But, when God has come to seek the harvest, God has found only “wild 

grapes.”  They are not the luscious, sweet, plump and juicy grapes that God expected.  

They are instead dried up, sour, shrunken and unsavory.  The Hebrew literally calls 

them “stinking things.”  They are rotten, and they are rotten to the core.   

 

 This is a surprise.  In contrast to the other two prophets we have seen, Isaiah is a 

prophet to the southern kingdom.  In the south, there were no newly built shrines.  

There were no statues of golden calves.  There were no pursuits of foreign gods.  The 

temple, which Solomon had built, still stood as the center of worship in the south.  The 

people were faithful in their religious practice.  But that does not mean that all is well.  

God will bring a case against the people nonetheless.  “And now,” God says, 
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“inhabitants of Jerusalem and people of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard.  

What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it?”  To this, we 

presume, the people agree.  “God has done everything.”  But the problem here is 

different.  The people have not worshipped idols or gone after false gods.  No, they 

have failed to do justice or to carry out righteousness in their conduct.  In the final 

verse of the poem, Isaiah clearly identifies the actors, “For the vineyard of the Lord of 

hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of Judah are his pleasant planting…[The 

Lord] expected justice, but saw bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry!”   

 

 Bloodshed and cries of anguish are not what God expects from the people.  No, 

if they were living as God had intended, everything would be going well for all the 

people.  They would be yielding the abundant harvest of sweet grapes.  But life in the 

southern kingdom has also deteriorated.  As Amos, Isaiah and Jeremiah will all make 

clear, the people are no longer following the ways of God.  Instead, the rich are taking 

advantage of the poor, the strong oppressing the weak, the powerful abusing and 

misusing the powerless.  The kingdom has become a center of social ills.  Poverty, 

prejudice and partiality have become the norm.  And suffering, hardship and misery 

have become the standard of life in the community.  God does not like it.  God is 

ready to take away all the peoples’ supports.  “Now I will tell you what I will do to my 

vineyard,” writes Isaiah.  “I will remove its hedge…I will break down its wall…I will 

make it a waste…I will also command the clouds that they rain no rain upon it.”  As a 

result, “It shall be devoured…it shall be trampled down…it shall not be pruned or hoed, 

and it shall be overgrown with briers and thorns.”  Life, as the people have known it, 

will come to an end.  It will change.  Devastation and destruction will come upon 

them. 

 

 But there is hope.  We have to jump ahead a bit, but all is not lost.  There will be 

a stump left, and roots below it to reach down into the earth and draw out nourishment 

and life, and a shoot will come forth…a branch growing from what was left…a new 

king from the line of David…one who has “the spirit of the Lord” within him.  And here 

the prophetic message begins to lean forward toward a new day and a new time 

when things will be different.  In our church year, we begin to anticipate the coming of 

Advent and the good news of a savior to be born.  Even as Christmas trees and 

wrappings and decorations begin to fill our lives as soon as Halloween is over, so we 

begin to ramp up our anticipate with the words of the prophets.  “With righteousness 

[the new king] shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth” 

…and he will be all about righteousness and faithfulness.  Next week, we turn to Josiah, 
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a good king of the southern kingdom.  Could he be the one?  You’ll have to wait and 

see! 

 

       Amen. 


