SERMON FOR THE SIXTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Isaiah 5:1-7

God’s unfruitful vineyard

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.

The Word of God, which is the basis for the sermon, is the Old Testament reading heard before, Isaiah 5:1-7

1 Let me sing to the One whom I love a song of the One whom I love about His vineyard! The One whom I love had a vineyard on a fertile hilltop. 2 He dug it over, removed its stones, and planted it with the choicest vines. He built a watchtower in the middle of it, and also cut out a wine-vat in it. Then He waited for it to produce grapes, but it produced bad grapes.

3 “Now, you people living in Jerusalem and you men of Judah, decide, please, between Me and My vineyard! 4 What more should have been done for My vineyard than I have already done in it? When I waited for it to produce grapes, why did it produce only bad grapes? 5 Now therefore, please let Me inform you what I shall do to My vineyard! I shall tear away its hedge and it will be destroyed. I shall break down its wall, and it will be trampled down. 6 I shall make it a wasteland. It will not be pruned or cultivated. Briars and thorn-bushes will grow up. I shall also command the clouds not to let any rain fall on it.”

7 For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the family of Israel, and the men of Judah are the plantation in which He had taken pleasure. He had waited for legal decisions, but saw legal infringements. He had waited for justice, but heard calls for help.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth. Your word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


Sometimes a prophet like Amos would proclaim God’s judgments on various surrounding nations, and you can imagine the hearers who belonged to the Southern kingdom cheering as they heard them. Then the prophet might continue to deliver the Lord’s judgments on the Northern Kingdom. Finally, as he announced God’s judgment on the Southern kingdom, you can imagine the cheers dying away to guilty silence. Something similar is happening in this Old Testament parable. It begins in the style of a joyful love song. Isaiah is the speaker, and he calls the Lord, “the One whom I love.” It begins with an idyllic picture of a vineyard. It was on a hill-slope, we can imagine it facing the sun, and it had fertile soil. The One whom Isaiah loves dug the soil over, removed the stones, and used stones for a dry rock-wall around the area. It there were not enough stones, He would plant a hedge of thorn-bushes as well to keep out destructive animals. The Hebrew for those “grape-cuttings” suggests a highly valued bright-red variety, which people expected to produce excellent fruit.


The owner anticipated a good harvest and constructed a wine press for it. Vineyard-owners often chiselled wine presses into rock, with two reservoirs. An upper one was for crushing grapes, and a lower one collected the juice. Israelites often posted a guard in a vineyard at harvest time to prevent thieves from stealing the crop, and used watchtowers to detect animals in a vineyard. The owner pruned and trimmed his vines.


The owner waited for it to produce, only to be disappointed. There was nothing more that He could have done to make it a wonderfully productive vineyard. Isaiah prompts the listeners’ outrage at the injustice. The Owner had waited for a bountiful harvest. In spite of all His good treatment, the vineyard yielded only uneatable gapes, like sour unripe ones.


Verse 3 begins with a change of speaker. Now the One whom Isaiah loves speaks directly. He asked the hearers to pass judgment on the vineyard.  What was the One whom Isaiah loved to do? He would use fire to destroy the thorn-hedge that was protecting it. The vineyard would become a waste area, trampled down and neglected. No one would care for it any more. No one would prune it or cultivate it with a hoe. Once farmers neglect cultivated land, it often grows the worst kinds of weeds. Briars and thorn-bushes would grow up where the vines had been. The Lord would command the clouds not to let any rain fall on it. God often chastised Israel for its wickedness by withholding rain.


Up to this point, the indignant hearers’ would fully agree with what the Lord intended to do to His unproductive vineyard; but then The Lord applied the Israelites’ outrage about the unresponsive vineyard to their real situation. Their indignation had to turn on themselves. Isaiah comments, “For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the family of Israel, and the men of Judah as the plantation in which He had taken pleasure.” The Lord turned the attractive harvest-imagery into an indictment. God had chosen the nation out of slavery in Egypt, and had led it to a land flowing the milk and honey. He planted them like grape cuttings in the Promised Land. He repeatedly delivered them from their enemies, and showed them many favours. He had provided them with their temple as a sign of His presence, and given them the refreshing rain of His Word through many prophets. Like a vintner who prunes grapes, the Lord had even used their various kinds of adversity to clean them up. However, the nation had rewarded all His kindness with wickedness and ingratitude. Isaiah makes a double play on words. One Hebrew word means “legal decisions,” and another word that sounds like it means “legal infringements.” There is a second pair of similar-sounding words in Hebrew, “righteousness” and “a cry for help.” “He had waited for legal decisions, but saw legal infringements. He had waited for justice, but heard calls for help.”


The structure of the parable aimed at getting the hearers’ attention, but then to pass judgment on themselves. There is a regular correspondence between the Old Testament selections and the Gospel readings each Sunday, and there is a clear one today. Jesus’ parable in the Gospel is similar, but it talks about the tenant farmers in a vineyard rather than a vineyard itself. As soon as the Israelites heard the words, “planted a vineyard,” they would have remembered this Old Testament parable. The relationship between the owner of a vineyard and a vineyard is an apt picture of God’s relationship to His people. Jesus’ parable about the ungrateful and wicked tenant farmers is one of His fiercest parables. The chief priests and Pharisees had answered His question, “He will make those scoundrels die a miserable death, and rent out the vineyard to other tenant-farmers, who will give him the fruit due to him at the right time.” Jesus turned their outrage on them. “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and will be given to a nation that continues to produce its fruit” (Mt 21:43). When the chief priests and Pharisees heard Jesus’ parables, they knew that He had aimed them at them. They wanted to arrest Him immediately, and did not realise that, when they did just that that shortly afterwards, they were bringing about both the Lord’s judgment on their own unbelief and bringing on the Lord’s own means of salvation.


The parallel between this parable about the vineyard and Jesus’ parable about the wicked tenant farmers is closer than we may imagine. When God, the Lord of hosts, speaks in the Scripture, we should understand God the Son, the Word, to be speaking. God the Son was the one who delivered His judgment on unfaithful Israel at Isaiah’s time. The same God the Son delivered the judgment on the Jewish leaders in the Gospel for today, when He was present with them in His assumed humanity.


We, too, are likely to agree with the justice of God’s withdrawal of mercy and heavy judgment on ungrateful Israel. However, the words of judgment in this parable about the vineyard warn all people. We must see to it that, when we agree with God’s just treatment of His unproductive vineyard, we are not thereby condemning ourselves. God has granted us many blessings of body and soul. The chief blessing among us is His preservation of Christ’s church through the pure Word of the Gospel and the right use of the Sacraments. In Jesus’ parable, the chief wrong was contempt for God’s prophets and the rejection and putting to death of God’s Son. Despising God’s Word and His Sacraments and despising the Saviour Himself bring on God’s indignant wrath. He waits for results, for penitent hearts, for trust in His Word, and for genuine love of our fellow-human beings. We dare not invite His wrath by injustice to our fellow human beings, or causing a cry for help through selfish and unrighteous actions.


There is no Gospel at all in the Old Testament parable before us today. However, in His parable about the tenant farmers, Jesus points to Himself even before delivering God’s judgment on the Jewish religious leaders, “Have you never read in the Scriptures, ‘The Stone that the builders rejected has become the Cornerstone. The Lord has done this and it is marvellous for us to see.’?” He is quoting from Psalm 118, which the Jews used in their Passover liturgy, and pointed forward to Jesus entrance into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, which had taken place just before this (Mt 21:1-11). The Gospel has at its core the message about the Messiah, whom the Jewish leaders rejected and condemned to a cruel and shameful death as a criminal. However, God had, in a marvellous way, made that rejection His means of salvation. He had made His own innocent Son the sin-bearer to take on Himself our iniquity. In exalting Jesus to the highest place at His right hand, God has provided full delight in His kingdom in eternal life for those who believe in Jesus; so that Jesus’ vindication and exaltation have become the justification and salvation of those w ho believe in Him. The Father regards those who believe in Jesus as the vineyard in which He has taken pleasure. He credits the righteousness of Jesus Christ to them as their own righteousness.


Therefore, we praise our Lord Jesus, the Stone whom the builders rejected, for taking our unfaithfulness of Himself. The Father has mercifully taken delight in us, for Jesus’ sake. We thankfully consider the care and instruction that the Lord gives to our spiritual lives through His Word. We pray that the fruit of our service may match our Lord’s generous nurture. May He use His Spirit to continue to bring forth in us fruit that is worthy of repentance, and for which He waits! Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE SIXTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Heavenly Father, we worship You as the creator of all things and the preserver of our lives. In Your goodness You care for every one of Your creatures. We come before You in prayer with sincere and trusting hearts.


We thank and praise You for all Your goodness, but especially for the gift of Your only Son Jesus, whom You sent to suffer and die to rescue us from sin, and to rise again to guarantee the final crown of life for us in heaven. Through Him, we are Your children, enjoying the fullness of Your goodness and care. Give us firm faith in Your power and guidance, that we may continually trust You for all our daily needs, and carry out our daily tasks without worry about the future. No matter what may happen, give us the conviction that You direct all things in heaven and on earth by Your Word, and care especially for Your children.


Grant us Your grace that we may not live for the worthless values of this world or for the accumulation of wealth. We thank You for Jesus Christ, our most priceless treasure. Teach us to seek above everything else the blessings of Your kingdom in a life of loving obedience.


Make Christ’s Word in all its richness live in our hearts and make us wise. Increase our love toward all people. Give us a special concern for those of the family of faith, and make us eager to help one another with our burdens and weaknesses. Fill Your Church with Your Spirit, that the compassion of Christ may be evident in the love and kindness we show to the fallen, the erring, and the heavy-laden. Let us never grow tired of doing good.


Grant that we, whose ears have been opened spiritually to hear Your Gospel, may speak it plainly to those who should hear it from us. Let Your light shine among the nations, so that the very ends of the earth may see Your glory, and people everywhere may learn to worship and serve You alone.


Bless our own country. May those in positions of government and authority honour You. May Your truth hold sway in politics, business, industry, education, and the mass media.


In every day’s needs and crises, inspire all families with Your presence. Be with them in sorrow or joy, sickness or health, disappointment or success, and make them safe and content in Your love.


Continue to direct our lives in Your loving providence. Give us opportunities to use Your gifts as Your grateful stewards. Keep us in the faith by Your grace and power, that we may attain to eternal life, through Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour. Amen.

 

 

