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 The first lesson for today from Isaiah and Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom 
being taken from those who don’t bear good fruit give us a lot to ponder.  And they 
certainly may bring us up short if we aren’t paying attention.  So what’s going on here?  
Let me address it by talking about the situation in that Isaiah lesson. 
 The passage begins somewhat allegorically as it speaks of how God has so 
loved his chosen people the Israelites over so many years and so many generations.  
Because Isaiah is in the southern kingdom of Judah, the focus is on these people.  But 
historically, the message is much the same for the people of the northern kingdom of 
Israel as well and is echoed in the prophecies of Amos. 
 And that allegorical message is this – that God planted his beloved people like a 
grower plants a vineyard, with all the love and care that a vinedresser would show it.  
He made sure they had fertile land.  He dug up stones and drove out anything that 
would hinder their growth.  He made sure it was safe and could thrive.  And having 
hewed out a wine vat, God expected there to be a great harvest for all his efforts on 
behalf of his chosen people. 
 What kind of harvest?  Let me be more literal.  A harvest of faithfulness among 
the people.  A harvest of righteousness and holiness.  A harvest of kindness and love 
for one’s neighbor.  A harvest of justice and truth and concern for the lowly and the 
downtrodden.  A harvest of love for God and the following of God’s ways. 
 God expected a great harvest.  But instead, says Isaiah, God only got “wild 
grapes.”  Isaiah lays out just how wild in chapter 1:  “People laden with iniquity, 
offspring who do evil,  children who deal corruptly,  who have forsaken the Lord,… 
Your princes are rebels and companions of thieves.  Everyone loves a bribe and runs 
after gifts.  They do not defend the orphan, and the widow’s cause does not come 
before them” (Is.1:4,23).  Their wickedness, says Isaiah, is like that of Sodom and 
Gomorrah (v.10).  Everyone’s in it for themselves and their pleasure. 
 God had tried to call these “wild grapes” back to himself and to better ways.  
That was Isaiah’s chief task.  Through Isaiah, God pleaded with them:  “Wash 
yourselves;  make yourselves clean,” says God in Isaiah 1.  “Remove the evil of your 
doings from before my eyes;  cease to do evil,  learn to do good;  seek justice,  rescue 
the oppressed,  defend the orphan,  plead for the widow.” (Is.1:16-17). 
 It’s clear from today’s lesson from Isaiah 5 that no one had listened.  And so 
God says, “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.  I will 
make it a waste;  it shall not be pruned or hoed, and it shall be overgrown with briers 
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and thorns;  I will also command the clouds that they rain no rain upon it.  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.”  The bloodshed of the 
innocent.  The bloodshed of the poor.  God “expected righteousness, but heard a cry!”  
And that cry was NOT to the Lord.  That cry was to be more self-serving than ever. 
 Did God make good on that promise to abandon them?  You bet he did.  In 722 
BCE, with God’s protections gone, the Assyrians swooped down upon the northern 
Kingdom of Israel and destroyed that part of the “vineyard,” carting off 10 of the 12 
tribes of Israel to slavery in Nineveh, where they were never heard from again.   
 At the time of Isaiah’s prophecy, this had already happened and Judah in the 
south should have paid attention even more and heeded God’s call to return.  But they 
didn’t.  Instead they put their hope and trust in political alliances with neighboring Egypt  
(Is.30:1-2) and even Babylon when it began its rise in power (2 Kg.20:12-19) -- people 
who did NOT believe in the true God or follow his ways.  They even tried to mollify the 
Assyrians with tribute by stripping the silver and gold from the Temple in Jerusalem (2 
Kg.18:15-16).  God told them not to make such unholy alliances, but to trust only in 
him, it says in Isaiah 30 and 31.  But the Judeans didn’t listen, and in making these 
political alliances, they sold out the heart and soul of their own faith. 
 That didn’t set well with God.  In 701 BCE the Assyrian King with 185,000 men 
came to the walls of Jerusalem and boasted that his god was stronger than Judah’s 
God.  That night the angel of God struck down that great army and sent the king home 
alone, where he was assassinated by his own sons while worshiping his so-called god 
(2 Kg.19:35-37).  The Babylonians took advantage of Assyria’s weakness and 
conquered them, then in 586 BCE, then turned on their former ally Judah and gobbled 
them up whole, wiping out the city of Jerusalem, destroying the Temple and carting off 
thousands of Judeans to slavery in Babylon (2 Kg.24 & 25). 
 So you have the story in the first lesson.  So you have the outcome. 
 In his introduction to the Book of Isaiah in the Jerome Bible Commentary 
(Prentice-Hall 1968), Frederick L. Moriarty gives a historical analysis that seems 
significant.  He writes, “Isaiah’s task was to guide Judah through one of the most 
critical periods of her history.  … Judah’s time of prosperity and national glory had 
come to an end.  The shadow of Assyria … lay menacingly over the land…. But the 
SPIRITUAL CRISIS of Judah was even more serious than the threat of physical 
destruction.  The same greed, hypocrisy, and injustice that [occurred] in northern Israel 
were sapping the spiritual integrity of Judah.” 
 In other words, Isaiah saw and understood what had happened in northern 
Israel.  It wasn’t just about powers being mightier or stronger.  It was about trust in God 
above all.  It was about following the ways of God.  Israel and Judah had a SPIRITUAL 
problem, not a geo-political problem. 
 And now Judah was the remnant, the only-surviving part of God’s original 
chosen people.  Isaiah believed in them, but he also had “faith in the divine control of 
history,” wrote Moriarity.  “Even in her greatest hour of trial, with [the Assyrian king] 
encamped under her walls, Jerusalem was promised deliverance if only she would 
place her trust in God.” 
 But selling God short was never the answer.  And compromising faith in God for 
political alliances was never the right answer either.  Writes Moriarty, “When religion 
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becomes a blank check for national wrongdoing, the end is not far off;  no one saw this 
better than Isaiah.”  Moriarity wrote that in 1968. 

*          *          * 
 Since Friday’s announcement that the President has Covid-19, there has been 
a discernable PAUSE in our land.  It’s been a respectful pause, I’m pleased to see.  
But with that pause, as with any pause, comes time to think.  And do some major soul-
searching, I hope and pray.  For everyone. 
 Into that pause has walked Isaiah this morning.  And Jesus with his cautionary  
warning as well.  Is there something here that the Lord would be trying to tell us?  Is 
God calling and leading as he so often is? 
 And not just us.  It’s not just here at Holy Cross that we have these lessons 
today.  It’s all across the Protestant and Catholic Churches of our nation who all use 
the same Revised Common Lectionary, representing about 21 million church members 
in about 110,000 congregations.  And we’re all in the midst of this national pause.  And 
we’re all hearing and meditating on these same lessons.  Is there something here that 
we all need to hear for this time and this day? 
 The Prayer for the Day probably summed it up best.  Remember what we 
prayed?  “Beloved God … Lead us by the inspiration of your Spirit to know those 
things that are right, and by your merciful guidance, help us to do them.” 
 May it be so.  Amen. 


