
Sunday 9th. August 2020 
Isaiah Chapter 5 

The Song of the Vineyard. 
 

We move on now to the third part of Isaiah’s introduction. In chapters 1-5 we have the 
main themes that Isaiah will prophesy about. These are the love of God for His people, 
the high calling to which they are called. Then there is the charge of unfaithfulness, 
rejection and rebellion by the people and the resulting coming judgment for such 
behavior. All through these, there have been passages which tell us how the people 
should have lived, and what God would yet make them by cleansing, purging and 
renewal. Chapter 5 sets the scene for why judgment, overthrow and exile becomes 
inevitable. Before anyone rejects the notion that God would overthrow a nation think on 
this, over the centuries, how many empires and kingdoms have come and gone? The 
British Empire has gone, what makes us think that the Western Nations are going to be 
secure forever?  
 
Chapter 5 begins with the prophet Isaiah composing a song. It is a song for the one he 
loves and is about his vineyard. This passage is very reminiscent to the way the Song of 
Solomon is composed. It turns out to be something of a morality song which packs a 
surprising punch at the end, just as strong as when Isaiah compares Judah to Sodom 
and Gomorrah. Many people today have the notion of God as being soft and so 
desperate for the nodding attention of His people, that He will ultimately put up with 
anything we do and not bring the consequences He warns of. This reduces God to just 
that of a god, and does not take either His Sovereignty, or His holiness and glory into 
account. If God did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all for our sin, will He 
now accept our continual sin and rebellion? In light of the Cross we have less reason or 
excuse to walk in our own ways. 
 
What makes us think that God will be an indulgent God is that we do not have an 
adequate understanding of the horrendousness of sin, or the magnitude and purity of 
God’s holiness and the unimaginable cost and power of the Cross. The Book of Isaiah 
is the correction to these errors with its threats of dreadful anger, and the sublime 
heights of God’s intended grace and promise of redemption and restoration. Isaiah 
exposes both the depth of human sinfulness and the glory of God’s redeeming mercies, 
the promise of the Messiah. 
 
Chapter 5 v 1-7 The song of the vineyard. 
 
This lovely song would have attracted the attention of the people. Who doesn’t like a 
good story? Verses 1 and 2 are the song. In it the picture is given to an agricultural 
people of a man who plants a vineyard in good fertile land. The land was carefully 
cleared and good stock was planted. A tower was built to survey the field and to guard it 
and a wine press was cut into the rock. Everything that was done was an indication that 
the owner of the vineyard was serious about his work and that he intended to work his 
land for a long time. The tower and winepress were not part time structures, but 
indicated permanence.  



 
You could imagine the listeners of Isaiah waiting for the punch line, that the owner had a 
wonderful crop of first class grapes which produced a vintage that was sweet and rich 
and highly desirable, and that this continued year after year and that it would only 
getting better! Then Isaiah delivers the body punch. Rather than all this work which the 
owner had put in resulting in a good product, the vines produced nothing but bad fruit! 
There is no room for the thought or hint that this was a result of some deficiency in the 
owners work or provision, but that it was fully the fault of the vines. This would have 
produced the same consternation in the audience as Jesus received when in Mark 12 
He tells of the vineyard which had been rented out, but the tenants refused to give the 
owner his share. The tenants beat and mistreat the servants sent to receive the owners 
share, and then finally, the owner of the vineyard sends his son whom they kill thinking 
that ownership will become theirs.   
 

‘What will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and kill those tenants and give 
the vineyard to others.’ 

 
This parable was spoken about the religious authorities, and instead of fearing and 
humbling themselves as they should have done, they set about arresting Jesus and 
then planning to kill Him just as the wicked tenants had done in the parable. Jesus was 
warning the authorities of what would come if they refused to amend their ways in 
humility and repentance, and just as in Isaiah’s day, the warning and the days of grace 
were rejected.  
 
This is serious stuff. God is not a tame God. If God warns and offers grace, it is a 
serious thing not to heed the message. This refusal to take heed was the response of 
the people that the prophets repeatedly received, even though God spoke to the people 
again and again, generation after generation. This was so even though the people had 
seen what God had done to those who refused and rebelled against Him. Perhaps it is 
because people do not remember or do not know that this world is not going to go on 
forever. Perhaps it is because people think that we are masters of our own fates that we 
continue to ignore and rebel against God.  The world will end not because mankind 
destroys it, but because God wraps it up and He brings it to an end. This will include the 
destruction we have brought on the creation, but it is God who will determines when and 
how it all comes to an end. 
 
Verse 3-7  
 
Verse 3-6 is the direct prophetic message from God and v7 is Isaiah‘s sermon on what 
has gone before. In verse 3 God asks the people to judge between His good husbandry 
and the wretched produce of His vines. This is like Nathan’s parable about the rich man 
who killed the poor man’s only ewe lamb. 2 Samuel 12.1-7. David’s verdict on the case 
is that the rich man deserves to die, and then Nathan turns the parable on David to 
show him his guilt in taking Bathsheba and ordering the death of her honorable 
husband. 
 



In like fashion, Isaiah asks the people to decide the case between the vineyard owner 
and His vines. However, the case does not stop there, God asks the people through 
Isaiah to answer this question, what more could the owner have done for his vineyard? 
The answer would quickly be given that there was nothing more he could have done, he 
had done all that could be done and that there is nothing more left to be done. The 
vineyard is beyond redemption, therefore the owner is totally just in turning it over to 
decay and neglect. 
 
Verses 5-6 tell us what the owner will do to his unfruitful vineyard. He will remove all its 
protections, trample it down, dry it out and let it be at the mercy of the elements, weeds 
and thorns, wild beasts, and so make it a wasteland. The people hearing this would nod 
with approval and agree that such a response would be just and the vineyard deserves 
no more investment. Move elsewhere and start again and get a good return from your 
bounty and labour is the underlying thought. Then Isaiah drops the bombshell. (v 7) 
‘You are that vineyard!’ You are the useless vines, you have produced the bitter grapes. 
God looked for holiness and righteousness in His people, but got only bloodshed and 
rebellion.       
 
The people had condemned themselves by their own mouths. What more could God 
have done for them. He had chosen Abram and called him out to a land that would 
become his possession. He blessed Abram and gave him the name Abraham, ‘the 
father of a multitude.’ He multiplied Abraham’s descendants in Egypt and then delivered 
them in might with signs and wonder out of Egypt. He led them through the Red Sea, 
and eventually into Canaan, a land filled with milk and honey. He defeated their 
enemies and made the nation one of renown. However what fruit did God receive from 
these people? Continual unbelief, complaining, rebellion and grief. Eventually, despite 
all His calling out to them we reach this passage in Isaiah 5 where we effectively reach 
a point, a dreadful place where there is no grace left for God to give to turn the people 
from their evil ways. The lovely song of Isaiah becomes the final decree of divorce, or 
so it seems. 
 
As if this is not enough for a chapter, God goes on to pronounce ‘woes’ on the nation by 
setting out what bitter fruit these vines have produced instead of good fruit. Chapter 23 
of Matthew tells us of the seven woes which Jesus pronounced on the religious leaders 
of His day. The end prophesised by Jesus is like the end prophesied by Isaiah on Judah 
and Jerusalem. The parallel is striking between the Old Testament pronouncements in 
Isaiah 5 and those of Jesus in Matthew 23. God is not playing games. The situation is 
serious and has eternal implications if we do not heed God’s commands, warnings and 
word.  
 
Verses 8 – 30 are a catalogue of six woes on the people who have become like the 
ruined and bad fruit in the song. The woes describe what bad fruit has come from the 
people of Judah and Jerusalem. Their bad fruit is expressed in how they live and what 
they hold as priorities and how they follow their own version of moralities.  
 



The first woe is to do with the wealthy who take over houses to build a huge mansion 
and who devour land for their own estates. Eventually all that is left is the great house in 
an estate with no other habitations and land holders. This would not have been a 
problem if it were not that all this came about by sharp dealing and corrupt practices. I 
find it very interesting at the many ‘empires’ of business giants, which are facing great 
difficulty and even ruin in these days. It seems that many large enterprises are built on 
sand, that all has been invested as if growth would continue unabated, as if demand 
would always increase. Perhaps we are going to see a return to smaller and more 
modest enterprises which are simpler and less ambitious or proud? Perhaps we will 
have to get used to less choice and more dependent upon what we can produce within 
our own nation?  
 
The second woe v 11 and following, addresses the recreational, the party society, the 
people who must be entertained, amused and consider it their right to, ‘have a laugh 
and a good time.’ Such have no regard for God and in Isaiah’s day they violated the 
Sabbath without thought. We have lost so much by our loss of seasonality and our loss 
of any day of the week which is different from any other. It does actually matter that 
Sunday is the new Saturday, and that every organization thinks that their activity should 
be practiced on every day of the week. It is not good for people’s mental health and 
well-being for them to return to their work on Monday to get a rest after Saturday and 
Sunday!  The consequences for all who behave in such ways is recorded in v 13 – 17. 
The result will be exile, the removal of the people from their normal ways of life. In 
Israel’s history this came about either being subjugated by foreign rule, or taken out of 
their land by exile. Either way, they did not get to enjoy the fruits of their labour, either 
by crop and economic failure or because their produce was taken away from them by 
their enemies. How many businesses and homes will be taken back from us by lenders 
and by bankruptcy? The end result is the same as in the days of Isaiah.  
 
Even if we do not know why things are difficult, as Christians, it is our responsibility to 
turn to God and to pray for our governments, leaders and employers. It is so easy to 
think that we are governed only by natural laws and forces and not realise that there are 
also spiritual realities behind all that happens. 
 
The third woe is found in verse 18.  
This woe concerns those who tempt God. We find this in the New Testament where the 
Pharisees and others come to Jesus and say to Him to do a sign to prove to them who 
He is. On the Cross, they call on Jesus to prove that He is the Messiah by coming down 
from the Cross. It is the attitude that tells God to impress us if He really is God. It is a 
mocking tone. We hear it today when people say things like, ‘where was your God.’ 
when this or that happened? The implication is that God is either uncaring or impotent, 
or both, or even as proof that He does not exist. As mere humans, such things may 
make us squirm unsure how to answer. Job’s response was, ‘even if He slay me I will 
trust.’ Abraham reckoned that the Judge of all the earth would do right, and Isaiah 64.8 
says, 
 

‘Yet, You O Lord are our Father. 



We are the clay, you are the potter; 
We are all the work of your hand.’ 

 
These truths are death for the self-assured and rebellious who actually want God to be 
our servant. However, whether we like it or not, we need to get used to the fact that we 
only exist and live because of God. It would be beneficial to us in every way to get 
reconciled to the fact that we have a big God and that we are very small. A fruit of our 
sinfulness is that we want to demand that God is accountable to us, even though we 
can’t add a hair to our heads, or give ourselves breath! How foolish sin has made us, 
even apart from its wickedness! 
 
The fourth woe v 29 is very pertinent to our days. We even have a saying today. We 
say, ‘that’s bad,’ when we mean good or cool! Jesus accused the Pharisees of straining 
out knats but swallowing camels. We accept things today as acceptable which are 
morally wrong and are prohibited in the Bible. We decriminalize things thinking that this 
will solve the problems. For many, shop lifting and disregarding regulations is now held 
as acceptable. I wonder do parks even bother with ‘keep off the grass’ signs. We may 
not like speed limits, but law is law. When it comes to Biblical injunctions, then it is 
God’s instructions we are disregarding. No wonder so many of us get our fingers 
burned. That would be bad enough, but we do so many things which bruise and sully 
our souls. We offend God and damage ourselves as well. Over the years I have listened 
to many people whose stories are heart-wrenching. Sadly, it often happens that what I 
hear is a catalogue of poor decisions and actions which have led on to more and worse 
decisions and actions. Don’t laugh at the story of the thin end of the wedge or the camel 
that poked its nose into the tent. We may scoff, but it was the camel that discredited the 
story so that it could get away with it! 
 
I hesitate to use many examples of how we in the UK have gone so far wrong while 
claiming to be wise and progressive and modern. Ultimately we will have to give 
account at God’s court, not at one that we have set up. I used to laugh at the way things 
went in some churches I was involved in. If a leader was in trouble, the explanation was 
that they were being attacked by the devil. However if an ordinary punter was in trouble, 
the reason must be sin! Sadly a number of leaders of mega churches and movements 
have fallen in recent decades to the deadly threesome of inappropriate dealings 
regarding money, sex and power. I think that we need to move forward and back to a 
more simple way of being Church. Bad will never be good no matter how we wrap it up. 
It is a matter of concern that some of the legislation which is going through the Scottish 
Parliament will in effect put into law that bad is good and that night is day. All this when 
there was a time when Scotland was known as the land of the Book. Not so now. 
Scotland is known as the land of drugs and drink! We need to be prayerful and to pray 
for those who make our laws and for those who are seeking to hold our law makers to 
account. 
 
These are real concerns because even if our law makers make decrees, they do not 
have any influence on God’s laws. God still keeps His Law concerning widows and 



orphans, even if we don’t. We will be held to account by God and if we think otherwise, 
we are deluded or deluding ourselves.  
 
The next and fifth woe is found in v 21. In some ways it adds to that of the previous 
woe. Are we wise in our own eyes? Let each person consider. I, once, as a 7 year old, 
gave a gardener some advice. He thought it sounded good, but it ended with the fire 
service and police in attendance, and a road closed to traffic for a time. What could the 
poor man do? Point at me and say, ’he made me do it.’ Wise in our own eyes, I’m guilty 
as charged. 
 
Woe number 6 is found in v22 and it continues on the theme of failure in moral and 
spiritual obligations. It is the proud and arrogant outlook of those who think that they 
have life cracked, worked out. It is the pride we read about in Jesus parable of the 
successful farmer who built bigger barns because he was set for life. However, his end 
came soon! 
 
There is a ‘therefore’ once again, a consequence passage here, because all spiritual 
adultery has consequences. V 24-30 paints a picture of a great anger coming upon the 
people from God which culminates in God raising up a great and all powerful nation who 
will come and sweep away all that lies before them like a tidal wave or like an 
innumerable cavalry charge. The picture is utterly terrible, and reflects back to the 
appeal of God, ’what more could I do for my vineyard?’ There is nothing more He could 
do, so it will be handed over to destruction and become a wilderness.  
 
I want to include here a masterly summary of the state of Judah just prior to God 
landing on them in anger. It is from Alec Motyer’s IVP Commentary on Isaiah. In his 
overview of v18-23 he asks this, 
 

‘This frightening list poses the five questions by which the graph of collapsing human 
character can be traced: is sin abhorred or relished (18)? Is God reverenced or flouted 
(19)? Are moral values seen as objective absolutes or as subjective preferences (20)? 

Where is the authority which governs life thought to reside (21)? What excites 
admiration in human achievement (22)? Does the social system guarantee the 

punishment of guilt and the vindication of innocence (23)? ‘ 
 

These are still searching questions, and I think that these questions show that in 
Scotland today we are in deeper trouble that many think. 
 
It is a long time since I have gone through the book of Isaiah in this way as a sermon 
series. I am only doing a surface scan, but I have been taken aback at the seriousness 
of Isaiah words. I wonder is anyone who reads this is now wondering if there is any 
good news to come, or will we have chapter after chapter of threat and gloom? I think 
that in all of our journey through Isaiah we need to keep in mind something of the end 
as well as the beginning. 
 



The non-negotiable in the book of Isaiah is that this nation and people are His and His 
alone by reason of creation and redemption. We need to keep in mind the high calling 
God gave these people. They were to be a people living with God as their King and 
Lord. He would supply them with good, He would protect them, and they would live by 
His holy Law and in so doing become holy themselves and be the envy of the world. 
This did not happen, but rather than the promises of blessing being theirs, their 
disobedience and rebellion brought the consequences of faithlessness to God’s 
Covenant. Jeremiah later tells the people that they had not only become worthless, but 
they had taught other nations to be worthless also, the very opposite of Israel’s calling!  
 
The first part of Isaiah from chapters 1-39 are mostly about what God will do to His 
people to punish them and purge them of sin and faithlessness. We also learn the fate 
of the nations which God has raised up to be His means of judgment on Judah and 
Jerusalem. In due course God will bring these nations to judgment because they were 
over-zealous in their task, and did not fear being instruments in God’s hands to avenge 
Him on His people! Chapters 40 and forward bring the promises that even though the 
people and land has sinned itself to oblivion, yet the love and mercy and grace of God is 
so vast that He will raise the people up again from the ashes and fulfil His purposes 
through them. This will come about through a remnant of those who survive the exile, 
and ultimately from a shoot that breaks out from the stump of a felled tree. This is 
Jesus, Son of God and son of man. 
 
What we are reading about are the ways of God with the fallen human soul. God must 
first remove the poison food from our mouths before we can taste of His wholesome 
food. God must pick us out of the gutter and the making of mud pies before he can take 
us to the silver sands of the beach. God must first disgrace the false gods we worship in 
the world before we will unclench our hands from the things of the world to lay hold of 
the spiritual things above.  
 
In Ephesians 4.20-24 Paul tell the Ephesian Christians that they must put off the old 
clothes, the old man, in order to put on the new clothes, the new man created in Christ 
by conversion. The instruction is that there is a putting off in order to put on. Another 
Biblical picture of this is that God chose an abandoned child in the gutter, and bleeding, 
and took her home. He raised her and clothed her, but she went after filthiness. God is 
pouring out His wrath and bringing destruction to the disease of sin which would result 
in His chosen people’s eternal death. This is tough love because they had not heeded 
gentle drawings.  
 
At the end of Chapter 5 we could expect the book to end because there is no light to be 
seen. This is because the issues that are in play are so much greater than we think. 
God goes to such lengths in discipline for two reasons. 
 
The first reason is because of the incandescent nature of His holiness. We do not know 
how holy God is, and we ourselves are so used to the mire of sin that we would not 
know true holiness if it jumped up and bit us. In the next chapter we get to listen in on 
Isaiah encountering the holiness of God. We get to listen in, but each of us must be 



confronted in such a way as he was or else we will only have heard the rumour of God 
as holiness supreme and incandescent. 
 
The second reason is that God’s plan is to bestow blessedness upon us beyond our 
comprehension. However, while we insist in living in the gutter, we cannot receive His 
gift of entering upon the enjoyments of His perfections. I have said before that I am 
looking forward to and wondering what it will be like to be beyond temptation. I long for 
the future grace where there will be nothing in my flesh which rises to the scent of sin 
when tempted. What will it be like to no longer be plagued by feelings of envy or desire 
to keep up with the Jones’s? How wonderful to enjoy spiritually the wonderful feeling of 
slipping into perfectly clean and silky soft clothes. God brings purging, it is He who puts 
us in the furnace to smelt out the dross and alloy and make us pure gold. All this we will 
come to in due course. In the meantime, as we go through these chapters, let us keep 
before our minds that God is at work to bless in the end. How we respond will determine 
how long we stay in the furnace heat.  
 
We need to understand the utterly otherness of sin and impurity to God’s person before 
our hands, mouths and hearts can be emptied in order to receive the glory that God has 
determined to bestow upon His people. God judges terribly because the glory and good 
He desires to be ours is so magnificent! 
 
I don’t think any of us put our Sunday best clothes on over our gardening or fishing 
outfits. We wash before we dress in our clean clothes. None of us puts on today’s clean 
pants over last weeks, do we? I hope not. So why is it then that we squirm and complain 
or even disbelieve that God will do spiritually anything that is done in the natural? God 
re-clothes us like the prodigal, in order to bring us into His home. He does not and will 
not leave us in our rags. 
 
We need to humble ourselves and to read the Bible as a whole and not just our 
favourite bits. We must neither magnify God’s strictness, nor underestimate the lengths 
He will go to in order to beautify us. This is why I appeal so often these days to 2 
Chronicles 7.14 and the Lord’s Prayer. Holiness, humility, seeking God, prayer, turning 
from our wicked ways is God’s medicine for when His people, and hence the nations of 
the world go astray, and depart a long way to a foreign country. 
 
For further consideration. 
 

 Can you think of anything else the owner could have done for his vineyard?  

 Apply this to God, and if you have suggestions of what God should have done, can 
you find other Scripture which shows that this is His way? 

 Consider reading some other of the prophetic books. Perhaps mark the parts which 
pronounce judgments and blessings in different colours. Do the proportion of the 
different colours surprise you? 

 Consider reading Chapter 6 with especial attention to Isaiah’s encounter with God? 
    
 


