Series: This is the Christian Life

#3 – “The Fruitful Life”

Isaiah 5: 1-7

(John 15: 1-8)

 During the month of August we are exploring the facets that make up the gemstone we call the Christian life. Thus far we have discovered that the Christian life is our “real” life. The Apostle Paul declares in Colossian 3 “Christ is our life.” We noted how the contemporary translation, The Message put it:

“Your old life is dead. Your new life, which is your real life…is with Christ in God.”

 All of that is to say, we discover our true lives, our real lives, as we give ourselves to Christ.

 Last week we discovered that the Christian life is a life of faith. We looked at the great faith chapter of the Bible – Hebrews 11 noting how faith is what enables us to say an unequivocal “yes” to God, to live with the uncertainties of life in this world, and be able to trust in a power greater than ourselves.

 Today we rotate this jewel of the Christian life to behold yet another facet of our spiritual lives. To aid us we turn to an Old Testament text – and a complex one at that. The 5th chapter of Isaiah begins with one of the finest literary pieces in the Old Testament. It is an artfully crafted portion of scripture. Sometimes referred to as the “Song of the Vineyard,” it is more than simply a song. However, it certainly starts out as a ballad:

“Let me sing for my beloved my love-song concerning his vineyard.”

 And the song continues for a verse or two. It is the song about a man who owned a vineyard and how he labored to make it fruitful. However, in the middle of the song, the tone changes from a love-ballad to a dirge. It goes from seemingly a story of great hope and anticipation, to a tale of woe and disappointment. And before the passage ends, it seems even the literary genre has shifted – from song to allegory.

 An allegory, of course, is very much like a parable. It is a story told to make a point. However with an allegory, figures, characters, and actions in the story are specific in their symbolism in order to convey a truth.

 You heard the song/allegory as we read it, so I do not need to dwell on it for long. It is a story about a vineyard owner who works hard to produce a fruitful crop and is sadly disappointed when all his efforts come to naught. His vineyard instead of producing champagne quality grapes is overgrown with nothing but wild grapes – sour as can be with large seeds. The vineyard owner is so disappointed he actually walks away from his investment, leaving it to go to seed and run wild.

 And Isaiah, the author of this finely written song makes it clear by the end that this is an allegory of God’s relationship with Israel/Judah.

 Isaiah of Jerusalem prophesied during the 8th century BC in the days, months and years preceding the Assyrian exile. In those days everyone was in denial about the military threat from the North. And in addition, many of the people had gotten complacent about their lives and their country, especially those who were affluent. Their lives were comfortable and at ease. However, all around them were hurting people – the poor, the orphans, and the widows – who were being neglected. Isaiah had the prophetic vision to be able to see the ironies in the society. And like most prophets he was able to give voice to them in a way that the ironies could be seen. He does it with a song and he does it with a powerful allegory.

 The vineyard owner is God and the vineyard is Israel/Judah. God had hoped for more from his fertile vineyard than it had produced. But sadly Judah/Israel never achieved it’s potential. It was a social and spiritual underachiever. And the owner of the vineyard – the one who planted it and gave it his best efforts – decides he will leave the vineyard to it’s own path, leave it unprotected and allow it to be overrun by weeds and marauders. And the prophetic message is evident; Judah/Israel will face marauders from the North – from Assyria – as God lowers his protecting hand.

 It is a complex passage of scripture. And you might wonder how it can tell us anything about the Christian life today. But I think it has a powerful message with deep meaning for us today as people who follow God in Jesus Christ. It is a message for us on two levels. First of all, it is a message for us about…

…Ourselves

 Do we not as Christians, individually and as a church, comprise the vineyard that God has planted and nourished? Think about it: each and everyone one of us has been blessed with the care and attention of the Divine vintner. He has given us enough talents and resources to achieve our potential – to bring forth the sweet grapes that can become the fine wine that will bless this earth. But we have not brought forth good fruit. We have not been the fruitful people God has called us to be. Instead of bringing forth the best grapes we have produced wild grapes – or as that word “wild grapes” in the Hebrew is literally translated – “stinking things.”

 The tactic of the prophets was to challenge and confront people with the shortcomings in their lives. And certainly Isaiah does that here with Judah/Israel. But he also does it with me and with you. 

Take a serious and critical look at your life and ask yourself: How am I “stinking up” God’s good vineyard? If we take an honest inventory, I believe we will fine any number of stinking things in our lives: racism, hatred, fear of the stranger, homophobia, unforgiveness, grudge-holding, lying, cheating and the list could go on ad infinitum.  And the same that could be said of us individually could be said of us as a collective people just like it was of the nation to whom Isaiah spoke. 

Gandhi was a Hindu, but it would not surprise me to fine out when we get to heaven he is a part of what John Calvin called the “invisible church.” Ghandi said that there are “seven deadly social sins”:

Politics without principle

Wealth without work

Commerce without morality

Pleasure without conscience

Education without character

Science without humanity

Worship without sacrifice

“Stinking things” – the wild grapes brought forth from our lives instead if the good fruit the vineyard owner desires.

 You can’t pick up on it in the English, but there is a clever play-on-words in the Hebrew in v.7 that tells us the choice fruit the owner is looking for from his vineyard.

7For 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!

 Justice and righteousness is the kind of fruit the Divine Vintner longs for from his vineyard. He expected “justice” (mishpat) and instead got “bloodshed.” (mispach). He expected “righteousness” (tsedaqah) and instead heard a “cry” (tse’ahqah). It is a poetic way to drive home the message.

 Yes, the “Song of the Vineyard” has a message for us about ourselves. We have not yielded the fruit that God - the Divine Vintner - longs for in our lives. We have a tendency to stink it up with all kinds of “wildness” – individually and as a society - instead of producing goodness.

 However the other message for us in this complex passage of scripture is a message about…

…God

If the vineyard owner in the allegory is God, then consider what this passage teaches us about God. It says that the owner is deeply invested in his vineyard. He is not some absentee owner; he is an on-the-field proprietor who has “sweat equity” in the vineyard. Look at the verbs in verse 2: 

2He dug it and cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a watchtower in the midst of it, and hewed out a wine vat in it;
   This vineyard owner has labored to make his vineyard fruitful. He has put hard work and effort in making it the best it can be. It is labor-intensive – time-intensive work. Planting and pruning; building a watchtower out of stone and digging a winepress out of bedrock is arduous work! But the owner is deeply committed to the vineyard’s success. And while it is only implied, the vineyard owner is willing to wait. It would take years before the planted vines would yield the first harvest. The owner is obviously very patient.

 However, he also expects that the vineyard will produce. Three times (in verse 2, 4 and 7) it says the owner had “expectations” of a good crop.

 What does all this tell us about God? It says that God who created us is invested in our lives, has labored over us and longs for us to be fruitful. He is long-suffering; willing to work with us and bear with us as we mature. And he even expects that we will succeed. God is not simply hoping we will become something good and precious, but actually expects us to achieve our highest potential. God has expectations of me and of you and is sadly disappointed when we fail him and fail ourselves.

 But this vineyard owner is no tyrant – no control freak. When the vineyard will not produce despite the owner’s best efforts, he is willing to step aside and let nature take its course. In spite of all his investment of time, energy and love, when only “stinking things” are produced, the owner will sadly step back and let the vineyard be; let it go its own way.

 And God does the same with you and me. God labors over each of us. He is deeply committed and longs for us to produce the harvest of justice and righteousness in our lives. However, when God has done all that God can for us, and we elect to go our own way, God will not intervene. God will allow us to experience the consequences of our own “wildness” if you will. Like a broken-hearted parent whose child elects to be a “stinker,” God will have enough tough love to let us suffer the consequences of our own folly. 

 The Lord certainly allowed that to happen to the people to whom Isaiah preached. God removed his protective hedge from Israel and she was conquered by Assyria. It did not mean that God no longer loved Israel. But it did mean, however, that because of Israel’s unresponsiveness and ingratitude, God had to let them have their own way and suffer the consequences. God will not violate our free will. He does not want robots who unfeelingly obey his commands; but a people who will love and serve him.

 And God, the Divine Vintner, walks away from the vineyard. That’s the way the passage ends. No happy ending here. However, fortunately for Israel and fortunately for us, the Bible does not end at Isaiah 5. While God, saddened and baffled about the vineyard may step back and let it nature take it’s course, he will not give up in the idea of a fruitful vineyard. Though disappointed and heart-broken, he will nonetheless not give up on the idea of the vineyard one day become fruitful. And he is willing to risk even more than he did in this story. 

 In the wake of an unsuccessful attempt to grow fine grapes and produce the best wine, the persistent vintner starts over with a new vine, a unique and special vine that only he knows of, and a vine that he fashioned himself. You could say that it was a vine that came from his own heart. The vine was named Jesus. (see “God Knows,” a sermon by John W. Wurster, found at www.esermons.com )

 We heard about this vine in the Gospel lesson today from Jesus himself:

 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine grower. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. 5I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.

 The Christian life will be a fruitful life, producing the sweetest and best of things (not “stinking things”) as we stay attached to God’s one true vine. God does not give up on growing us. He is so deeply invested in our fruitfulness that he gave the vine from his very heart to attach ourselves to. May we do so as we truly lives the productive Christian life.
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