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 Our Scripture for today includes both a sermon and a prayer, as we go on with 
our summer 2022 sermon series on the prophets. Today we move past thinking about 
sin and on to thinking about human repentance past, present, and future. With our 
current national news on my mind as I began studying our passage from Isaiah, my 
first thought was “I wonder if Isaiah received written notes from his congregation for 
being too political?” As he wrote what we call Isaiah 5, the destruction of Solomon’s 
temple was still in his future. As a priest in Jerusalem, Isaiah wrote many oracles based 
on his visions of God calling faithful people to repentance. If we find them 
uncomfortable in our age, imagine how he sounded to his congregation.  

 Isaiah began this oracle with an image of Israel from another Old Testament 
books, Solomon’s Song of Songs. In it, Israel was compared to a lush vineyard God 
tended that produced beautiful grapes. But Isaiah applied the element of time to this 
poetic vineyard; he saw wild grapes that make awful wine overtaking the fine grapes 
needed to produce choice wine. It is easy to imagine Isaiah received some strong, 
critical feedback for reporting that God said “What more was there to do for my 
vineyard that I haven’t done for it? When I expected it to grow good grapes, why did 
it grow rotten grapes?” (Isaiah 5:4 Common English Bible) Too bad paper decays. No 
archeologist can confirm my informed imagination. 

 There have been times past when this oracle from Isaiah 5 was popular among 
preachers. As the Methodism began in the 18th century, the intertwined social justice 
issues for both Great Britain and the American colonies were colonialism, sugar 
production, hard alcohol production, and slave trade. John Wesley, Methodism’s 
founder, lived his entire life (1703 to 1791) in that century. Over his lifetime of 
writing, preaching, and publishing sermons, Isaiah 5:4 inspired a sermon fourteen 
times. Here it is as Wesley would have read it aloud in worship, “What could have 
been done more to my vineyard, that I have not done in it? wherefore, when I looked 
that it should bring forth grapes, brought it forth wild grapes?” (King James Bible, 
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1611) Preachers who have studied both his life and sermons, can easily imagine he 
received some negative feedback from this text.  

 But what interested me most in my study was Wesley’s fourteenth sermon, 
“On God’s Vineyard.”i It was first published in 1787 when Wesley was 84 years old. 
There is no record that he ever preached that sermon aloud in worship, at that time 
Wesley published sermons both to instruct circuit riders and for them to quote in 
their sermons. His 1787 “On God’s Vineyard” was specifically written for the 
generation of Methodists who would survive Wesley.ii  

. . . In the narrowest of all, one may, by that phrase, "the vineyard of the Lord," 
mean, the body of people commonly called Methodists. In this sense I 
understand it now, meaning thereby that society only which began at Oxford in 
the year 1729, and remain united at this day. Understanding the word in this 
sense, I repeat the question which God proposes to the Prophet: "What could 
have been done more to my vineyard, that I have not done in it wherefore, 
when I looked that it should bring forth grapes, brought it forth wild grapes"iii 

Wesley defined the good grapes Methodists should be producing in our lives as 
“. . . the fruit of the Spirit, -- love, joy, peace, long-suffering, meekness, gentleness, 
fidelity, goodness, temperance."iv These fruits of the Spirit are still our aspiration 
today. But in 1787 Wesley saw wild grapes among his followers.  

. . . fruit of a quite contrary nature. It brought forth error in ten thousand 
shapes, turning many of the simple out of the way. It brought forth 
enthusiasm, imaginary inspiration, ascribing to the all-wise God all the wild, 
absurd, self-inconsistent dreams of a heated imagination. It brought forth 
pride, robbing the Giver of every good gift of the honour due to his name. It 
brought forth prejudice, evil surmising, censoriousness, judging, and 
condemning one another; -- all totally subversive of that brotherly love which is 
the very badge of the Christian profession; without which whosoever liveth is 
counted dead before God. It brought forth anger, hatred, malice, revenge, and 
every evil word and work; -- all direful fruits, not of the Holy Spirit, but of the 
bottomless pit!v 

 Wow! Good thing Wesley was safely in England when that was first read by 
America Methodists as our constitution was being drafted. While considering his 
sermon as a commentary on our Scripture for today, I began to see wild grapes almost 
everywhere I looked, especially in the news and those political ads that fund our news. 
In our media here is so much that is “. . . totally subversive of that brotherly love 
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which is the very badge of the Christian profession. . ..”vi Isaiah and Wesley both 
seemed convinced that the vineyard’s needed destruction to eliminate the wild grapes 
meant that God would never again plant a vineyard that would yield good fruit. 

 Do you agree with them? What shall we do when both Scripture and history 
both sound contemporary and convicting? Shall we cave and give this world over to 
“the wild grapes?” Or do we have another option, one that will give us hope?  

Friends, the good news is that we have another option. This week we find it in 
our other Scripture, Psalm 80. This psalm is a prayer, not a sermon. Psalm 80 opens 
with confession of national sin and requests God’s help for the people. It is attributed 
to Asaph, a priest in Solomon’s time, who also saw humanity as God’s vineyard being 
overrun and choked out by wild grapes. In any time marred by shared divisiveness, 
Asaph’s psalms that remind us prayer is always both our first and best response. 
Listen to what Asaph led his people to ask of God.  

Please come back, God of heavenly forces! 
    Look down from heaven and perceive it! 
Attend to this vine, 
    this root that you planted with your strong hand, 
    this son whom you secured as your very own. 
It is burned with fire. It is chopped down. 
    They die at the rebuke coming from you. 
Let your hand be with the one on your right side— 
    with the one whom you secured as your own— 
     then we will not turn away from you! 
Revive us so that we can call on your name. 
Restore us, Lord God of heavenly forces! 

    Make your face shine so that we can be saved! (Psalm 80:14-19, CEB) 

God has replanted vineyards before, and God will do so again. We share 
Asaph’s congregation’s need for God to revive and restore us again. We are a people 
needing hope. As I watch political commentators and political ads, a common theme 
they all share is our national need to be revived and restored. In salvation history God 
is always planting new seeds which will become new vines bearing new fruit of 
compassion, of justice, of mercy. In salvation history, the good fruit on new healthy 
vines seldom begins with the speeches those in power but begins instead with the 
prayers of the faithful men and women whose contributions to history are frequently 
overlooked.  
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Afterall, who among us has studied Asaph, a worship song leader whose career 
began when David was king of Israel? (See 1 Chronicles 6:39.) My Christian 
commentaries on Psalms say nothing about him. Jewish commentaries I found on-line 
said he was a priest in the Temple during Solomon’s lifetime (See 2 Chronicles 5:12.) 
and his sons continued after his death. According to them, it is possible that psalms 
attributed to him may have been written by his descendants. Friends, in Asaph’s 
recorded faith we find the humble prayer seed of a new vineyard.  

In Asaph’s prayer, we find hope. Prayer is always where we find hope. Prayer is 
the grape seed that will yield the next great vineyard of faith. Gardeners among us 
know this is still true. Even in a dry summer when weeds and drought try choke our 
crops out, our crops are bent on producing new seeds for a future garden. When the 
sins of the world and the sins we commit threaten to choke out our faith, prayer is the 
seed of God’s hope planted in our souls.  

And in hard times when the news is so discouraging and we do not know how 
to pray, we are blessed the Spirit has left us the prayers composed by our faith 
ancestors to show us the way to pray. In hope we can pray what Asaph first led his 
congregation to pray, “Revive us so that we can call on your name. Restore us, Lord 
God of heavenly forces!” (Psalm 80:19, CEB). 

Amen  

																																																													
i	http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/the-sermons-of-john-wesley-1872-edition/sermon-107-on-
gods-vineyard/ Accessed several times the week of August 8-12, 2022.  
	
ii	“On God’s Vineyard” was written late in Wesley’s life when he was convinced the 
Methodist movement would not survive his death. Over his lifetime, the Methodist 
movement spread with the British empire and survived the American revolution. 
Throughout our revolution, Wesley was always loyal to the crown. But in 1771 he had 
appointed a very talented 22-year-old circuit rider, Francis Asbury, to America. 
Despite Wesley’s command that Asbury return to England, Asbury never did. Instead, 
Asbury nurtured the Methodist movement in America through the entire federal 
period.  

	
iii	Same	as	note	i.		
iv	Same	as	note	i.		
v	Same	as	note	i.	
vi	Same	as	note	i.	


