
Isaiah 55:6-9

6“Seek the LORD while he may be found;
    call upon him while he is near;
7let the wicked forsake his way,
    and the unrighteous man his thoughts;
let him return to the LORD, that he may have compassion on him,
    and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.
8For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
    neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD.
9For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
    so are my ways higher than your ways
    and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

Isaiah 55 context:

Time:
After Israel is taken into Babylonian exile (587 B.C.); right after God uses king Cyrus to free the 
Israelites (537 B.C.)

Audience:
The Jews returning from Babylon to Judea and Jerusalem.

Purpose:
Isaiah 50-55 serves to remind the people of their failures as they return, so they do not repeat them 
(LAW), and then remind them of God’s response to them even when they fail (GOSPEL). Chapter 55 is
the tail end of the Gospel proclamation.

Knowing the context, who are the “wicked” and “unrighteous” Isaiah is speaking of in verse 6?

The parents and grandparents of the current generation, those who worshiped false idols of neighboring
nations and made God’s commandments into empty practices, resulting in the exile. However, because 
the current generation was raised by the previous ones, they also are the target of the message by 
association. Their ancestors were unfaithful, but it is the current generation that needs to return to the 
Lord as they return to Jerusalem and Judea.

Compare this with Psalm 37:1-2:

1Fret not yourself because of evildoers;
    be not envious of wrongdoers!
2For they will soon fade like the grass
    and wither like the green herb. 

Here the Psalmist writes about God protecting His people by delivering justice to their enemies, as 
opposed to Isaiah 55, where His people are the one’s who have been justly punished.

In terms of returning to the Lord, Isaiah prefaces the plea by saying “while he may be found… while he
is near...” To what upcoming phenomenon is Isaiah referring to?



The inter-testamental period, where God is silent for around 400 years. This time frame acts as a 
catalyst for the question “where is God?” and forces people to stop thinking about God in terms of His 
miracles and direct guidance, which in turn is preparing them for God to come in a humble, quiet way. 
These are the last times when God’s people have a direct prophetical connection to Him (for a while), 
and therefore they should seize the opportunity.

Immediately following a promise of grace and absolution, Isaiah quotes Yahweh saying, “My thoughts 
are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways.” What “thoughts” and “ways” is God referring 
to when comparing Himself to Israel? (Hint: refer to Psalm 37:2)

Justice. Despite justice being given to both God’s people and their enemies in the past, His current 
thoughts and ways are quite UNJUST. Where the people think there should be LAW, God brings 
GOSPEL. Where the people think there should be punishment, God brings acquittal. His thoughts and 
ways are seemingly superseding the laws He gave His people, and it’s precisely because His love and 
grace is greater than His wrath.

Isaiah ends this section using an analogy: the difference between God’s thoughts and ways and Israel’s 
thoughts and ways are like the heavens and the earth. The people know they exist, but can’t understand 
them or reach them.

This discourse essentially sets the framework for Jesus’ mission:

1. The enemy is not a group of people, it’s sin found in both faithful and unfaithful.
2. God’s response to the problem is grace and forgiveness instead of justice.
3. The people won’t be able to understand it, they’ll just have to trust it’s true. 

Isaiah 50-55 is a last ditch effort to prepare for Jesus’ coming. Today’s reading from chapter 55 shows a
snippet of how God will work through the messiah.

Matthew 20:1-16

1“For the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house who went out early in the morning to 
hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius[a] a day, he sent them 
into his vineyard. 3 And going out about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the marketplace, 4

and to them he said, ‘You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will give you.’ 5 So they went.
Going out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour, he did the same. 6 And about the eleventh 
hour he went out and found others standing. And he said to them, ‘Why do you stand here idle all day?’
7 They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You go into the vineyard too.’ 8 And
when evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the laborers and pay them 
their wages, beginning with the last, up to the first.’ 9 And when those hired about the eleventh hour 
came, each of them received a denarius. 10 Now when those hired first came, they thought they would 
receive more, but each of them also received a denarius. 11 And on receiving it they grumbled at the 
master of the house, 12 saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us 
who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.’ 13 But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend,
I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? 14 Take what belongs to you and 
go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with 
what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?’ 16 So the last will be first, and the first last.” 

Matthew 20 context:

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+20%3A1-16&version=ESV#fen-ESV-23792a


Time:
In the third year of Jesus’ ministry, as he makes his final journey to Jerusalem; just before he gets to the
city.

Audience:
Jesus’ disciples. He has recently talked to the pharisees and the rich young man, but now speaks 
privately to the faithful who have been following him.

Jesus starts his parable by saying, “The kingdom of heaven is like...” What is the “kingdom of heaven” 
that Jesus is referring to?

His works and mission. Remember that word “kingdom” is a verbal noun, an action/event word. It 
means “the active ruling of heaven”, which is, at that moment, Jesus and what he’s doing on earth. 
Essentially, you could translate it as Jesus saying, “My mission is like...”

If Jesus is referring to his own actions in the parable, what would “workers” refer to?

Those who follow him and, more specifically, do what he commands. “Do what he commands” is an 
important part of this parable. Jesus says this more directly in John 15:14, “You are my friends if you 
do what I command you.” Using the language of “worker” is a clear reminder that being a follower of 
Jesus means that you’re going to live differently. Or in Lutheran terms: grace isn’t cheap. Grace doesn’t
cost anything, but it requires sacrifice.

Now, if Jesus is bringing people into the vineyard (salvation), and those he brings in are workers 
(faithful followers), then what message is he teaching in this parable when he talks about the time that 
each of those followers comes to salvation? (hint: remember that he’s talking to just his disciples)

Those who come to faith early and those who come later are both equally loved in God’s eyes. There is 
no ranking system, and to attempt to do so would not only arrogant, it would spit in the face of God’s 
generosity, essentially claiming that they could do better than God when it comes to choosing who is 
worthy of love.

This lesson is not unique to this discourse. Here Jesus talks about pride and arrogance in terms of faith, 
but he also talks about it in terms of wealth (Matthew 19:16-30) and in terms of service (Luke 9:46-48).

The fact that we see this topic come up multiple times during Jesus’ ministry, and that it’s always 
directed as his disciples tells us what?

His disciples had problems with judging others, even those who came to faith, using whatever metrics 
they could find, be it length of time, possessions sacrificed, or deeds done. This is evident in the fact 
that right after the lesson from Luke 9:46-48, we see the disciples completely miss the point in Luke 
9:51-55:

51 When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem. 52 And he sent 
messengers ahead of him, who went and entered a village of the Samaritans, to make preparations for 
him. 53 But the people did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem. 54 And when his 
disciples James and John saw it, they said, “Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from 
heaven and consume them?” 55 But he turned and rebuked them.



When combined with our reading from Isaiah 55, this shows us that understanding God is not 
something that we can do, and attempting to do so just leads to sinful thoughts and actions, as those 
who do so often end up “playing God”, whether on purpose or by accident.

Both the Israelites returning from exile and the disciples that had been following Jesus for years needed
reminders that God was a God of grace, despite justice still existing, and it was Him, not them, who 
determined who was worthy of His love.

The Takeaway:

1. You are sinful. Though it may be in different ways, you will do the same things the Israelites and 
disciples did. You will try to make judgments based on your own understanding. But even if they come 
from good intentions, they will never be right, because they aren’t coming from God.

However, despite these failures, just like the Israelites and disciples:

2. You are saved. Yahweh and Jesus’ examples serve as reminders that no one is outside the reach of 
God’s love. The unrighteous exile and the last hour worker both have the opportunity to repent and 
receive the Gospel.

So for a current day application:

3. You are sent. You are the one, just like his disciples, that Jesus has sent into the world with his 
message. Recognizing what God taught/teaches His people in Isaiah and Matthew should make you 
stop and realize that the people you’re bringing God’s word to are you. Even if you’re the first hour 
laborer and they’re the last, you are the same. You are sinful. You need Jesus to be saved. That lesson 
will help you speak as a caring friend and not an arrogant Bible thumper.

Knowing 1 leads you to 2, which helps you rightly do 3.


