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SERMON – ST BARNABAS, ISLE OF MAN 24th October 2021

Isaiah 5:1-7 Matthew 21:33-46

I’m told you haven’t had a harvest festival, so on this, the last day before the run up to
Advent begins, we’re introducing a bit of a harvest theme.

As you heard, it’s all about grapes this morning.

At home I have a greenhouse. And in the greenhouse I have a grape vine. I bought it
from a garden centre a few years ago. Just a small shoot. I prepared the ground in the
greenhouse, planted it, watered it, fed it and three years later it produced its first fruit.
And here are some of the grapes from my vine.

Now, you don’t have to be a dedicated gardener to appreciate that this is a pretty
pathetic bunch of grapes. Instead of a large bunch of luxurious grapes we have this
little cluster.

And there’s another problem. Here is the label that was on the plant in the garden
centre. You can’t see it clearly, but you can perhaps make out the colour. They are
purple grapes. But my vine produces green grapes.

So, I bought a vine from the garden centre expecting large bunches of juicy purple
grapes. I nurtured it, watered it, waited patiently for three years and all I get is scraggy
little bunches of green grapes. I am not best pleased.

And that is exactly the scenario that we have in our reading this morning.

Let’s start with the Isaiah passage. Isaiah gets the attention of the Jews by telling them
he’s going to sing them a song:

I will sing for the one I love
a song about his vineyard:

‘The one I love’ just means ‘a very dear friend of mine’.

So, a very dear friend of mine had a vineyard
on a fertile hillside.

2 He dug it up and cleared it of stones
and planted it with the choicest vines.

He built a watchtower in it [for night watchman – also for workers to sleep in]
and cut out a winepress as well. [stone troughs for treading the grapes]

Then he looked for a crop of good grapes,
but it yielded only bad fruit.
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Then Isaiah appeals to his hearers:
“Now you dwellers in Jerusalem and people of Judah,
judge between me and my vineyard.

4 What more could have been done for my vineyard
than I have done for it?

When I looked for good grapes,
why did it yield only bad?

And the crowd are no doubt saying, ‘It wasn’t his fault. He took all that care. He did
everything right. He deserves better than that. There must be a problem with the
vineyard.’

So Isaiah tells them what’s going to happen. And note he no longer pretends he is
telling them about a friend. He speaks as though it is his vineyard:

Now I will tell you
what I am going to do to my vineyard:

I will take away its hedge,
and it will be destroyed;

I will break down its wall,
and it will be trampled.

6 I will make it a wasteland,
neither pruned nor cultivated,
and briers and thorns will grow there.

And the crowd are thinking, ‘Well, fair enough. There’s no point putting any more
effort into it. It might as well be abandoned and go back to the wild.’

But then Isaiah says something that must have cause the penny to start to drop.
I will command the clouds not to rain on it.

And the crowd are thinking, ‘Hang on. Only God can command the weather. What’s he
saying?’

Then Isaiah delivers the punchline:
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The vineyard of the Lord Almighty
is the nation of Israel,

and the people of Judah
are the vines he delighted in.

And he looked for justice, but saw bloodshed;
for righteousness, but heard cries of distress.

Look! he says. This is about you. God has cared for you for centuries. He has done
everything possible to protect you, nurture you and save you and what does he get in
return? A society full of bloodshed and cries of distress.

This isn’t about vineyards, cries Isaiah. It’s about you. You have failed God. You should
be a grateful and peace-loving nation, instead you are selfish and violent. And the
destruction foretold in the song will come upon you. Your wall will be broken down
and your land become desolate.

And that is what happened. The armies of Assyria and Babylon ransacked Israel and
Jerusalem.

But in his mercy God did not destroy them completely. He allowed a remnant to
survive and to slowly rebuild until we come to Jesus’ time.

And, in our second reading, Jesus uses the same image:

Listen to another parable: There was a landowner who planted a vineyard. He put
a wall around it, dug a winepress in it and built a watchtower.

And the Jews must have been thinking, ‘Oh yes, we know this story’. But then Jesus
gives it a slightly different twist, which rather throws them off the scent:

Then he rented the vineyard to some farmers and moved to another place. When
the harvest time approached, he sent his servants to the tenants to collect his fruit.

35 “The tenants seized his servants; they beat one, killed another, and stoned a
third. 36 Then he sent other servants to them, more than the first time, and the
tenants treated them the same way. 37 Last of all, he sent his son to them. ‘They
will respect my son,’ he said.
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38 “But when the tenants saw the son, they said to each other, ‘This is the heir.
Come, let’s kill him and take his inheritance.’ 39 So they took him and threw him
out of the vineyard and killed him.

And the crowd are thinking, ‘That’s terrible!’ So when Jesus asks them what should
happen they know the answer:

“Therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those
tenants?”

41 “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end,” they replied, “and he will
rent the vineyard to other tenants, who will give him his share of the crop at
harvest time.”

‘Take it away from them! They don’t deserve to have it! Give it to someone else!’

Then Jesus stuns them with his reply:

“Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and
given to a people who will produce its fruit.”

The servants whom the owner of the vineyard had sent were the prophets, many of
whom had been killed. And Jesus is of course predicting what they are going to do to
him when he talks of them killing the owner’s son.

45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard Jesus’ parables, they knew he
was talking about them. 46 They looked for a way to arrest him, but they were
afraid of the crowd because the people held that he was a prophet.

They weren’t stupid. They had got the message.

So where do we fit in to all this? In two ways.

1. Firstly, we are the fulfilment of that last statement of Jesus: “Therefore I tell you
that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who
will produce its fruit.” The unique status of the Jewish people was taken away
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from them and given to the Gentiles – Africans, Indian, Europeans. The
worldwide church is made up of people of every ethnicity. We here in the Isle of
Man are part of the fulfilment of this parable. And that’s an amazing thought.

2. But, secondly, with that privilege comes a great responsibility. Remember Jesus’
words? - the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people
who will produce its fruit. It is now we who are the vineyard. It is to us that God
comes looking for good fruit. This is where it gets uncomfortable. We –
individually and corporately - have been nurtured and cared for like the vineyard.

3. And on the Lord Jesus’ last evening with his disciples the same message is there
loud and clear. In John 15:16 Jesus says, You did not choose me, but I chose you
and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit - fruit that will last.

4. There are two aspects in relation to the fruit. One is the quality of each
individual – is each grape sweet? Are the individual lives ripening in holiness?
The other aspect relates to quantity – how many grapes are being produced?
Jesus actually speaks of us ‘bearing much fruit and so prove to be my disciples’
(John 15:8). Numbers do matter.

5. So what fruit are you producing? Are you producing an abundant harvest of
good grapes or just a few scraggy bitter ones? That’s what you (and every other
congregation) will be judged on When a congregation stops producing fruit it
dies. When it stops being a loving, caring community; when it loses its focus on
God; when it stops bringing people to saving faith in our Lord Jesus Christ. The
north of England is littered with the remains of Free Church of England
congregations. Sometimes there are literally ruins. In Ulverston where I live
there used to be an FCE church. If you go down a backstreet you can still see the
remains of some of the walls, now incorporated into somebody’s yard. Like the
broken-down walls of the vineyard. And on this island too, there are empty and
under-used Church buildings.

6. We’re in chapter 2 in what, please God, will be the long story of St Barnabas.
(Chapter one was how you came into existence, then we had an interlude,
caused by the pandemic, now we have started Chapter 2.) It’s time to start
thinking about results. I suggest that whenever you have a Church Council
meeting you ask the question, ‘What fruit are we producing?’ Remember, that
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relates to both quality and quantity: ‘Are our members ripening in holiness?’
‘Are we making new disciples?’ When next year’s Annual Congregational
Meeting comes round you put on the agenda ‘What fruit have we produced in
the last year?’ When you chat together at the back of Church, you ask each
other, ‘What fruit are we producing?’ Because that will keep you focussed.
Otherwise there is a real danger that you will just drift. And, as we have seen,
congregations that stop producing fruit, die. When God calls you to account,
when he comes to Douglas looking for good grapes, what are you going to show
Him?


