
MEET DEVINE EXPECTATIONS 
Isaiah 5:1-14 

 
 Unmet expectations are some of the most challenging aspects of life.  If you think 
something is going to happen, especially if it is reasonable to expect it to happen, and then 
whatever happens does not measure up, then you will be very disappointed.  If you make a 
promise to a child and then you do not or cannot follow through, the disappointment will really 
hurt the child.  I’ve seen it happen in the work place - everyone normally expects an increase in 
pay each year and when that doesn’t happen, then there is a very negative reaction.  How often 
have you thought you were clear in expressing an expectation or need, only to find to your 
frustration that your expectations have been forgotten, dismissed, ignored or outright defied?  If 
you have children, then you have probably experienced this.   
 We have expectations and it seems reasonable that God has expectations also.  In fact, He 
has some pretty high expectations.  He has given us commandments, precepts, statutes and even 
provided enablements to help His people to accomplish the expectations He has of them.  Along 
with the high expectations, God shows a lot of patience.  On the other hand, there is a limit to 
how much “failure to meet expectations” He will tolerate.  There is a principle we find scripture 
that some have referred to as the “full cup principle.”  This principle says that God waits until the 
iniquity of man reaches what He considers its “full measure” and then He acts.  A good example 
of this is with the land of Canaan which God gave to the chosen seed of Abraham.  God delayed 
giving them the land for 400 years.  In Genesis 15:16, God told Abraham   “In the fourth 
generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached 
its full measure."  
 It was about 1400 BC that the Israelites went into the land of Canaan.  By the time of 
Isaiah the prophet nearly 700 years have passed and there are some serious problems in the world 
at that time.  Through His prophets, God was warning both Judah (Southern Kingdom) and Israel 
(Northern Kingdom) of pending judgment.  Isaiah’s prophecy spanned about 50 year and four 
different kings of Judah.  When he started his ministry, Uzziah was the king and times were 
relatively prosperous.  Within 20 years or so, the Northern Kingdom (Israel) had fallen to 
Assyria and they were threatening Judah.  Instead of seeing what was happening as a warning 
from God to repent and turn back to Him, they turn to other nations for alliances and help.   
 All the while, the prophets were calling the people to purity and they just did not get it.  
They were thinking that all they needed to do was to go through the motions of worship rituals 
and God would continue to bless.  Their real trust was put in things they could see and touch 
such as their walled cities and their financial prosperity.  Many of their leader considered only 
their own welfare at the expense of those they were supposed to caring for.   
 In the prophecy of Isaiah to the nation of Israel we find evidence of the frustration God 
experienced when His expectations have been forgotten, dismissed, ignored or outright defied.  
Isaiah used a parable to get the point across.  This parable (in the form of a song) was about a 
vineyard which the people of Israel could understand since grapes were very important to their 
economy.   
1 Let me sing now for my well-beloved A song of my beloved concerning His vineyard. My well-beloved had a 
vineyard on a fertile hill. 2 He dug it all around, removed its stones, And planted it with the choicest vine. And He 
built a tower in the middle of it And also hewed out a wine vat in it; Then He expected it to produce good grapes, 
But it produced only worthless ones.   Isaiah 5:1-2 (NASB95) 
 Does anyone pay attention to what prophets have to say at the time they give the 
prophecy?  Was anybody listening to Isaiah?  How did he get his message out?  They didn’t have 



email or letters to the editor.  As it turned out, Isaiah’s dad was the brother of King Amaziah who 
was the father of King Uzziah.  That made Isaiah the first cousin of Uzziah and that likely gave 
him a means of being heard.  Many of the prophets were creative in finding ways to get their 
message out and to get someone to pay attention to what they said.  In this case, Isaiah wrote a 
ballad that had the message God wanted him to deliver to the people of Judah and Jerusalem.   
 Judah was an agricultural society and the people could appreciate all the work that was 
needed to develop a vineyard.  It took quite an investment in the land, the plants, and the hard 
work and years of waiting before the investment would start to pay off.  As far as most farmers 
were concerned, if the vineyard was not successful, then he was in a lot of trouble, financially.  
Good vineyards did not happen by accident.  There was a lot of knowledgeable planning, 
attention to details, and work.   
 Isaiah was aware of what it took to grow grapes and he worked that knowledge into the 
ballad he wrote.  The farmer would put the vineyard on a hillside.  Instead of planting the vines 
in rows that followed the contour in a terraced fashion, he would put the rows up and down the 
hill.  The reason for the placement was to get good air flow at nights to prevent frost damage.  
(The application to the church is that we need to take the necessary steps to allow the movement 
of the Holy Spirit in the church.  If we impede the work of the Spirit, then the church will be cold 
and the damage will result in little or no fruit.)  
 The farmer would also look for land that was fertile so that the vines would be healthy 
and have vigorous growth.  Fertile ground is the source of food the plant needed to produce 
growth.  Applying this to the church, we can argue that the proper spiritual food for the church to 
grow and be vigorous is regular feeding on and a good appreciation of the word of God.      
 Fertile ground and a hillside were not enough for a successful vineyard.  The vines and 
the crop would need to be protected.  Usually a fence or a hedge would be put around the 
vineyard to keep out wild animals that might uproot the vines or eat the grapes.  Applying to the 
church, we see that churches need to be on guard against false teachings and people who become 
a part of the church for ulterior motives.  Some people try to use the church as a place to develop 
customers for their business or to promote some program that allows them to make a profit.  
Many churches are plagued by child predators and without “fences or hedges” then such people 
will find their way into a church and damage the church.   
 In order to prepare the land for planting it would be necessary to remove the many rocks 
that were part of the landscape in the Middle East.  Some have looked for a spiritual parallel to 
rocks on (and even imbedded in) the land, and have thought of the rocks as the idolatry that 
needed to be rooted out of Canaan before the nation of Israel could be firmly established.  Others 
have observed that the rocks were just a nuisance; however, this nuisance could be used as raw 
material to build a fence of protection.  Instead of cursing the rocks, he made something useful 
from it.  There is probably a good lesson for us to learn about how to deal with the annoyances in 
our lives. 
 Next came choosing the best variety of plants to put into the vineyard.  Then to provide a 
better vantage point from which to watch the vineyard he built a tower.  Since he anticipated 
getting many grapes, he also put in a winepress.  If we are looking for parallels in the church as 
being God’s vineyard, then we can recognize that God has chosen the choicest variety in that all 
in the church are of the stock of the Second Adam.  The tower would remind us that we need to 
be ever vigilant to keep a watchful eye on the plants in the vineyard to head off any problems 
that might develop.  In the winepress we see a coming together and the elimination of pride of 
individuality as people work together unselfishly to create something useful from the fruit our 



lives bear. 
 Putting in a vineyard was a lot of work and a substantial investment.  In Isaiah’s ballad, 
when the first crop was harvested the grapes were sour and not fit to eat nor useful to make wine.  
This was not only disappointing to the farmer but would be devastating to him also.   
 
What’s the Farmer to Do? 
3 “Now you dwellers in Jerusalem and men 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?  
Isaiah 5:3-4 (NIV) 
 Isaiah presented the story that told of the problem with the vineyard and then he asked the 
people to give an evaluation of the situation.  This is similar to what Nathan did with David 
when he confronted David with the Bathsheba situation.  Other prophets in different times used a 
similar technique of getting those to whom the prophecy applied to think about the reasonable 
consequences and outcome of their actions.  You could say that this is the appeal of God to the 
people to pass judgment on themselves.  Jesus used a very similar parable in Matthew 21 and 
asked the question following the parable of the unfaithful husbandmen who were in charge of the 
Lord’s vineyard.   
40 “Therefore when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those vine-growers?” 41 They said to Him, 
“He will bring those wretches to a wretched end, and will rent out the vineyard to other vine-growers who will pay 
him the proceeds at the proper seasons.”   Matthew 21:40-41 (NASB95) 
This practice is in keeping with the idea that the words of our mouth will condemn us as is stated 
in Job 
6 “Your own mouth condemns you, and not I; And your own lips testify against you.   Job 15:6 (NASB95) 
The point of going through such an argument is to negate any claims of “I did not know what 
was expected of me.”  There are very few people who do not know right from wrong.  The 
problem is not ignorance; it is willful disobedience even when we know what is expected.   
 In the prophecy of Isaiah we do not know how the people of his day answered the 
question in the song.  The obvious answer to the question of “what more could have been done?” 
is “Nothing more could be done.”  So Isaiah went on to tell them the reasonable next step that the 
farmer would take in such a situation.   
5 “So now let Me tell you what I am going to do to My vineyard: I will remove its hedge and it will be consumed; I 
will break down its wall and it will become trampled ground. 6 “I will lay it waste; It will not be pruned or hoed, But 
briars and thorns will come up. I will also charge the clouds to rain no rain on it.”  Isaiah 5:5-6 (NASB95) 
 When you have done all you know to do and it does not work, then such a result calls for 
some other plan of action.  In the case of this vineyard, the decision was to step back and let 
nature takes its course.  This process would happen faster if the restraints such as hedges and 
walls were removed.  (This sound eerily similar to the words of Paul in his letter to the church at 
Thessalonica regarding the deterioration of all things that will or would happen when “that which 
restrains” is taken away.)  Things left to themselves will deteriorate and become chaotic.   
 I think it is worth noticing that “what is prophesied” goes beyond, just “letting it happen.”   
Notice that the owner of the vineyard says “I will lay it waste” and “I will command the clouds 
to not rain.”  This makes us somewhat (maybe even very) uncomfortable when we read that what 
is going to happen (and what did happen) is not just that God is letting it happen, but that He is 
causing it to happen.  Do you recall anyone saying that the earthquake that hit San Francisco 
several years ago was part of God’s judgment on the lifestyle of the people in that area?  What 
about the terrible hurricane that hit New Orleans and did so much damage?  Some people said 
that it was God’s judgment on the sinfulness of America in turning away from God.  Do you 
recall the outrage most people had when some suggested that the attack on the World Trade 



Center was God’s judgment on the corruption of our nation?  Bottom line is that we are NOT 
comfortable with even considering such possibilities.  Anyone who even remotely suggests such 
connections is written off as some sort of religious kook.  We hold such men as Elijah and 
Jeremiah in very high regard; but, in their day, they were thought to be weird and spent a 
significant amount of time hiding out or even in jail.  I wonder what Isaiah’s contemporaries 
thought about him?  Was anyone listening to Isaiah?    
 
The Parable Interpreted  
7 For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of Israel And the men of Judah His delightful plant. Thus He 
looked for justice, but behold, bloodshed; For righteousness, but behold, a cry of distress.  Isaiah 5:7 (NASB95) 
 Of course, this song had a hidden meaning.  The vineyard was the house of Israel and the 
vines were tribe of Judah from which the Messiah would come.  The farmer was God and He had 
planned well and had invested a lot in this people.  He picked a "fruitful hill" in that the nation of 
Israel was located in the crossroads of the world.  It was a rich land, flowing with milk and 
honey.  God provided protection for the developing nation and He picked good stock for the 
planting.  These folks were descendants of Abraham who was a faithful man and a friend of God.  
Finally God was anticipating a good harvest that would be marked by fairness, righteousness, 
and justice.  However, God did not find what He expected but found that the Israelites were 
behaving no differently from the heathen people; that is, they were producing wild grapes.  
 There is an interesting play on words in the Hebrew that describes God’s expectations 
versus the results.  The expectation was justice (mishpat) and instead found bloodshed (mispoh).  
He expected righteousness (sedaqah) and found a cry of distress (seaqah).   
 The song of the vineyard ended but Isaiah continues with some specifics of how the 
people had failed to meet God’s expectations.  In the rest of this chapter there are seven 
examples of how justice and righteousness had been missed.   God condemned selfish greed 
(5:8–10), reckless indulgence in sensual pleasure (5:11–17), skepticism or cynicism (5:18–19), 
perverted standards (5:20), proud self-sufficiency (5:21), alcoholic excess (5:22), and the 
perversion of justice (5:23).  Each of these (except the final one) is introduced with the word 
“woe.”  That word (woe) is a warning of something bad coming as a result of the bad behavior.  
How many of these things are still problems today?  If God acted in judgment on these people 
some 2700 years would we not think that judgment will come if these same things are done 
today?  God doesn’t change.  Let’s start with greed and the consequences of judgment.    
 
Greed  
8 Woe to those who add house to house and join field to field, Until there is no more room, So that you have to live 
alone in the midst of the land! 9 In my ears the LORD of hosts has sworn, “Surely, many houses shall become 
desolate, Even great and fine ones, without occupants. 10 “For ten acres of vineyard will yield only one bath of wine, 
And a homer of seed will yield but an ephah of grain.”  Isaiah 5:8-10 (NASB95) 
 When the nation of Israel was created, parcels of land were assigned to families and the 
intent was that this land would always belong to that family.  The land could be sold (actually 
leased) for a period of time but it would revert back to the family during a jubilee year.  The idea 
was that the land was your sure financial resource and no one would be disadvantaged over the 
long run.  That practice was not being followed and people were taking advantage of those in 
financial distress and grabbing up the land so they would have total control over the economy.   
 God’s judgment was that their big houses would wind up empty, their fields would not 
produce as much seed as they planted, and their vineyard would yield little or no wine.  Sound 
like what’s happening in today’s economy.  The stock market is tanking.  Bank and investment 



firms are going out of business.  Fortunes are disappearing.  Is there a message here for us?   
 
Hedonism 
11 Woe to those who rise early in the morning that they may pursue strong drink, Who stay up late in the evening that 
wine may inflame them! 12 Their banquets are accompanied by lyre and harp, by tambourine and flute, and by wine; 
But they do not pay attention to the deeds of the LORD, Nor do they consider the work of His hands. 13 Therefore My 
people go into exile for their lack of knowledge; And their honorable men are famished, And their multitude is 
parched with thirst.   Isaiah 5:11-13 (NASB95) 
 We live in a society where so many people are driven by pleasure seeking.  There are 
entire industries that cater to fulfilling this appetite for booze, entertainment, drugs, sensualism, 
etc.  Many people in other parts of the world think of the nightclub scene with gyrating bodies as 
being the typical American past time and as being characteristic of our society.  They do not get 
a picture of people in church or even people going to work to make a living.  For many, the best 
part of the day is “happy hour” and the best part of the week is the weekend and the best part of 
the year is the vacation. They are certain NOT paying any attention to the deeds of the Lord and 
they are NOT considering the work of His hands.   
 The consequences are clear.  Everyone suffers because of the actions of some.  The 
prediction of going into captivity or exile is variously thought to apply to the coming judgment 
on the Northern Kingdom (by the Assyrians), the subsequent judgment on the Southern Kingdom 
(by the Babylonians) and the final captivity (occupation and destruction) by the Romans.   
 The reference to the “lack of knowledge” could be a reference to their not knowing what 
the Lord expected of them (which is not likely) or it is that they rejected the truth and were 
disobedient to what they did know.  The fact that all would be affected by the judgment is seen in 
the two groups - the honorable and the multitude.  When judgment comes upon a nation it is not 
always selective.  The consequence of bad behavior can spill over to the lives of the innocent.  
We do not live in isolation from others.  We may choose to look the other way when we know 
that people are ruining their lives with illegal drugs or even with excess use of alcohol.  
However, when a family member is killed by an alcohol impaired driver, then we can’t maintain 
our isolation.   
 The consequences of the judgment would be the opposite of their bad behavior.  Their 
excesses in eating would be replaced with famine and their intemperate drinking would be 
replaced with thirst.  
 
The Preparation for Judgment 
14 Therefore Sheol has enlarged its throat and opened its mouth without measure; And Jerusalem’s splendor, her 
multitude, her din of revelry and the jubilant within her, descend into it.  Isaiah 5:14 (NASB95) 
 Isaiah used a vivid picture of the grave or (as the KJV translates it) hell preparing to 
receive all those who will be coming to it as a result of the judgment of God.  That may be 
exactly what is meant, or it could simply be a metaphor for the “place of exile” to which the 
people would be taken.  Again we see that all people of various walks of life will be included in 
the judgment.  Some are described as the splendor or beautiful people, others are just the 
multitude or common people, some are the noisy revelers and even those who are just our 
celebrating.  No one would be exempt.    
 Is there a parallel for our nation today?  We, as a nation, have been blessed and given 
every opportunity and yet we see a continued retreat from what we know to be God’s expectation 
for us. We were founded on Godly principles and yet we are running head long toward godless 
humanism.  When we adopt the ways of the world, then we will naturally produce the fruit of the 
old nature - sour grapes.    


