
 
Is the Church Salvable? 
Isaiah 5:1-7 
Rev. Thomas G. James 
Washington Street UMC 
August 14, 2022 
 

 
In these first few weeks following my summer renewal leave, I’m reflecting back on conversations I had 
with random golfers during my absence. I met some interesting people who had interesting stories … 
but they also had interesting thoughts on faith, God, and the Church.  
 
After one specific day on the golf course, today’s question became a very pressing question for me. On 
this specific day, I made the often-made mistake of telling someone I was a pastor early on in the 
round of golf – on just hole number 2. This bit of professional information immediately led the person 
down a long, twisted, dark, and complicated rabbit hole of self-testimony. They told me all about their 
spiritual awakening, their dedication to Christ, their moment of salvation, and a lot of other things that 
I don’t fully remember.  
 
It wasn’t just that this person’s testimony was odd and uncomfortable to listen to, it’s that a lot of 
what he said about the Church, a lot of what he said about faith, a lot of what he said about how God is 
trying to “fix” the brokenness this person defined in the world was … well, in my opinion, wrong. 
Without prompting or invitation, his story included his understanding of how God hates certain people 
based on their faith, their identity, or their choice of marital partner. It was, at least for me, 
cringeworthy.  
 
I decided in that moment that day that I could do one of two things, I could spend the remainder of the 
round trying to help him understanding God in a different way – effectively rewiring his faith in a way 
that seems more congruous to the love of God witnessed in the person of Christ, or … or I could just 
play golf.  
 
On that day, I chose to play golf. By hole five, I shared with him that I was on a sabbatical from the 
work of the Church, and that I’d rather just talk about the golf course.  
 
Yet, this interaction stood out to me because it presented a larger issue. This person didn’t learn these 
things in isolation. His thoughts, his beliefs, his understanding of God are far too prevalent in the world 
– they are taught in churches defined as “Christian” all over our nation every week – even now as we 
are gathered here, there are pastors in pulpits reiterating and bolstering the views this individual held. 
These views define some of God’s created as less-than or unworthy. These views define God’s love as 
limited and withheld from whole subsets of the human creation. In fact, these views deem one power-
hungry sect of the population as more loved, more endowed, and more faithful than others.  
 
Sadly, similar views have been espoused by Christianity ever since its inception. We’ve finally started 
naming some of these issues in recent years, but we have a lot more work to do to repair the sin of the 
Church. For example, the Pope was recently in Canada offering apology for how the Catholic Church 
abused the indigenous people through the residential school system that sought to strip the 



indigenous people of their identity, heritage, and spirituality. Similar apologies have been attempted 
by the United Methodist Church for our participation in the abuse of indigenous people.  
 
The list of hurt caused by the Church – the global universal Christian Church – is long. From supporting 
slavery, to burning “witches,” to the crusades, to countless abuses of power throughout the empires 
and kingdoms of history (including many abuses of power still happening today), there is a question I 
believe worth asking: Is the Church salvable? 
 
Can the Church be saved? Is there still hope for the Church to be the body that God created it to be? 
Or, have we gone so far off the divine path that what is best is for the Church to be abandoned so that 
God might find another way to be present in the world today?  
 
This is a big question; it’s a challenging thought. It’s a question that is bigger than we might be able to 
answer as a single, denominationally-affiliated, local congregation in one city among this complex and 
global society. But, if you will bear with me, I want to offer why I think the question is an important 
question to wrestle with, and I’d like to offer some thoughts that may help us to have this conversation 
in the larger context of the Church’s presence in the world.  
 
To offer some scriptural foundation to this conversation, we’re reading from the lectionary text this 
morning in Isaiah 5. As we named briefly last Sunday, Isaiah is the first prophet to be called to offer 
God’s guidance, condemnation, and commendation to the people of God. The good, the bad, and the 
ugly – it was Isaiah’s job to speak for God to the whole of the community of faith.  
 
As our text begins here in chapter 5, we find that Isaiah is speaking: “Let me sing for my beloved my 
love-song concerning his vineyard. My beloved has a vineyard on a very fertile hill. He dug it and 
cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a watch-tower in the midst of it, and 
hewed out a wine vat in it; he expected it to yield grapes but it yielded wild grapes.”  
 
If we’re hearing this text for the first time, we’re probably wondering, where is this vineyard, and who 
is the wine maker? Is this old world or new world? Napa or Bordeaux? What kind of grapes have been 
planted? Red or white? Pinot Grigio or Pinot Noir? Will it be aged in French oak or American, and for 
how long?  
 
As Isaiah begins, we know very little about the love-song he’s singing. We don’t know who the beloved 
is that has this vineyard. What we do know is that the vineyard has been set-up for success. Yet, for as 
much preparation as the beloved put into the vineyard, the vines did not produce good grapes – it 
produced “wild” grapes. In the Common English Bible translation, it defines them as “rotten” grapes. 
Wild is not here a term to define creative or unorthodox, it means bad – unruly – sour – rotten grapes.  
 
After setting up the story of the vineyard, in verse 3, we find a major shift in the text. Listen closely, as 
it reads, “And now, inhabitants of Jerusalem and people of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard. 
What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it?”  
 
Did you catch the shift? The story teller has changed. After Isaiah sets up the story, the winemaker 
begins to speak. “Judge between me and my vineyard. … What more was there to do for my vineyard?”  
 



The beloved one, of whom Isaiah references in the first two verses, is now speaking for themself. And, 
knowing this text is offered to the whole of the community of faith, the winemaker is inviting the 
people of God to be the judge in this problematic vineyard. What more could I have done to set this 
vineyard up for success? How did I fail, the winemaker wants to know? Given how much work I did up 
front to make this vineyard possible, where did these wild grapes come from? Tell me – what should I 
have done differently? 
 
In verse 5 the winemaker moves on. There is no pause for the jury to deliberate – the winemaker has 
already settled on a verdict. The result of these rotten grapes offers only one path forward: “I will tell 
you what I will do to my vineyard. I will remove its hedge, and it shall be devoured. I will break down its 
wall, and it shall be trampled down. I will make it a waste; it shall not be pruned or hoed, and it shall be 
overgrown with briers and thorns; I will also command the clouds that they rain no rain upon it.”  
 
This doesn’t seem like a great alternative, but for this winemaker, if the vineyard cannot produce good 
fruit, it will not be allowed to produce any fruit.  
 
It’s here, as the winemaker finishes their statement of intent to destroy the vineyard, we finally learn 
that this story is more than a story. This vineyard is not simply a vineyard. The winemaker not simply a 
winemaker.  
 
Stated explicitly in verse 7, “The vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of 
Judah are his pleasant planting.”  
 
I know, shocker, right? This Biblical account is not a simple story of a winemaker and their defunct 
vineyard; it is a metaphor for God and God’s defunct people.  
 
The audience that was invited to make a judgement upon the winemaker has just had a judgement 
made upon themselves.  
 
When I ask the question, Is the Church Salvable?, I ask in part because it is clear that in the history of 
our faith, there have been times when God deemed the answer to be “no.” There are times when, by 
God’s own account, what was best for God’s people was to be consumed and overcome. By God’s own 
account, it would be better for us to bear no fruit than to continue to bear rotten fruit.  
 
It would be easy for me to say that this text gives us all we need to take the Church out to pasture 
today. When I consider the rotten fruit that is still being produced by those who call themselves part of 
God’s people, perhaps, as some might offer, the world would be better off if the Church would cease 
and desist.  
 
But, my friends, I’m not there yet – at least not today. Perhaps I am on some days, but not every day, 
and here’s why:  
 
As this text ends in Isaiah 5, verse 7, there’s a statement made that we miss in our English translation. 
The author makes a strong declaration that, in our English text is completely overlooked. I could read 
the text to you in English 1000 times, but you’d never catch the writer’s conundrum; the point of the 
author only hits home when we look back at the original text in Hebrew.  
 



In verse 7, we are told why God is offering such harsh judgment against the people of Israel. It says, 
“God expected justice, but saw bloodshed.” Sure, sounds simple enough in English, but these words in 
Hebrew are mishpat and mishpah.  
 
Then the author then says God expected righteousness, but heard cries of distress. These words in 
Hebrew are zedakah and zeahkah.  
 
I know, even my butchered attempt at speaking the Hebrew doesn’t do justice to this, so I’ve printed 
out the Hebrew for you so you can visualize the problem. Can you see the problem here?  
( טָּפְׁשִמ  vs חָּפְׂשִמ   …s הָקָדְצ  vs הָֽקָעְצ ) 
 
Keep in mind that when Isaiah was prophet, back around 700 BCE, the literacy rate was like, 1%. The 
only people reading the text were the scribes and priests. Everyone else had to rely on aural 
instruction. What it seems, at least to me, is that the problem God had at that time was not simply that 
the people were bad people, God had, after all, been the one to plant the vines – the problem was that 
they had failed to understand God’s instruction. Perhaps it was intentional, perhaps it wasn’t, either 
way, they were not doing what God had instructed. God wanted mishpat – justice – but the people 
gave God mishpah – bloodshed.  
 
The people had failed to understand the invitation and will of God by misreading, misunderstanding, 
and mishearing the Word of God. At least in my opinion, that’s the problem we still have in the Church 
today – people have grossly misunderstood, misread, or misheard the Word of God. We’ve spent 
centuries reiterating faulty teachings – like how the text supports slavery, or how the Bible subjects 
women to tertiary non-pastoral roles.  
 
God’s frustration wasn’t simply that the people were failing to follow the divine will, it’s that they 
misunderstood God’s will. If we skip ahead through the prophets and into the New Testament, we find 
that this is why God sends Jesus – the incarnate one – to give us a witness and living testimony to the 
will of God. When Jesus says, in Matthew 5, “I did not come to abolish the law, but to fulfill them,” 
what he means is, you’ve misunderstood the law. I have come to show you the correct way to 
understand God’s will. You’ve been living a life of bloodshed, mishpah, when God has desired justice, 
mishpat. Jesus even uses the vineyard analogy in John 15, saying that, he, Christ is the true vine, and 
we are the branches. It is our call as the church to bear good fruit – but we can’t do that if we aren’t 
connected, and growing from the perfect will of God – that which is witnessed in the person of Jesus 
Christ.  
 
There are some days when I just want to play golf. There are some days it seem futile to argue for the 
Church to have a future. But, on the days when it seems worth fighting for, it’s clear: if the church is 
salvable, if there is good the Church can do, if the Church can be the witness God has created it to be, it 
will only be possible by submitting ourselves to the reality that we have failed to know God’s will – we 
have recreated Christ in our own identity – and we have interpreted the Word of God in ways that 
make us comfortable and prosperous. But the will of God is not our prosperity, it is justice and 
righteousness.  
 
May re-hear, re-learn, and re-align ourselves to the true vine that is Christ our Lord, that our witness 
may be for God’s justice and peace, for righteousness and reconciliation, that we might bear good fruit 
for the world to know God’s almighty love. Amen.  


