
Sermon on Isaiah 5:8-30 prepared by Jonathan Shradar 

 

Isaiah 5:8-30 

 

This week I had a couple of great conversations in discipleship groups about what it means to 

support one another in a Christian community - really to define community among believers. 

There are myriad opinions on how we should act and present ourselves in the church, but as I 

continue on in my own journey, surrounded by other believers I am beginning to recognize the 

healthiest Christian community is a band of believers that get real about who they are and get 

real about the work of the cross for all of life and who we are becoming because of it.  

 

The cross stuff we can get behind! It is amazingly good news. Salvation to be had, freedom, God 

himself is gained there. We can even get excited about the transformation bit, who we are 

becoming. The coming day of perfection and glorification with Jesus. No corrupting influence 

left, just purity and the beauty meant to be.  

 

But the getting real ain't easy. Uncovering who we are as we stand before that cross of Christ can 

be tremendously hard work and the energy it takes to be vulnerable and left in the care of others 

can be excruciating. So usually, we put on airs. We pretend. We posture. We only open the door 

of our inner lives, and our outer lives, so far as to keep the clutter in, the darkness from spilling 

out. We act the part, trying on our “church lady” clothes and smug responses if anyone gets too 

close. We become zealous outwardly to cover what is actually going on inwardly.  

 

But there is freedom in being real. In removing the pretense and just being a person in need of 

Jesus, with lots of baggage!  

 

And coming to the Word of God, we are cracked open, quite on purpose, so that this freedom 

would be ours, that we would recognize the grace offered to us by the One who knows us more 

than we know ourselves.  

 

“If we feel more righteous as we read the Bible, we are misreading it; we are missing its central 

message. We are reading and using the Bible rightly only when it humbles us, critiques us, and 

encourages us with God’s love and grace despite our flaws.” Tim Keller, Prodigal Prophet 

So we submit ourselves again to this word, to an account of God’s prosecution of his people 

following the question of “what more could he do?” To what seems like the end, the last straw. 

Yet even in that, there is something for us so far forward in time but so near in condition.  

 

We have what is Real, then a challenging Result after it, and hopefully something to cling to as 

we keep walking together.  

 

1) Real  

 



Woe to the Wicked. This final two-thirds of Isaiah 5 follow the love song the prophet sang 

lamenting the unrequited love God had for his people. How Judah, the choice vineyard, had 

produced worthless fruit.  

 

And the Prophet goes on, speaking of the great sorrow and distress of the real life of the people. 

Woe is not a word we use often in our vernacular. Maybe “Oh No” is more appropriate, or 

something even more choice that we are hesitant to use in church! It adds pain to each phrase it 

is part of. Speaks of anguish and condemnation. Woe, a prophetic word of judgment used 

throughout Scripture announcing “Beware, judgment is coming for your sins!” 

 

The sins listed here are significant. Six categories of sin that taint the nation meant to be set 

apart for God - for his glory alone. And as we think of this list of acts of disobedience of God, it 

can be far too easy for us to say “this is them” pointing a finger beyond ourselves. This is the 

outsiders. But these corrections by calling out are directed to God’s people. This is not a “Woe to 

the World” but woe to those that know better.  

 

Woe to those who join house to house… who add field to field… who disrespect the way the 

promised land was to be divided and continue in families for generations. Who are greedy for 

more until nothing is left. Opposite contentment, the aggressively greedy are building economic 

empires by ruthlessly taking over the property of the poor and needy. Becoming the oppressor 

by refusing to care for those they can fleece. How familiar this is to us…  

 

Woe to those who set their alarm so they can run after whatever it is that numbs them. The 

self-indulgent, putting their trust in pleasure burning the midnight oil inflamed by wine. Sinful 

excess. A people that have the temple, the place where they can meet with God, and find their 

true joy, instead they clamor for the next tune on the harp and an open bar. Maybe they pull 

their act together when there are holy days… but they are constantly taking the edge of by 

dulling the blade.  

 

(18) Woe to those who draw iniquity with cords of falsehood. Those looking to sin to provoke 

judgment that they might be noticed. Living with a cynicism that ties them to, binds them to sin. 

Self-deceived enslavement that ends up mocking God. Serving sin and can’t escape, yet they 

question God, challenge and defy him. Arrogantly demanding God carry out his plan on their 

schedule.  

 

Woe to those who call evil good and good evil. Those that deny what God says is right, the 

standard that the creator of all things has put into place. Living under a moral distortion that 

seems so common in the cultures that surround them. They redefine truth, instead of being real 

and seeing sin, they recast reality to say it is okay… speak “your” truth… “you be you”. Claiming 

everything is relative, rejecting the glory of God with depraved arrogance.  

 

These are heavy. And that’s just four of them!  

 



Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes. Who claim wisdom beyond the Lord’s, that says 

“our ways are higher…” Blindly conceited. Clinging to a false wisdom that produces death. Just 

as in the garden where Eve perceived the fruit was good for making her wise and ate it. Wisdom 

rooted in self-worship. Emboldened idolatry.  

 

Woe to those who are heroes at drinking… who acquit the quilty for a bribe. Those corrupt and 

debauched. Making darkness the standard. Rejecting justice. Judges meant to pursue fairness 

and justice, preferring the lush life selling their service to the highest bidder.  

 

Woe. All of it sins that breaks the heart of God.  

 

“Isaiah pictures people harnessed to sin, like animals harnessed to carts. Thus they are 

voluntary practitioners of a sinful lifestyle but, as such, they are living an animal existence 

beneath their true dignity as humans and, as victims of sin’s deceit.” Motyer 

 

Worse still, these are God’s children, given a different standard and more than just reject it, they 

trample on it, spit on it and have no remorse over it. There is no light here they just keep on 

living in Woe.  

 

I have a friend who has a tumor - it is not supposed to be cancer and it is good to have an 

answer, but he is interacting with his doctor on what to do next. But it seems like a picture of 

Judah… there is a tumor here, sin, and it may have lingered undiagnosed for some time but God 

has through Isaiah gave a clear diagnosis. But it is like they are saying, Nah we good. We like the 

tumor. Invited to cut it out, they refuse…  

 

And as I have lingered in this text this week I have been struck that this text is a mirror… greed, 

self-indulgence (pleasure seeking), cynicism, calling evil good and good evil, blinding arrogance, 

corruption - gaming the system for my advantage.  

 

We like Judah brought before the judgment of God.  

 

“Sin lies to us. It’s not as though sin fulfills its promises to make life better. It’s a drag. So why 

don’t we throw off the harnesses and run free? Because we are deceived - doubly so, for even as 

we cling to our favorite sins, so heavy but so dear, we also wonder, “I’m so bored, I’m so 

disappointed. Why isn’t God more real to me? And look at the condition of this whole wretched 

world. Where is God? That is what Isaiah discerns in the human heart... a mind that blames 

God, defies God, taunts God.” RO  

 

When we get real, nothing is hidden, it is exposed by the light, and we sit under it and respond 

WOE to ME!  

 

Real talk: Do you ever feel like an imposter?  

 



Waking up every day under the burden of Romans 7, doing what I don’t want to do, not doing 

what I want to do, or am suppose to do. Up to my eyes in sins of commission and omission. Woe 

to me… 

 

Judah doesn’t accept the woe. They don’t have sorrow, they just keep skipping in the wrong 

direction. But if you feel the sorrow for it, the distress of sin even as you are a child of God, there 

is something at work. There is a result expected on the other end of the woe.  

 

2) Result  

 

For Judah, in its denial of God, his standard and his continual provision for them as a people, 

judgment is declared.  

 

(13) “Therefore my people will go into exile for lack of knowledge…” Sheol has opened its mouth 

wide to devour those reveling in self and sin.  

 

And given the last six verses of this chapter, there is no doubt of the coming judgment, like fire 

consumes stubble, like the dust of unrelenting drought… because they rejected his law and 

despised his word… the anger of the Lord was kindled against his people. An anger that has not 

turned away…  

 

He will whistle to the nation to come and take them away… growling as they seize their prey. 

(30) “And if one looks to the land behold, darkness and distress.”  

 

The things they most valued, a place, position, a name for themselves… all of it taken away in 

judgment.  

 

Judgment is the result of woe rejected, the same fate as those never made children of God, his 

people. Oppression. Separation. Darkness.  

 

This is grave, it is sad… “Oh Judah, what could have been?!” 

 

For those that don’t own the woe, there is no silver lining. There is no light breaking through the 

clouds.  

 

But if you are real, if you own it, you sorrow over it, there might just be something here worth 

worshiping for.  

 

Isaiah 5:15–16 “Man is humbled, and each one is brought low, and the eyes of the haughty are 

brought low. [16] But the LORD of hosts is exalted in justice, and the Holy God shows himself 

holy in righteousness.” (ESV) 

 



Of course, God is going to be exalted. His glory is His glory and nothing will stand in the way of 

it. He let’s justice run down and shows himself holy in righteousness. This is his character. And 

that is good for us when we see it rightly.  

 

But the other good is that on the other end of woe is humility. Made low before the Lord. God 

does not delight in bringing judgment on his people, but he does delight in the outcome, 

humility before him.  

 

"God’s judgments are designed to bring about final salvation for his elect, and the focus of their 

eternal joy will be the radiant attributes of God so plainly put on display throughout redemptive 

history." Andrew M. Davis 

 

And we experience it in repentance, getting real about the sin that lingers, the heavy and dear 

sin we know so well, and surrendering it once again to Jesus.  

 

3) Repentance  

 

Romans 2:4 “do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not 

knowing that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? (ESV) 

 

Even this judgment as a kindness to lead his people to repentance. A repentance that is made 

effectual in the work of Jesus on the cross.  

 

What was desired of Judah was certainly an end to sin, but also deeper was a heart of 

dependence on God. That they would know they could not earn his grace and restraint on their 

own, that they needed Him.  

 

This is now us in Christ. With hearts wrenched by woe for sin, turning to the giver of grace for 

help in need of his saving work. What he gladly gives by taking on all of our sin, the full measure 

of it on the cross. Satisfying the wrath we were storing up for ourselves. And granting us 

forgiveness, his righteousness when we believe in him. Given a new identity not as the lost but as 

his people, washed and justified in him.  

 

Where our inclination might be to set new rules and make them king (which is what the 

Pharisees in Jesus’ day would do to prove their worth, and which he would condemn with 

another list of woes), what is demanded by Christ is getting real, and turning from what was to 

what is meant to be in him. Trusting in him alone for salvation and for transformation.  

 

Luke 18:9–14 “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were 

righteous, and treated others with contempt: [10] “Two men went up into the temple to pray, 

one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. [11] The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: 

‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this 

tax collector. [12] I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ [13] But the tax collector, 



standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be 

merciful to me, a sinner!’ [14] I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than 

the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself 

will be exalted.” (ESV) 

 

Judah misses it because they desire exaltation of self, we get it when we let judgment and the 

cross humble us and become our greatest joy.  

 

The invitation of Jesus has stayed the same even now… Mark 1:15 “The time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” (ESV) 

 

We don’t like it because it can feel messy. Embracing this woe, this sorrow over sin, turning from 

it and clinging to what is better.  

 

“Focused in the right directions, godly sorrow will produce godly joy, and vice versa. 

Contemplating the grossness of our sin helps us to find Christ beautiful, and finding Christ 

beautiful helps us to contemplate our sin as gross. When the Bible commands joy, it does not 

mean to rule out deep repentance; it means to entail it. A heart broken over the law’s conviction 

is a good thing, and it’s the first thing.” Jared Wilson  

 

Repentance then becomes our response to what is real, and it works something wonderful in us.  

 

You stop denying the true source of sin when you repent. “Maybe like David...our anger can no 

longer be focused outward at the other, but ends up rightfully pointed at ourselves. “You are the 

man” - or the ownership of it - is where it has to start. The fruit of joy is sown in the fields of 

despair.”  

 

Like firefighters spraying water on the house across the street from the burning house. You can 

soak that thing but it’s not where the fire is. We can blame God, spouse, friends for sin, but my 

heart is ultimately the burning house… and repentance owns that. Runs to the living water that 

is Christ - that extinguishes the fire and ignites something new in us.  

 

And when we pursue repentance in community it heals.  

 

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. 

The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.” 

James 5:16 ESV 
 

Confession as the beginning of repentance, it brings supernatural healing. Even healing as 

restoration of created order. God is king, I am not. God is good, I am not. 

 

 



It is how we take the fight to sin. That we would see Jesus’ promise to make us like him realized 

in our lives. “We don’t conquer our sins by heroic willpower, we just confess them to death.” Ray 

Ortlund 

 

Confession and repentance say amen to the King and his Kingdom. They say amen to the good 

news of Jesus’s finished work. His freely-given salvation that he claims us based on no merit of 

our own, not our churchiness or appearance but solely by his grace, his love for us. Repentance 

says amen to His forgiveness for sins, even the ones we forgot to repent of.  

 

And what glorious news this is. That the children of God are brought low, things leveled at the 

foot of the cross, and made a people for the glory of Christ… the One who is exalted in justice 

and who shows himself holy in righteousness.  

 

The prosecution of Judah is for your good today. That we would encounter in the word the woes 

of sin that oppose God. That real sorrow would be owned, and that we, regardless of Judah’s 

outcome, would turn to the One who forgives, who justifies. And experience true life in Him.  

 

Ty - lived his whole life as a 'Christian', parents are believers, went to a "solid" church with Tim 

Keller, did the whole thing for years. But something wasn't real, at some point he realized he was 

living a lie and instead of being real in community, he just decided 'I don't believe this stuff 

anymore' and drifted away. “Literally the saddest sentence I've heard someone say in a long 

time.”  

 

What do we do? How do we protect against the outcome of Judah… and those missing sorrow 

over sin in our day? How do we model something different for those watching us? What is the 

guardrail against pursuing our own self-destruction? 

 

Own it - Maybe you are feeling sorrow over sin for the first time, bring it to Jesus surrender it to 

him and believe that he lived a life of obedience for you, took on death as a substitute for you on 

the cross and was raised in power for you - reigns over everything now.  

 

For those of us faced with fresh sorrow over sin… own the woe, get real… find people you can be 

real with and run to Jesus together. Taste of his grace as you turn from sin and fight against it by 

getting low, be humbled not only by the specter of Judgment but of the power of the cross for 

you. You will be humbled, humble yourself.  

 

None is too far from his grace. Repent and believe in the good news of Jesus.  

 

Live to Exalt the Lord - There are a lot of misconceptions of what the life of a Christian is 

supposed to be… but we have a glimpse in the tax collector - to live with a posture of “God be 

merciful to me a sinner.” This brings glory to Jesus because he loves to pour out forgiveness, 

freedom and new life. And even the Pharisee can set aside all the attempts at perfection for 

self-sake and find the mercy of Christ.  



Act justly, love mercy, walk humbly with your God - you will exalt him.  

 

The purpose of Isaiah 5 is not just a lesson in history, it is not even a tale of struggles and sin so 

far off you are meant to feel better about yourself. It is an encounter with ourselves, called to life, 

prone to wander, invited to repentance. The purpose is to take us from WOE to WHOA in light 

of the cross of Christ. From distress and sorrow to surprise that commands attention.  

 

May it be so with us.  

 

 


