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Advent 2
A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 

2The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord—3and he will delight in the fear of the Lord. 

He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears; 4but with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 5Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist. 6The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them. 

7The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. 

8The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper’s nest. 

9They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. 10 In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious. (Isaiah 11:1-10)
Is there any Hope for Us?


Is there any hope for us today?  We live in a society in which you can’t turn on the TV without seeing pornographic commercials for women’s underwear.  We live in a society where you can go to jail for killing your dog but your teenage daughter can get pregnant and kill her baby and you can’t stop her.  This week, there was another shooting – nine people dead in a Nebraska shopping mall.  For every young person who walks into a mall or a school with a gun, there are thousands who kill themselves or do drugs or bury themselves in an internet fantasy world.  Don’t expect any help from our political leadership.  I don’t care which party you support, the upcoming election is depressing.  The media just keeps drumming its materialistic, Hollywood message.  Is there any hope for us at all?

27 centuries ago, God sent the Old Testament prophet Isaiah to answer that question.  Isaiah lived at a time when faithful people asked the same kinds of questions we ask today.  During his lifetime, the northern kingdom of Israel was conquered by the Assyrians. They were dragged into exile and they never returned.  Twice during his lifetime, enemy armies laid siege to Jerusalem.  Morality in Judah reached new lows. One king sacrificed his son to an idol.  People joined fertility cults – religions that had prostitutes in their temples for worship purposes.  Just like today, believers had to ask, “Is there any hope?”  God sent Isaiah with an answer.  
I.


My friends, Is there any hope for us? Yes, there is Christ the King.  That’s the answer God gave Isaiah.  Jesus is the answer to everything.  All those things that make us wring our hands – wars and crime, children losing their way – all of it happens because sin has contaminated this world.  Jesus is God’s answer to sin.  Isaiah said, “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.”  Jesse was the father of King David.  The stump of Jesse means his family.  Jesse’s son became king long before Isaiah lived and his dynasty ruled Judah for more than four hundred years.  But notice Isaiah didn’t call that dynasty a tree or trunk.  He called it a stump.  Isaiah was talking about a time when David’s family would no longer rule.  The Babylonians conquered Israel.  David’s family lost the throne and they never got it back.  By the time Jesus was born, David’s family worked as carpenters – and not very successful ones at that.  Joseph and Mary clearly were poor.  No one in Nazareth or Bethlehem expected Joseph or his son to be king over anything.  But from the stump of Jesse, a shoot came out.  A branch burst forth and bore fruit.  Jesus was born from the ancient line of kings.  A greater king was coming than even King David.  That was a cause for hope.
Isaiah said, “The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him— the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord— and he will delight in the fear of the Lord.”  The Spirit of the LORD would rest on the King who was coming.  You know that Holy Spirit descended on Jesus in his baptism.  But why?  I mean, Jesus was already God.  Why did he need the Holy Spirit?  Because Jesus was also a real human being.  He was both God and man at the same time.  The human nature of Christ worked exactly like our human natures do – except that he had no sin.  God gave him faith.  God gave him counsel and power and wisdom and understanding and knowledge through the Holy Spirit so that he could fulfill his role as savior and king.  

Isaiah says, “He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears …”  Jesus, the Son of God and the Spirit filled Son of David had greater wisdom than any king ever had.  So, of course, his decisions surprise ordinary people.  To human eyes, the disciples were nothing.  They were fisherman.  Most of the great people of Jesus’ day, most of the famous people, most of the great religious leaders rejected him.  They loved themselves and their own money and the sounds of their own voices.  But what Jesus saw and heard from them meant nothing to him.  Jesus knew what was in people’s hearts.  He knew their thoughts and their feelings, and their faith or unbelief.  Jesus perceived things that no human can see.  
So even when Pontius Pilate had Jesus bound before him, Jesus refused to defend himself or even to acknowledge Pilate’s authority over him.  He refused even to answer the Jewish leaders. He judged by a greater standard, a standard they could never understand.  He judges by the standard of faith.  “The poor” and “the needy” in this prophecy are not physically poor people.  They are the believers who suffer in an unbelieving world.  Jesus the King renders judgment for us.  We will live with him forever.  But he will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth.  He will condemn to hell forever all those proud hearts who rejected him. 
Isaiah said, “Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist.”  Wouldn’t it be nice to live in a country where you could say that about your kings and presidents?  Wouldn’t it be nice if we had political leaders in either party who knew what it means to be righteous before God and who understood how to keep their word and their oath of office?  In this world, politicians like that are rare.  Power corrupts.  But when we see the scandals that dog public life, it should remind us of the contrast Jesus brings: he is truly righteous.  He is truly faithful to his role as King.  All his promises will come true.

Christ the King was born in Bethlehem from the ancient line of Hebrew kings to rule and to judge and to bring life and healing.  Jesus was born to conquer sin.  He was born to wipe out the germ that all evil in this life springs from.  He was born to free us from the sin that we’re personally guilty of and he was born to free us from all that sin does to us here.  
When will we be set free?  In one sense, we’re free already because already now we have the good news that our King has come.  Isaiah longed for the day when Jesus would arrive.  Every faithful prophet and king in the Old Testament wanted to see that day.  They wanted to know how God was going to carry out all those promises.  They longed to know the story that our children hear as preschoolers.  They would’ve been thrilled to hear of that baby being born in that stable and the shepherds coming to worship him.  They would’ve been delighted at the magi coming from the east.  They would’ve loved to hear about his baptism in the Jordan River and about his miracles and his preaching.  Most of all they wanted to hear the story of him dying on the cross in our place and then rising – they wanted to hear how he won forgiveness.
But they didn’t.  They didn’t even know Jesus’ name.  Instead God gave them pictures and a general promise that the King would do all that.  And that was enough for them.  But they had to wrestle with prophecies and trust promises they didn’t understand as clearly we do.  We have the full knowledge of the work of Christ.  We go to bed each night knowing Jesus came and paid for our sin.  When we see all that’s happening in our society and we shake our heads in disgust and bewilderment, we have Jesus our King.  He is ruling all things now for our good.  He will return, and then we will see him as the face we have been longing to see all our lives.   We will watch him put an end to sin and suffering and begin the endless reign of peace and joy.  What a wonderful gift!

II.
But even we don’t see him right now.  When he came that first time, people could see him and touch him.  But then he died.  He rose and his disciples saw him for a little while longer.  But then he left.  You and I have never seen him.  But Jesus did not leave us alone.  He sent the same Holy Spirit to the disciples so that they could preach and teach and in that way, Jesus’ kingdom comes to us now.  That gives us hope now.  We live by faith and not by sight.  Behind all evil and opposition, behind all the devil’s efforts to stop our work, Jesus still reigns through his Word.  Is there any hope for us?  Yes, there is the gospel message.

That gospel message is what the rest of this prophecy is about.  This is the famous description of the wolf and lamb living together and a lion and an ox lying down together.  To me, the most striking image here is the little child sticking his hand into a cobra’s nest, but Isaiah says, “They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”  Those are the key words.  Isaiah does not promise a world-wide reign of Christ in which all of nature is in harmony.  He promises that on God’s holy mountain, there will be no harm or destruction.  The holy mountain is the temple mount in Jerusalem.  So often in the prophets the temple represents the Church that God is building through the work of the Holy Spirit.  
Here on the mountain of the Lord, we are safe.  When we’re in this building, we kneel at the feet of God.  We come here for rest from all those horrible things that are happening out there.  We come here and God renews us and strengthens us so that we can go back out there and face life again.  But what if things are bad in here?  What if our pastor doesn’t teach us what the word says?  What if he leads a sinful life?  What if we don’t like the people in here?  What if our church is struggling with declining attendance and financial problems?  What if it splits?  What if this congregation closes?  Does that mean we were not on God’s holy mountain?  No.  The mountain isn’t this building.  This building is just where we come to be on the mountain.  The mountain isn’t only our congregation.  It’s far more than Peace Lutheran Church or even the Wisconsin Synod. The mountain is the gathering of all believers of every time and place.  It is the church of God.

What brings us to the mountain?  The word.  Isaiah said that knowledge of the LORD would cover the earth as waters cover the seas.  I kind of like that image – what’s in the ditch that lies between here and Europe?  Water!  God’s word goes out and it covers the earth.  Christ the King sends that word forth.  Whether we gather in a beautiful building like this one or in a shack or in somebody’s living room, when we gather around the word to hear what God says, we are on the mountain of the Lord.  Even if we die here, even if we sin against one another and hurt each other here, even if we divide and close this congregation, the Lord’s mountain is always found through his word.
Isaiah says, “In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious.”  On the day of Pentecost, God invited us gentiles onto his mountain.  Any place where we rest with Lord is a glorious place.  We rest in the Lord every time we hear the word.  We are free from all the harm and danger of this life because we live on the holy mountain.  Nothing can ever hurt us again.  Not car accidents.  Not cancer.  Not crime or war or drugs.  How can that be true?  Because none of these lasts longer than this life does.  If you have to face them here, you will experience physical pain.  You will know sorrow and hurt.  But then this life will be over and you will be with the Lord in heaven.  
Each day that you face those things here, Jesus comes to you in the gospel and says, “You belong to me.  I love you.  I was born for you.  I died for you.  I rose to free you from this life.  I went into heaven to prepare a place for you.  And I am coming back to bring you home with me.  Until that day comes, I have given you my word.  I have washed your sins away in baptism.  I have put my body and blood in communion.  I have called pastors to preach to you.  I have given you a congregation to gather in and fellow believers to comfort you.  I will never leave you or forsake you.  Trust me.  Even while you suffer here, nothing can harm you on my holy mountain.”
That is our hope.  When I was in college, I was driving back to school one day.  I was cruising along at 70 miles an hour and my engine just stopped.  The serpentine belt had broken.  This was before the era of cell phones so I had to wait and hope that a police officer would come by and call a tow truck for me.  I waited and waited and hoped and hoped.  But I didn’t know if a cop would ever come.  That’s not Christian hope.  Christian hope is more expectation than is an “I hope so” feeling.  Christian hope is certainty.  Jesus is the King.  He rules all things for us.  He will comfort us and strengthen us while we face the darkness of this life.  And he will bring us home. Amen 
