Isaiah 11:1-10
Romans 15:4-13
Matthew 3:1-12

One of the notable things from this hateful and bad tempered election
campaign is the digging up of comments that various party leaders and
candidates have said or written many months or years ago, and taking them
completely out of context.

And although context is sometimes irrelevant because a comment is so awful,
it is true that in most cases the context of a statement throws light on what
was actually meant by it.

At our recent study morning on the Bible we spoke about the need to
understand the context of Bible passages. On Sundays we generally follow the
lectionary readings — a selection of readings from OT and NT selected for each
Sunday taking into account the season in the church’s year. This means that we
often have a short reading plucked from an Old Testament prophecy with no
explanation of when it was written or why it was written — this morning’s
reading from Isaiah being a good example.

This passage (or verses from it) are often read at Advent or Christmas carol
services, so much so that our first thought is to immediately link the prophecy
with Jesus. The shoot from the stump of Jesse — what else could this be? The
NT writers (Matthew in particular) emphasise the importance of the genealogy
of Jesus going back to David (and hence to Jesse, David’s father). Surely the
passage could only have been written with the coming of Jesus in mind.

But these prophecies were primarily addressed to other contexts. And to get
the most out of the text we must first look at that original context.

In the early chapters of Isaiah we read about the Assyrians, the mighty
Assysrians who had conquered Israel (and countless other nations) and ruled
over them. The prophecy in chapter 11 is primarily a prophecy of hope to the
people of Israel in this time of utter despair. Chapter 10 ends with these words

Look, the Sovereign, the Lord of hosts, will lop the boughs with terrifying
power; the tallest trees will be cut down, and the lofty will be brought low.
He will hack down the thickets of the forest with an axe, and Lebanon with its
majestic trees will fall.



The prophet is foretelling the destruction of Assyria. The mighty armies of the
Assyrian empire will be defeated. They will be like trees that fall. This empire
will not go on for ever. There is hope!

And chapter 11 describes that hope. Where the trees have been hacked down,
a shoot will come through. There will be new growth, a new beginning. But this
won’t be Assyria. It will be from the stock of Jesse. The line of David. The
Israelite nation. Jerusalem will be restored. The people of God will live again.

Things won’t be like they are for ever. And the rest of the chapter describes in
picture language how old enmities will be cast aside; justice and righteousness
will reign, and the Spirit of God will be with the king in all he does. A new vision
of the mission and purpose of the chosen people of God.

A wonderful vision.

Lets then move on to the new testament, to our gospel reading; the story of
John the Baptist.

There are some things we know about John. His parents — Elizabeth and
Zechariah. The manner of his birth — the story of the childless couple, the
message to Zechariah that he didn’t believe, his being struck dumb, Hope from
despair.

And the task he had — going before Jesus in the spirit and power of Elijah, to

turn people from their wickedness, to call for repentance and to prepare the
way for the Lord. His mission was to proclaim the coming of the messiah — to
proclaim hope from despair.

And we know too (or can summise) that John and Jesus knew each other (or
certainly knew of each other). Mary and Elizabeth were related. Who knows,
perhaps J and J spent their summer holidays together...

But the bits about his lifestyle (abstaining from wine, and the fact he led a
simple perhaps monastic life - maybe part of the essene desert community),
and the references to the spirit of Elijah mean there is much in common
between John and the OT prophets. Perhaps John can be seen as the last of
the OT prophets and the one who ushered in the new testament — the new
way of God dealing with his people. A pivotal role. Ushering in the new hope.



So here in our gospel reading we have John in the desert, calling on people to
repent because the kingdom was near. Baptising people as an outward sign of
their repentance. Talking of the one that was to come after him.

And then some of the religious leaders come to him. And he launches into a
tirade against them (again reminiscent of the OT prophets at their strongest).
You brood of vipers. You think that because you call yourself children of
Abraham you are Ok. Well you’re not. What matters is the fruit you produce,
which reflects the state of your relationship with God. You think you are in
God’s favour, but you are not.

And then he uses words that echo the reading from Isaiah.

Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that
does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.

That tree image again. The trees that are cut down in judgement.

And here’s where we can draw on the OT to illuminate the NT. The prophecy
of Isaiah hinted at here is given a new meaning, a new interpretation — perhaps
the one we are more familiar with.

These religious leaders are like the Assyrians — they have taken over the people
of Israel and led them astray. But there is one coming — the fresh shoot from the
stock of Jesse — who will be filled with the Spirit and rule with justice and
righteousness. He will bring the people back to God. The kingdom of God will be
restored. There is hope in these times of despair.

John was using OT language — cutting down trees, throwing dead wood into
the fire, winnowing forks, and so on; but when this king — this Jesus — this
Messiah came he brought a new language too, a language of shepherd crooks
and love and care, a language of eternal life and fulfilment. A completely new
way of understanding and appreciating God. A new vision of God.

This truly was the end of an era and the beginning of something new and
wonderful. John was the bridge between the two eras. And we know from our
own experience what’s on the other side of the bridge a life with and for Jesus.



And so looking back from 2000 years on what can we learn from the Isaiah
passage and the story in Matthew??

First, that the mighty and the powerful, the leaders and those in authority are
not necessarily right, nor will they be there for ever and that they have to be
called out. Sometimes a spade needs to be called a spade.

Here the Pharisees and Sadducees, the learned ones, the ones who people
looked up to are shown for what they are — instead of leading the people in
the way they are leading them astray. God looks on the heart not the status.
God sees the fruit, not the flannel.

And | think that we have to weigh up what our leaders and prospective leaders
say, weigh it against God’s truth and God’s ways. Are our leaders seeking
reconciliation, harmony, justice, peace and the ways of love and acceptance —
or are they bringing division? Because the prophecy of Isaiah talks about
barriers being broken down and uses pictures of the wolf and the lamb, calf
and lion to illustrate this - the child leading them, judgement in favour of the
meek and poor. To God all people are important, all have potential and all are
loved and cared for. And he will do something about it. Eventually in the
person of Jesus and the final judgement, but also along the way — raising up
individuals and communities who will change things.

And second, that this illustrates a recurring pattern in scripture that hope
comes from God in times of despair. Follow it through the scriptures. From
Abraham, Joseph, through Moses, the exile and now the Roman occupation
and the rule based oppression of the religious leaders. God does bring hope. A
new future. New possibilities. Its easy to get depressed about the way the
world is, the way our nation is and how things don’t look like getting any
better. But God’s timescale and vision is much bigger. He sees the pain and the
suffering; he sees the way the leaders are ruling; he knows what his people are
going through. And he promises better. There is hope.

Perhaps we can look back and see that pattern of new hope coming in times of
darkness in our own experiences. And look forward — not only to the eternal
life offered and promised by Jesus — but to the years ahead of us in this life
(many or few — it doesn’t matter) - with new hope and expectation. Look
forward to and grasp the opportunities for us to be agents of this hope-
bringing. To be world changers modelling ourselves on Jesus. To be those who
bear his fruit, follow his way and bring hope from despair.



Isaiah looked around at a nation in turmoil, a nation under the rod of the
Assyrian empire; John looked around to a nation whose leaders had led them
away from God’s truth — to a position where what mattered was the letter
rather than the spirit of the law. We might look around and see a divided
nation, a world where the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, a society
where justice and fairness and compassion are sadly lacking.

But Isaiah brought a message of hope, John brought a message of hope and we
too —in this Advent season especially — can bring that same message of hope.
In the coming of Jesus at the end of time, but also in the ways we live out his
example and teaching in the present time.

As our candle lighting prayer out it

People of God: be glad!
Your God delights in you,
giving you joy for sadness
and turning the dark to light.
Be strong in hope therefore;
for your God comes to save.
You are God’s children.



