Text: Isaiah 11:1-10
Introduction
Isaiah is sometimes called the 5th gospel.  That mostly comes from the servant songs – like Isaiah 53 – “surely he has born our griefs” – and the later chapters.  The critical guild likes to divide the book into three parts which they hold were all written by different people at vastly different times.  1-40 the pre-exilic Isaiah we traditionally think of, 41-55 a person in the exile, and then 56-65 a post exilic person. So you get the suffering servant in that second period and great joy in the last bit. And if you prior belief is that predictive prophecy – that God knows the future and might reveal it to a prophet – is not a real thing, the critical guild’s divisions might make some rough sense.  But that simplistic division ignores things like Isaiah 7, “the virgin will bear a son.”  And Isaiah 9, “For unto us a child is born.”  And Isaiah 10 which is both about the necessity of Israel’s exile, but also about the remnants return.  And when the remnant is brought back and God has done to the Babylonians – called the Assyrians in chapter 10 – what he did to the Egyptians, then you get chapter 11.
Text
And this is the problem with chapter 11.  Israel returns from exile and they expect this.  They expect the utopia.  They expect the monarchy.  They expect dominion over the nations.  They expect God’s might hand to establish all of this.  Most likely by the appearance of the messiah.  And you can read Ezra and Nehemiah and see what they actually found.  A disappointing heir of David who just disappears from the story.  A temple that so paled in comparison that those who remembered the original one wept. A generation that hadn’t even started on the city walls. Surrounding peoples who worked hard against them.  And in general one disappointment after another. 
Christian history seems to rotate through various modes to me.  There are times like the long 19t century up to WW1 where Christendom was a serious consideration.  Onward Christian Soldiers was the marching hymn.  Of course the war was with the darkness and the light was winning. The reigning idea of the end was something called post-millennialism.  The crude reduction was if we build it, he – meaning Jesus – will come.  If we get all the heathen converted and stretch Christendom over all the earth, then the millennial reign will begin. The utopia imagined – “the lion shall eat straw like the ox” – would become real.  And those Christian soldiers marched right into the Somme and Flander’s Field. Against each other. They put their hands on the adder’s den and it bit them all.
We in the US were spared the worst of that, but not at the highest levels.  The vision was gone.  The old one seemed ludicrous. And you have the hastily thrown together substitutes.  Like Zerubbabel’s temple or Nehemiah’s walls you get “human rights.”   You get the “international order.”  You get the “UN.”  And a bunch of other such things that might work for a while…for those who don’t remember the real thing.  But in general Christian life and the cultures that took refuge in the branches it produced just feel stuck.  Feel post-exilic. We have seen enough of the fulfillment to believe.  Christ is risen.  But we’ve made such a hash of it all. 
Maybe paradoxically visions such as our Old Testament lesson are for people in seasons like the church finds herself in now.
Christology
And the very first thing we should hear is that bring forth the Utopia is not our task.  “There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit.”
We need to hear those words in light of Isaiah’s call.  Isaiah has this vision of the LORD “and the train of his robe fills the temple.” And the LORD has a mission and is asking who He might send.  And Isaiah, poor unknowing Isaiah, lifts up his hands – “Here am I, send me!” And the LORD takes him up on his offer.  Only then does Isaiah get the commission. “Make the heart of this people dull.”
“How long?” a stuttering Isaiah replies.  This is not what I expected.
“Until the cities lie waste…and if a tenth remain, burn it agaim.” Until it’s a stump.
“But the seed is in the stump.”
When the vision is gone. When is it barely remembered. When it is as dead as a stump.  Then the seed grows.  God works by death and resurrection. 
And that seed is always Christ. When the stump of Jesse grows.  When it branches from the roots.  Then you shall have fruit. 
And what I want to focus our attention on is how much has grown.  Pentecost has happened.  The Spirit has been poured out.  The Spirit of God rests on you in your baptism.  You have been baptized with water and fire.  The Spirit that rested upon Christ in his baptism has been given to us in ours. And that Spirit does lead us into wisdom and understanding. We have been given the Word.  And unlike those Isaiah was sent to preach to, to make their ears heavy and eyes blind, the Holy Spirit opens the Word to us.  To Holy Spirit opens ears.  That Spirit does not want people to walk into destruction.  But is a Spirit of Counsel and might, turning even the hardest of hearts.  There are examples plenty, even in a day in which the vision has blurred, of Christ’s call.  And it is a Spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord.  We are often so afraid that faith might be proven foolish. And there are ages and times where it looks shaky.  But the Spirit is one of Knowledge and fear of the LORD.  They go together. He made it all.  There is nothing within in that those who fear the LORD has to fear.  The promised spirit is working right now.
The second part that has already come to us.  Christ right now sits at the right hand of God. He is risen and reigns.  And he will come again to judge.  He doesn’t judge by what he sees or hears.  Things you have done in the dark will be exposed, but don’t worry about that. We are all poor sinners. But it is not with sight or hearing that he judges.  Satan can no longer accuse you.  Because Christ judges with righteousness.  And he decides with equity for the meek.  Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom. You’ve already admitted you are poor miserable sinners. Accept the righteousness of Christ.  Your sins are forgiven. 
Moral
But like post-exilic Israel something still feels missing.  Like John the Baptist where is the axe at the root of the tree?
For one the tree was already cut down.  What grows now grows like the mustard seed.  Grows like the seed dropped to the ground.  Silently.  While the world sleeps.  We know not how.  But the Kingdom of Heaven grows.  The branch of Jesse bears fruit in you and me and the hearts of believers everywhere.  And nobody is cutting that tree down.  God might prune it from time to time.  We might have our times of testing to encourage growth.  But the tree of life already grows in our midst.
What we feel like we miss, what we await the fulfillment of are those last things. “He shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked.” This is what wears. Like the Israelites surrounded by people stopping their building, the church is also surrounded.  How long the martyr’s ask? A little while longer, for the full number of your brothers to come in.  Then this world and it’s ruler will be judged and put away.
Eschatology.
Then Christ will gird himself – “righteousness and faithfulness his belts.” – and pick up the sword.
Then Christ will put away our enemies. 
We can fight our individual fight, but that cosmic one is not ours.  It is Christ’s.  And it awaits the appointed time.  And it is not slow as we might think.  But it comes right on time.
And then, then wolf dwells with the lamb. And the leopard with the goat.
Then the first shall be last and the last first. 
Then those of every tribe, and people and language and nation. That so furiously rage today.  Then they will sing the one heavenly song.
Then they shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain.
For in that day – unlike today where the Spirit has been poured out – but it must rest on you for that Knowledge and fear of the LORD. Then, in that day, the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD.  In that day we shall see him face to face.
Today the root of Jesse stands as a signal for the peoples.  But that signal is the cross. That signal is the people of the cross.  We stand in the midst of peoples.
But then – his resting place – our rest – when we no longer need to worry about lions devouring – our resting place shall be glorious.
Conclusion
Visions like Isaiah’s are no brainers when you are marching from victory unto victory. But they are more for people like us. To steal on the ear the distant triumph song.  Then hearts are brave.
And rallying to the cross we follow where Christ leads. 

