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In the Advent season of 2022, I am doing brief sermons on the prophetic words of Isaiah that 
we use every year to herald the coming of Christ.  We read the prophetic words at Christmas 
but rush on the story of the baby in the gospels or the interpretive writing in the epistles.  The 
prophets set this event in a far more imaginative setting than reports of the birth or 
understandings of its meaning. The prophet is in fact a poet, and poetry says things to us that 
other forms of writing cannot. 
 
Isaiah 11:1-9 is a famous and uplifting passage called “The Peaceful Kingdom.” This poetry 
audaciously takes us out of our normal patterns of thought into a flight of imagination of a new 
and different world, a world we deeply long to see and to inhabit but fear cannot actually exist 
because reality is just too real. 
 
The passage begins with the prediction that  
 

“a shoot shall come out of the stump of Jesse…” 
 
The stump of Jesse represents the failure of the political, social, and economic systems of the 
Jewish people under the dynasty of King David.  It is a symbol of the fate of all human systems 
that operate as if they are all powerful.  Governmental power then as now was largely in the 
hands of the wealthy and powerful and operated to their advantage and benefit.  The nation of 
Israel, once proud and mighty under King David and his son King Solomon had been fractured 
and deeply weakened by internal corruption and the threat of foreign enemies.  
 
 As the nation teetered on the edge of destructive war with Assyria, Isaiah sees something 
hopeful. He foresees a new king, of whom it is said 
 

“the spirit of the Lord shall rest on him.  
The spirit of wisdom and understanding, 

The spirit of counsel and might,  
The spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord.” 

 
 
The spirit of Yahweh is a force that enlivens, gives power, energy, and courage, to give the 
capacity to do what the world believes is impossible.  God will send this spirit upon a new king 
who will bring about a peaceful kingdom. 
 
The spirit is a capacity for wise discernment. 
 

“He shall not judge by what his eyes see 
Or decide by what his ears hear. 



 

 

But with righteousness he shall judge for the poor 
And decide with equity for the oppressed… 

Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist 
And faithfulness the belt about his loins.” 

 
How amazingly different this is from the injustice and corruption that had come to characterize 
Israel’s society in the day of Isaiah. How amazingly different it is from what we cynically expect 
from our own political and judicial systems. 

 
The effect of this new king is much more than that of a wise and effective ruler.  Because his 
delight shall be in the fear of the Lord, his impact will be cosmic. 
 

“The wolf will lie down with the lamb,  
The leopard shall lie down with the kid. 
The calf and the lion will feed together, 

And a little child will lead them. 
 

The cow and the bear shall graze; 
Their young shall lie down together;  

And the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
The nursing child shall play over the  

Hole of the asp, 
And the weaned child shall put its  

Hand on the adder’s den. 
 

An awesome and indeed unimaginable overturning of the natural order of things. The power of 
righteousness, equity, and faithfulness! 
 

“They will not hurt or destroy  
On all my holy mountain,  

For the earth will be full of the 
Knowledge of the Lord 

As the waters cover the sea.” 
 

 
It is the knowledge of the Lord that fills the earth and changes not only society and government 
but also the very patterns of natural life. The knowledge of the Lord, covering the earth as the 
waters do, is the power that saves human life, natural life, and brings wholeness and peace to 
the creation. It is the exercise of righteousness and equity that makes this so special and indeed 
so powerful.  Something in the imagination of everyone is stirred by the belief that such a world 
must be possible. 
 
Isaiah the prophet is not predicting the coming of Jesus Christ from the eighth century BC, as 
some Christians through the centuries have assumed.  Isaiah has a vision that is pertinent for 



 

 

his own time and situation, and there is much for us to learn from it.  What we call the Old 
Testament is not simply a launching pad for Christianity and cannot be treated as if it is merely 
a prequel.  The Hebrew Bible is the mainstay of Judaism as it is practiced around the world and 
has its own importance for us without us turning it into a mere prequal for Christianity.  
Respect for this important work of scripture is a very important part of a healthy Christian faith. 
 
The right was for us to understand this text in our context is to see that the earliest Christian 
fathers looked at these marvelous words from Isaiah and saw in them a perfect representation 
of Jesus Christ. It is an illumination of Jesus, seen in this picture not as private salvation, a 
sacrament to be enjoyed, or as a model of piety.  Jesus was received, celebrated, and 
eventually rejected and crucified for his embodiment and practice of the vision of this societal 
possibility.   The Christian church began its life as a community committed to justice in public 
affairs and justice for the weak and the vulnerable. 
 
This vision of Isaiah, as lovely as it is, must seem to us to be as far from reality as Santa Claus.  
Wonderful to imagine but lost when we consider the harsh facts of life in this world. those of us 
who are committed to a life of faith need to hold not just doctrinal truths and institutional 
practices; we need to have a poetic imagination as well, an imagination willing to see and 
foolishly believe that God can create something beyond our experience, something that is 
worth our hope and our faith.  
 

The peaceful kingdom is not a naïve dream; it is a vision of God, and an ideal and a hope on 
which to build our lives.  At Advent in 2022 we proclaim that “the earth will be full of the 

knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.” 


