1

Jesus, a Shoot from the Stump of Jesse
December 24, 2024

Isaiah 11:1-10
Key verse 11:1 “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.”

Merry Christmas! Praise God for blessing our united Christmas worship service abundantly. Today let’s praise God for sending Jesus to this world as a shoot from the stump of Jesse. You might be thinking that it is a strange title for Christmas message. When we think of Christmas, we think of the baby Jesus in a manger, shepherds and wise men. But this passage is talking about stumps and shoots. A stump refers to that bit of the tree that is left when the rest has been completely cut down. Have you seen a shoot coming up from a stump? Most people do not think of much when they look at the shoot. It is such an insignificant branch. Nothing will come out of it, they say. Israel faced God’s judgment due to their sins. It is like those large trees were cut down to nothing, their land laid waist, their defeat was bitter, their depression overwhelming, their grief beyond consolation. Isaiah reminded them of a small thing, if only they would turn their eyes and hope toward it, a small shoot that was coming out of the stump of Jesse; too small to notice, to infantile to care about. They passed by this stump, on their way to exile, they hardly noticed the shoot. All they could think of was their glory that was now past. Are we any different? We notice the big things, the bigger the better; seasons of growth, the biggest Christmas decoration light show—it seems that we are people who judge with our eyes and decide by what we hear. After all, that is the Canadian way. But the question that we are confronted with in Isaiah 11 is this question - Is bigger of God? Does bigger reveal God? For example, St. Michael’s church in downtown Toronto was renovated for 125 million dollars. It is a magnificent building. But does it reveal who God is?

Look at verse 1. “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.” Here we have this phrase “the stump of Jesse.” About a thousand years before Jesus came, the family tree of Jesse shot up tall and strong. Through his youngest son, David, the Lord brought this family as the leading family of Israel. He was a mighty King and without a doubt the most famous king Israel ever had. Through him the Lord started a royal trunk with many family branches. At David’s time, this royal house can be pictured as a tall tree. About twenty of David’s descendants had served as kings in Jerusalem, but many of them had abused their high office. Many ruled selfishly instead of in the interest of God’s people. Some were idolaters and actually led the people of Judah into idol worship. Then God’s judgment struck as a chainsaw at the trunk of a tree. The once powerful nation of Israel was cut down by an invading army from Babylon. All that was left was a stump of what had once been a great tree. At the time the Son of God came to earth, there was no descendant of King David on the throne in Jerusalem. As a matter of fact, that royal house had fallen so far that Isaiah didn’t even call it the house of David; he called it by David’s father’s name and honestly spoke of it as the stump of Jesse.

Then, miraculously, a tiny shoot sprouted from that decaying stump. Out of this very unpromising almost dead stump, God will grow up a small, seemingly not very important, green shoot that has life in it. The prophet Jeremiah helps us to understand that the shoot referred to here is not a piece of wood but a person: “The days are coming,” declares the
LORD, “when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely, and do what is just and right in the land … This is the name by which he will be called, The LORD our righteousness” (Jeremiah 23:5,6). And the stump reminds us that Jesus came from a humble background. He was born not in a palace, but in a stable, to a young lady from the line of David who was engaged to a carpenter from the line of David. At that time the Roman Empire was so powerful, and Caesar Augustus was the most well-known emperor. Not even the town’s people of Bethlehem noticed or cared that Jesus had been born. They most cared about paying taxes in the census Caesar Augustus issued. Yet this small tiny baby would grow up to change the world, to fundamentally change the history of mankind forever. On the other hand, Caesar disappeared in the history, and now it is just the name of salad and pizza.

One person described Jesus this way: “He was born in an obscure village. The child of a peasant woman. He worked in a carpenter shop until he was thirty. And then became a travelling preacher. He never wrote a book. He never held a political office. He never had a family or owned a house. He didn’t go to university. He never travelled 200 miles from the place where he was born. He never did any of the things that usually accompany greatness.” Another person observed: Socrates taught for 40 years, Plato for 50, Aristotle for 40 BUT Jesus for only 3 1/2 years. Yet his influence infinitely transcends the impact left by the combined years of the teachings from all the world’s greatest philosophers. Jesus painted no pictures yet some of the finest paintings of Raphael, Michelangelo and Leonardo Da Vinci obtained their inspiration from him. Jesus wrote no poetry, but Dante, Milton and scores of the greatest poets were inspired by him. Jesus composed no music. Still Haydn, Handel, Beethoven, Bach and Mendelssohn reached their highest perfection of melody in the music they composed in his praise.

2000 years have come and gone, and today he is the central figure of the human race. All the armies that ever marched, all the navies that ever sailed, all the parliaments that ever sat, and the kings that ever reigned have not affected the life of men on this earth as much as one tiny shoot from the stump of Jesse. 2000 years ago, Israel was more concerned with being counted in Caesar’s census than they were about being saved. To certain extent they were actively expecting a Messiah, someone sent from God to deliver them; they expected someone who would lead a powerful army. The last thing they expected was a little baby born in a manger with rejected parents of absolutely no standing in the community. The last thing they expected was an infant king. God is present in the small things, in the people who hardly matter, in the historical events that would otherwise be forgotten, in the places none would call special. He avoids the pomp, the pride, the big show and comes by the way of humility to a people characterized by humility, he comes as a shoot out of a dead stump - but his kingdom is like a mustard seed, it may be very small, but small beginnings do not determine the end. And his kingdom, though it starts like a small mustard seed, will bring justice to the earth. With power Isaiah prophesies, he will lift up the humble and send the rich away empty. With absolute power and divine sovereign authority, he will destroy the abusing powers of evil and heal those who have been victimized. Of his kingdom, there will be no end.

This King will be equipped with the Spirit of the Lord to do his work. Look at verse 2. “The Spirit of the LORD will rest upon him—the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.” Jesus’ ministry was a ministry of the Holy Spirit. In the gospel, right at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry it records Jesus being baptized by the Holy Spirit (Lk 3:22). Isaiah here helps us to understand how the Holy Spirit worked through Jesus. Firstly, we see in him the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding. There are so many examples of Jesus’ wisdom, but one well known account is with the woman caught in adultery. All the religious leaders wanted to stone her. Moreover, they knew that if Jesus suggested they release her they could accuse him of undermining the law of Moses. What does he do? He doesn’t answer immediately, he writes on the ground, and then tells them, “Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” He makes them look at themselves, and then they realize that they are in no position to judge. That’s wisdom. 

We live in an age of information, of search engines of Facebook and Google. Most knowledge is only a couple of clicks of a mouse away. Yet with all this information, with all this knowledge, there is not so much wisdom and understanding. Wisdom means to discern what information is important and necessary and what to ignore so as not to be distracted or diverted. Our lives are short, they are precious; I look around this room and some of you are still in your 20s. How we spend our lives, what we make as our priorities, the choices we make can fundamentally determine the direction and fruit of our lives. The friends we make, the people we choose to share life with, all these have an impact and we need wisdom and understanding. James 1:5 says, “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given him.” When we find we don’t know what to do, what is the right decision, we can come to God and pray for his Holy Spirit’s guidance.

Secondly, Jesus had the Spirit of counsel and of power. Jesus didn’t just understand people but he loved them enough to counsel them, to tell them some hard truth at times. As well as loving he could be quite challenging at times. With a rich young man who asked, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” he told him to sell everything and come and follow him and then he would have treasure in heaven. Real tough challenging counsel, but he saw that the man’s wealth was his idol. He wanted the man to find what was most important. As well as counselling people he had power to practically help them. Jesus’ ministry is not just a ministry of wisdom and understanding, of counsel, but it is also a ministry of power, power to fundamentally change people’s hearts and lives. We have here people whose lives have been fundamentally changed through studying the Bible; Jesus’ words and the Holy Spirit freed them from the grip of depression, of self-destruction and has given them freedom from sin, joy, and power to live a new life. They can testify how their lives have been changed and how they experienced the power of Jesus Christ.

Zechariah 4:6 says, “It is not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord our God.” And a few lines later in Zechariah 4:10a, it says, “Do not despise these small beginnings.” All of Jesus’ ministry was by the small things - he started his ministry with a few country fishermen and hated-by-all tax collector; those he touched and healed were almost always discounted in Jewish culture - foreigners who had no standing, sinners who were looked down upon, lepers who were always avoided, paralytics who were powerless, and the deeply distorted demon possessed. God reveals himself in the small things when he sent Jesus as a baby in a manger 2000 years ago. God continues to work that way today. His kingdom grows by the small things, the small things we say to others, the small acts of kindness that characterize our lives, the small sacrifices we make for the kingdom of God. I was moved by our students’ sacrifice last Sunday. Even though they had final exams the next day, they came to the Christmas service and sang for the praise of God. God is in the small things, the unnoticed happenings. God reveals himself to us in those small words, those small expressions and above all in a small child wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger. Do you see God, hear God, in the small things of your life?

But when Jesus comes again, he will come as King of kings and Lord of lords. He will come in power and glory. Every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is Lord. Come, Lord Jesus. When he comes, he will establish a kingdom of God on earth where peace and righteousness rule. Verses 6-9 are a beautiful picture of his kingdom: “The 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. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the cobra’s den, and the young child will put its hand into the viper’s nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”

Look at verse 10. “On that day the root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his resting place will be glorious.” Here Isaiah talks of the root becoming a banner which is a bit of a mixed metaphor but we will forgive him because he is a poet. We know what roots are, and here a banner refers to a flag used at a time of battle where people gather. How does Jesus move from being the root, something so small that people hardly noticed on his arrival, to something so big that nations would rally to him, and he would provide a place of glorious rest? This banner, this very public raising up of the sign of the Messiah refers to the cross and what Jesus achieved on the cross. John 12:32-33 says, “But I, when I lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself. He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die.” And it is what happened! He has drawn all men to himself. There were about 120 followers of Jesus in those days after his crucifixion and resurrection. In 2023 there is roughly 2.6 billion believers in the world. In Canada, we can make the mistake of thinking that Christianity is in decline, worldwide that is not the case; there are spiritual revivals going on in South America, Africa and China. The 20th century was the century of the greatest expansion of the Christian church in the history of the world. 

The cross of Jesus became the place where anyone can come, bringing our sin, bringing our shame, bringing those things that we have done that we know in our hearts and conscience separates us from God. This is the thing about Christmas, ultimately when one strips away the presents, parties, Santa Claus, shopping, at the very heart of Christmas is the story of a loving God who sent his Son into the world to live with us, to understand us, to counsel us, to teach us through his wisdom and understanding, and most importantly to forgive us and bring us back into a relationship with our Father in heaven. It is that restored relationship with our Father, through faith in his Son Jesus that brings us peace. In order to receive such grace, we do not need a complicated theological argument. It can be a simple prayer, “Lord, you know and I know I’ve messed up, Jesus Son of David, have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

In conclusion, the shoot of Jesse came out of that stump and became a banner for the peoples. Perhaps some of you here today will think that is all a bit poetic, that it is interesting that Isaiah could write all that stuff about Jesus, but what exactly does this have to do with me? All I can say is that without Jesus there is no shoot, there is only a stump. A stump with no true hope, and ultimately no life. Isaiah saw his people in spiritual crisis and impending disaster. If we are honest, we all have stump like elements in our life; many of us are struggling with life problems. We might have stump like disappointments with life having not turned out as we wanted, deep down feeling there must be something more. Isaiah’s message is that there is. That with Jesus there is not only the stump but also the green shoot. He is waiting to take root in each of our lives if we let him. We long to see him return in glory with righteousness and peace. Come, Lord Jesus.

Big Idea: Even in a stump, there is hope in Jesus
