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The Old Testament book of Isaiah reads like the night sky.  Think of it as a canvas of pitch black, 

sometimes dreadful darkness, with pinpricks of light sparkling through.  And at moments, there are 

brilliant bursts of light exploding out as you read.  This Advent season, we are surveying some of the 

passages in Isaiah that emerge as brilliant beams of light.   

 

That’s what is symbolized by these candles.  The first candle is the light of faith.  Today, we light the 

candle of hope.  

 

If you are already familiar with Advent, or if you heard Pastor Otis’ message last week, then you know 

that Advent is about expectation.  It’s a time that is dedicated to longing for and eagerly looking forward 

to the arrival of the King.  What we call Advent was taken from the backdrop of Roman culture when 

people in a town or village diligently prepared for the arrival of an emperor or dignitary.  That cultural 

practice was repackaged into a series of celebratory practices that serve as a kind of living metaphor for 

how we approach Christmas day.  It helps us remember that the King has arrived, and one day, the King 

will return.  That is the heart of Advent.  So, this is our anthem. 

 

SERIES THESIS:  Remember, receive, and reflect the LIGHT.   

 

I have one goal and one goal only today.  It’s that you walk out of here with more of this [point to the 

candle].  I’m talking about the light of hope.  Maybe, just maybe, some of us walked in today without 

any of this [point to the candle].  Maybe for you, it feels like hope is on the verge of flickering out.  There 

may even be some of us who are wondering, is this just nice, religious, ceremonial packing at the 

holidays that gives people, who already have their lives all together, a hit of spiritual dopamine?  If there 

is anyone who feels a little jaded, a little cynical, skeptical about hope—that’s OK.  That’s allowed.  You 

deserve to know if there is a hope that doesn’t disappoint.   

 

Stories of hope are practically universal in their appeal.  True stories of hope can be addicting.  Earlier 

this year I became addicted to this one.   

 

 

 

 

Wrexham is a town in Wales.  The people in that town are passionately bonkers for their minor league 

soccer team.  This isn’t fiction.  This is a true story of a community with a proud past and hopeless 



present.  Professional soccer in the UK is very different from professional sports in the US.  Over there, if 

a minor league team does well, it can actually move up to a major league.  And if a major league team 

does poorly, it can get kicked out of the major league and relegated to the minor league.  I’m sure 

Packer fans are grateful that’s not how it works here.   

 

Two American actors decided to buy the club.  They invested in the team.  They upgraded the stadium.  

They brought in new players.  They put millions of dollars on the line to get this team promoted up to 

the next level.  The people in the town threw parades and parties.  Instantaneous hope came to the 

people of Wrexham.  This TV series is a documentary about that first season.  Everything came down to 

the final game.  I couldn’t take it.   

 

I was a bundle of anxious energy as I watched.  The more hope I felt as I watched this documentary, the 

more my stomach was in knots.  So, I did what any reasonable person would do.  I googled the ending.  I 

just wanted to be able to watch it while relaxed.   

 

When it comes to the biblical story and promise of hope—we can google the ending.  We get to look 

back at what the prophet Isaiah could only look forward to.  All the expectation about light coming into 

a world marked by darkness was something that people in the Old Testament expected.  What the 

prophet Isaiah expected, was experienced when Jesus arrived.   

 

JOHN 8:12 “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the 

light of life.” 

 

By its very nature, light confronts darkness.  By its very nature, hope confronts hopelessness.  The arrival 

of light is only noteworthy when you’re in the dark.  The arrival of hope is only noteworthy when you 

don’t already have it.  Is there anything in your life that feels dark?  Is there anything going on with you 

right now that makes hope feel hollow? 

 

In the past week I’ve sat with people who are facing an unwanted life change.  I’ve sat with people who 

are stuck in financial uncertainty and fear.  I’ve sat with people who just got the dreaded diagnosis.  In 

the past week, I’ve sat in my own grief and brokenheartedness.   

 

I’m suggesting that we take Jesus seriously today.  I’m suggesting that we hunker down with all the 

darkness we feel, all the darkness that hurts us and sits heavy on us.  I’m suggesting that we bundle up 

all the unknowns, all the fears, all the anxieties, all the disappointments, all of our bruises and scars and 

deposit them at the feet of Jesus today.  I’m suggesting that we let Jesus do battle with all the things 

that have been doing battle with you and doing battle with me.   

 

If you want hope today, if you need hope today—turn to the one who doesn’t disappoint.  This is what 

Isaiah says about him.   

 

ISAIAH 11:1 A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.  

 

Jesse was the father of David, who became king of Israel.  God promised that one day a king would come 

from that family, but he wouldn’t be an ordinary king.  Somehow, some way, even though Isaiah 

couldn’t fully explain it.  This king would be supernatural and accomplish for us what we could never 

accomplish for ourselves.  This verse says that a “shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse…”. 



Somebody special is coming from that family line.  Referring to that family as a stump highlights that it 

seems hopeless.  What was once strong is now weak.   

 

But if we skip down the page we see something that defies natural explanation.   

 

ISAIAH 11:1,10a A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit… In 

that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him… 

  

The king that is coming is not just from this ancestral line, he was before this ancestral line.  This is why 

Jesus is sometimes called the Ancient of Days.  He is before and after.  Who will rally to him?  He is for all 

people, from all places, for all time.   

 

Jesus is GOD and KING.   

 

He is God who took on humanity.  He is not just a good teacher—he is the truth.  He doesn’t just point 

to a better way—he is the way.  He doesn’t symbolize hope—he is hope.   

 

ISAIAH 11:2-4 The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him— the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the 

Spirit of counsel and of might, the Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the LORD— and 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;  

 

Has anyone ever judged you incorrectly?  Has anyone ever misrepresented you?  Does anyone in here 

know what it’s like to be seen through the lens of someone else’s bias?  Does anyone in here know what 

it’s like to be mistreated because someone believed things about you that weren’t true?  It will never be 

that way with Jesus. 

 

but 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.  

 

Before I say anything else, please take note of this.   

 

Jesus is King and a JUDGE who gives perfect JUSTICE. 

 

His judgments are in favor of the needy.  He is a judge who sees, who knows, and empathizes with the 

poor of the whole earth.  Here is the immediate question.  When we read about the poor, does it mean 

the physically poor or the spiritually poor?  What do you think? 

 

People who are primarily politically liberal tend to see this as being about the physically poor.  The 

emphasis is placed on social justice and things like the repentance of sins are minimized.  People who 

are primarily politically conservative tend to see this as being about the spiritually poor.  The emphasis is 

placed on repentance of sin and things like social justice are minimized.   

 

Our task as fully devoted followers of Jesus is to be primarily biblical.  Whether you lean liberal or lean 

conservative, let’s primarily be biblically minded.  The biblical answer to this question is that it’s about 

both the physically and the spiritually poor.  Remember that Jesus was born into poverty.  His first crib 

was a feeding trough for animals.  His parents were refugees on the run, in need of political asylum.  I 

love this thought from pastor Tim Keller. 



 

Jesus didn’t commute in to help the poor. He participated.  –Tim Keller 

 

Hold on to that. Be encouraged and be motivated by that.  But let’s not limit it to that.  I’m going to put 

these verses back on the screen.   

 

ISAIAH 11:2-4b He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay 

the wicked.  

 

I can understand that some may wonder, “Where is the hope in that?”  Remember that the goal is to see 

Jesus.  Jesus is the one who fulfilled these words.  What is it that we see in him?  This is best understood 

by looking directly at him.   

 

The rod of his mouth means the judgments, the decisions he made.  What are the kinds of things that 

Jesus said? 

• To the disciples, he said—I choose you.  You are my friends. 

• To a publicly shamed woman, he said—I don’t condemn you. 

• When they hammered nails into his hands, he prayed—Father, forgive them.   

 

The hope we see in Jesus is not a glimmering candle; it’s a blazing, all-consuming fire of hope.  And, 

Jesus also said, “repent and follow me.”  For all who come to him, for all who will die to themselves, for 

all who acknowledge our moral failures, he offers new life.  Jesus is a judge who would rather put the 

sentence for sin on himself than on us.   I don’t know who originally said this, but I want you to hear it.  

 

The gospel is the only story in which the hero dies for the villain.  –Unknown 

 

ISAIAH 11:5-9 Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist…  

 

I highlighted these words because they are a reference to garments worn by priests.  Maybe the most 

important work of a priest was to make sacrifices for sin.  Jesus is the priest who was a sacrifice for our 

sin.   

 

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, 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. 

 

Jesus is King and a PRIEST who takes away DEATH.   

 

It must have been 14 or 15 years ago.  Jack was maybe 18 months old.  While at a street fair, a guy 

walked around with a pet snake.  It was something like a python or a boa.  From across the street, I 

watched as he walked up to my wife, who was holding baby Jack.  Without any warning, Jack reached 

out and grabbed this snake by the throat.   

 

And he did it with attitude - like he was channeling Samuel L. Jackson.  He was tired of these snakes.  As I 

look back on it now, I laugh.  But there was an instant, an instant that felt like time had stopped, there 

was an instant that I was sure my son was dead. 



 

ISAIAH 11:8 The infant will play near the cobra’s den, the young child will put its hand into the viper’s 

nest.  

 

I love being a pastor.  But being a pastor has produced a real hate in me.  I hate death.  And Jesus does 

too.  It was not his intent for life to be temporary.  And one day, it will only be an absurd memory. 

 

We live in a city where people travel from all over the world looking for hope from pain and death.  

Some of you are visiting from out of town because you are here looking for hope.  And some of you are 

the very individuals that people come to seek that hope.  The work that is done here is good.  It’s 

something that I marvel at in this city.  It’s something that I admire about many of you.   

 

Taking this message from Isaiah seriously means that we have to reckon with and wrestle down what we 

ultimately place our hope in.  Even when we function at our very best, even if we perfectly achieve all 

that we aim to do—the hope we produce ourselves is only temporary.  The hope that is achieved in this 

city and by your work is marvelous and good.  But its impact is temporary.  That means that all the 

accomplishments and advances of all of human history only achieve a hope that will eventually 

disappoint.   

 

Jon Tyson is a pastor in New York City.  He said something recently that is the exact kind of thing that 

Isaiah wants us to understand.     

 

Our idolatries are less like conscious decisions to believe a falsehood and more like learned dispositions 

to hope in what will disappoint.  –Jon Tyson 

 

We are all looking to something or someone for hope.  Will you let me ask you directly, what is it that 

you are trusting in?  Where are you looking for hope?  The Biblical concept of hope is not wishing.  It’s 

certainty.  And it’s not conjuring up emotions, either.  Will you consider this?   

 

Hope isn’t positive thinking—it’s TRUST placing.   

 

When we step into the Advent season, we naturally think about the birth of Jesus—his arrival.  But we 

aren’t truly participating in Advent unless we pivot our thoughts to his resurrection.  Without the 

resurrection, all hope is temporary.  But with the resurrection, all of our fears are proven to be frauds 

and all sorrows are temporary.   

 

Jesus is hope that never disappoints.  Jesus is a judge who knows all.  He is a priest who gave all.  He is a 

king who is over all.  Will you accept the gift of hope that he offers you?   

 

 


